
Blood Orange: A Canadian-Ukrainian Writer's Perspective on the Current Troubles in Ukraine. 

Let me begin by quoting a great writer: “I myself do not know whether my soul is Ukrainian 

[khokhlatskaia] or Russian [russkaia]. I know only that on no account would I give priority to the Little 

Russian [malorossiianinu] before the Russian [russkim], or to the Russian before the Little Russian. 

Both natures are too richly endowed by God, and as if by design, each of them/ separately contains 

within itself what the other lacks—a sure sign that they complement one another”(W,88-89).  So wrote 

Nikolai Gogol (to Ukrainians Mykola Hohol) in 1844, when the term “little Russian” or “Malorossian” 

to mean Ukrainian was in wide usage.  Though Gogol's oeuvre was written only in Russian, he 

introduced many Ukrainianisms into that language, having been born and raised in what is now 

Ukraine, the son of a Ukrainian father and a mother descended from Polish nobility.  The complex case 

of Gogol/Hohol seems to me emblematic of Ukrainian history itself, and a corrective to current 

simplistic and reductive discourse about Ukraine and the Ukrainians. 

I am deeply troubled by today's Ukraine; by how the events triggered by “Euromaidan” have been 

playing out, and by how they are being reported—or more importantly—ignored or misinterpreted by 

all but the alternative media. I view the rise of ethnic nationalism in contemporary Ukraine as a tragic 

and indeed a vicious alternative to the civic nationalism which had begun to develop after Ukraine 

became an independent country in 1991: civic nationalism, which, in a multi-ethnic, multilingual state 

serves the interests of the people of Ukraine, and not a genetically chosen “Ukrainian people.”   Civic 

nationalism, unlike integral ethnic-nationalism, can enable the development of civil society, truly 

democratic institutions, vigorous debate about the public good and equally vigorous critique of vested 

interests and power, economic as well as political. For all that I am a member of the western-Ukrainian 

diaspora, “my” Ukraine does not include the right-wing nationalism of the Svoboda party, or the neo-

fascism of Praviy Sektor, and the knee-jerk vilification of everything and everyone Russian.  I equally 

deplore the exclusionary ethnic nationalism that has disfigured the Russian political scene, and which is 

associated with figures such as Vladimir Zhirinovsky and even Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. 

Ten years ago, I was an avid supporter of Ukraine's “Orange Revolution,” which promised new hope 

for the development of a genuinely democratic, far less corrupt, and authentically civil society in 

Ukraine, my ancestral country: the cries heard on the 2004 Maidan of 'Bandits to Prison,' and 'We Want 

to Live like Europeans' echoed across the country, and although significant politico-cultural divisions 

between western and eastern Ukraine remained, they seemed neither insurmountable nor inherently 



destructive. But a year after the triumphant election of Viktor Yushchenko and what seemed the 

definitive political demise of Viktor Yanukovych, disillusionment had set in, a mood reflected and 

explored in my book of poems, Foreign Relations (2005). When what became EuroMaidan took shape 

in late 2013, I was skeptical and subdued: would ordinary Ukrainians see any real improvement in their 

quality of life, or hope for their children's futures, given the massive scale of entrenched corruption in 

their country? 

Ten years later and in spite of the well-deserved departure of the despicable though democratically-

elected Yanukovych, little has changed for the better in Ukraine, and for the vast majority of 

Ukrainians.  A new oligarch heads the government—the “chocolate” king Petro Poroshenko, who made 

his initial fortune by snapping-up, at a ludicrously small price, a former state-owned Russian 

confectionary company.  The running of the country remains in the hands of an oligarchic kleptocracy, 

and the fate of so many young Ukrainians—to stagnate in their impoverished villages and moribund 

towns—has shifted to the fate of being conscripted to fight, with woefully inadequate equipment, 

rations and leadership, their fellow citizens, and the fate of mourning those conscripts killed or maimed 

in battles that cannot but revive the memory of the brutally divisive conflicts brought by the civil war 

of the 1920s.  The evils of civil war do not change: violent deaths of large numbers of innocent 

civilians or their transformation into traumatized refugees; indiscriminate shelling of villages, towns 

and cities, reducing infrastructure to rubble and finally, economic devastation in an already bankrupt 

country. As of August 29
th

 the number of killed and wounded was 2593 according to the UN's “very 

conservative estimates', with over 110,000 displaced—Moscow puts the number of refugees into 

Russia as one million.   Modern technology, of course, augments the horrors: among those innocent 

victims of Ukraine's civil war I include the passengers of Malaysian flight MH17. 

    I was quite wrong, during the early days of Euromaidan, to assume that the west would flirt with and 

then jilt Ukraine. Indisputably, western, and largely American aid played a significant role in the 

development of the first, Orange Maidan in 2004; equally indisputably, western powers played a 

massive role in creating and sustaining the Euromaidan of 2013-14, for better and, I have to say, for 

worse.  What had changed since 2004 was the eruption, not the mere threat, of violence on Maidan; the 

powerful and frightening part played by right-wing ethnic nationalists of the Svoboda party and the 

armed activists of Praviy Sektor, with their cries of “Slava Eroyi,” or Glory to the Heroes so chillingly 

reminiscent of pro-fascist independence movements in western Ukraine of the 1930s and 40s.  Glory to 

the heroes meant, it soon appeared, armed thugs doing battle against the Berkut, the state security 



police, involving burning tires and buildings, but also bloodshed and corpses.  There have been 

allegations that the snipers operating on Maidan were a false flag operation: that demonstrators needed 

to be galvanised by extremists in order to effect regime change.  Given the fog of war and the nefarious 

practices of deep-state politics, the truth about the violence on Maidan won't be known for a long time-

-if ever.  What does seem indisputable is that the European-initiated opportunity for a negotiated 

settlement and de-escalation of violence was aborted, with a legally, democratically-elected president 

ousted by questionable street-power, triggering a chain of events including Russia's annexation of 

Crimea, the mass killings in Odessa and eruption of civil war in eastern Ukraine, most certainly aided 

and abetted by Russia, but equally underwritten by the US and Europe, whether in the form of CIA 

tutelage, or the encroaching ambitions of NATO, or the influx of western mercenaries or military 

supplies, including the “non-lethal military hardware” (helmets and vests) offered by Canada. 

My Ukraine, I have said, does not include ethnic nationalism: but what do I mean by “My Ukraine'? 

For I was not born and bred in that country, though I was raised to feel a deep connection with its 

history, culture, and fate. I am one of the western Ukrainian diaspora: that is, Ukrainians from the 

western part of the country, who, at the end of the 19
th

 century left in a flood for North America, Brazil 

and Argentina, due to the dire poverty of peasant life, or Ukrainians—many educated, and from the 

professional classes—who came as refugee and Displaced Persons directly after WWII.  But there is 

also an eastern Ukrainian diaspora, more numerous than the western kind. This diaspora includes 

emigrés to the Kuban, and North Caucasus, Southern Siberia and to the new melting-pot cities of the 

Soviet era, not to mention Moscow; emigration was at its peak “between the abolition of serfdom in 

1861 and Khrushchev’s ‘Virgin Lands’ campaign in the 1950s (which encouraged Slavic settlement in 

the ‘virgin’ Kazakh steppe.)  The last Soviet census in 1989 recorded 6.8 million Ukrainians resident in 

the USSR outside Ukraine, though Ukrainian sources go as high as ten to twelve or even 20 

million.”(W,117) 

I will be going into the historical difference between western Ukraine, and the rest of the country, a 

little later; for the present, I want to identify three areas  1)western Ukraine, once under Polish and 

Austro-Hungarian rule, and dominated by its major city, Lviv, 2) what historians refer to as “Dnieper 

Ukraine,” the central portion dominated by the city of Kiev, and once under the control of Russia, 3)  

Novorossia, on the eastern border with Russia, and the site of today's civil war, and 4) southern Ukraine 

and  Crimea, which were also under Russian control for centuries. The imperial presence in Ukraine is 

many-faceted: though current hatreds have Russia as their focus, western Ukrainians have vilified 



Poland for centuries. 

II. Kyiv-Kiev 

Since the main purpose of my talk is to provide context—historical, cultural, social—to try to correct 

the reductive picture of Ukraine assumed by the media, let's begin by considering the place that has 

been so compellingly in the news ever since last autumn: Ukraine's capital city and the site of what's 

been called Euromaidan. 

Consider its very spelling and pronunciation: a Ukrainian-speaker will call it KAY-eev (Kyiv) and 

locate it on the river Dnipro: a Russian-speaker will call it Kee-YEFF (Kiev) on the Dnieper.  

(Although both Ukrainian and Russian use the Cyrillic rather than the Latin alphabet, there are 

differences between their alphabets and phonetics: one of the thorny issues in Russian vs Ukrainian 

relations has been whether Ukrainian is a proper language or a mere dialect of Russian).   

Historically, Kyiv was a focal point on the trade route from the Varangians (or Vikings to the Greeks): 

furs, slaves, honey and wax were shipped via the Dnipro and other rivers, down to the Back Sea, 

Constantinople, and beyond. The state of Kievan Rus, founded sometime in the mid-ninth century by 

the Varangians, flourished under a line of capable rulers, one of whom, Volodymyr the Great (Vladimir 

to the the Russians) introduced Christianity in 988: both Ukrainians and Russians (not to mention the 

Byelorussians) claim Kviy as the cradle of their civilizations and their primary spiritual home.  After 

the inevitable period of warfare between multiple heirs to the throne,  Kyiv with its hundreds of 

churches and famous golden gates was besieged and conquered by Batu Khan’s Golden Horde in 1240, 

annexed to Lithuania in 1362, and by the seventeenth century, when it became part of the Russian 

empire, had fallen into complete decline.  Its fortunes revived with the advent of sugar-beet farming in 

the nineteenth century, in which Russian Jews played a prominent part. 

 Kyiv, the first city in Europe, after Berlin, to have an electric tram system was, by the outbreak of 

WWI a cosmopolitan capital, home to substantial communities of Armenians, Greeks, Poles, Germans, 

Tatars and Jews as well as Ukrainians and Russians, and nourished many famous scientists, scholars 

and artists.  As a Russian city, it hosted Aleksandr Pushkin  and Nikolai Gogol (Mykola Hohol, in 

Ukrainian), Anna Akhmatova, who was a student at Kyiv’s first gymnasium for women, and married 

her first husband Nikolai Gumilev, here. Yaroslav Hasek wrote a version of The Good Soldier Swejk.  

Isaak Babel, whose first stories were published in Kyiv eloped from the city to Odessa with the 



daughter of a wealthy manufacturer. Boris Pasternak, the author of Dr Zhivago, Sholom Aleichem, 

Mikhail Bulgakov of The Master and Margarita fame, all spent formative periods in Kyiv.  

Akhmatova, born near Odesssa and Bulgakov, born in Kyiv,  wrote exclusively in Russian, and did not 

consider themselves in any way Ukrainian. Akhmatova had moved to St Petersburg well before 1914, 

but Bulgakov, whose family house can still be visited in Kyiv, lived there through the opening of WWI 

and the civil war following the Russian revolution.  (The intermarriage of Ukrainian and Russian 

culture is not, of course, limited to Kyiv: Prokofiev was born in Ukraine to Russian parents, spending 

his childhood in a village near Donetsk; Chekhov's Cherry Orchard takes place near Kharkiv.) 

In other words, Russian language, Russian cultural and art forms, Russian business and industry 

dominated Kyiv in the nineteenth and much of the twentieth centuries. (For historical reasons, artists 

and writers in western Ukraine, concentrated in L'viv, were much freer to make use of Ukrainian 

cultural forms and language). But it was in Kyiv that a Ukrainian state came briefly into being during 

the chaos of war when, between 1917 and 1920, power changed hands in Kyiv some 14-18 times  

between German, Polish, Bolsheviks, White Guards, and Ukrainians.  An independent Ukrainian 

People’s Republic was declared in January 1918 by the members of the Ukrainian Central Council, 

headed by historian Mikhail Hrushevskyi.  Less than 2 years later, by December 1919, Soviet Power 

had been established in Kyiv, preceded by a brief period of control by Denikin’s White Guardists, who 

permitted savage pogroms in the city.  The Bolsheviks moved the capital of what had become the 

Soviet Socialist Republic of Ukraine from Kyiv to Kharkiv until 1934. 

Under Communism, Kyiv suffered the destruction of many of its finest churches and cathedrals; after 

WWII it lay in ruins, a great part of its principal thoroughfare, the Khreshchatyk, having been blown 

up, to be grandiosely rebuilt by Stalin’s architects.  Many of the city's surviving monuments are 

ideologically charged: not just the Lenin statues which have all been toppled now, but the equestrian 

statue outside Santa Sofia cathedral of  Cossack hetman Bohdan Khmelnystki. The statue, constructed 

in 1888, was originally supposed to show the Hetman with his mace pointing towards Ukraine’s destiny 

in Moscow, and trampling under his horse’s hooves the enemies of the Slavs united under the Russian 

empire: A Jesuit, a Jew, and Polish noble. The statue on a hilltop overlooking the Dnipro of St 

Volodymyr/Vladimir, who forcibly converted his subjects to Christianity, was erected in 1853, with 

some Kyivans of the period seeing the saint “gazing out on the vastness of the Russian steppe—to 

Vladivostok and the pacific” while others—Ukrainophiles—saw him “looking down at the river, the 

lifeblood of Ukraine” (TK226). 



As for Maidan Nezalezhnosti, or Independence Square, it sports a 1970s fountain with a metal ball 

split, some say, as if by a meat cleaver, with a circle of jets curving into it.  In 2001, for the 10
th

 

anniversary of an Independent Ukraine, a monumental 50 meter bronze column was erected, topped by 

the statue of a girl holding a branch of a snowball tree: this Maidan was the gathering point for 

protestors in both the Orange and Euro revolutions of 2004 and 2013-14. Its current accoutrements of 

burning tires and improvised barricades, tents and other debris of occupation have only recently begun 

to be dismantled—against the wishes of some protestors, who fear that, if left to the sole surveillance of 

the fountain and the girl with the snowball tree branch, Ukraine's current crop of leaders will fail to be 

held to rigorous account.   

III. Ukraina,  meaning “borderlands” or even “outskirts” in Old Slavonic 

Kyiv or Kiev, however we call it, has been the creation of not one but many linguistic and cultural 

groups, the foremost of them being Ukrainians and Russians. When I visited the city in 2005, most of 

the inhabitants spoke Russian in public places—the streets, the museums, the shops.  To be sure, to 

speak Russian does not equate with wishing to join Russia: I am not for a moment asserting that 

Russian-speaking Kyivans were not enthusiastic about Euromaidan, or supportive of separatist forces 

in the east—one has only to think of Russian-language writer Andrei Kurkov—the city's best-known 

writer to European readers—who has been outspoken in his support for the post-Yanukovych status 

quo. 

But what about the country of Ukraine, as distinct from its capital city?  When did a country called 

Ukraine actually come into being? Let me start with some personal or family history.  For both of my 

parents, Ukrainian was their first language, and remained the language which they used with their 

parents, even after decades of life in Canada. My father was born in Toronto in 1914, some three 

months after his parents docked in Halifax, Nova Scotia. But they were not citizens of a state named 

Ukraine. The passports they showed to Canadian immigration authorities were stamped with the 

Hapsburg eagle, identifying them as Austrian by nationality: they were born in the province of western 

Galicia or, in Ukrainian, Halychyna, which was then part of the Austro-Hungarian empire.  When my 

mother, her sister and their mother emigrated to Canada twenty two years later, from the very same 

region, Halychyna,  in  their passports were stamped not with the Hapsburg but with the Polish eagle: 

following the Versailles conference of 1919, Halychyna had become part of Poland, under whose 

cultural and political influence it had been centuries before.  When my mother's cousin—born in the 

same Galician village as my mother--came to visit her in Toronto in the1970s, her passport and place of 



birth were the property of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Ukraine. 

So I can't, accurately describe my parents' families as having emigrated from Ukraine.  And though for 

all of them, their native language was Ukrainian, I can't call them purely-ethnically Ukrainian, either.  

For their families had, for centuries, lived in an area where Poles and Ukrainians had intermixed and 

intermarried. My mother's father was half-Polish: his half-sister and her husband and children, having 

survived WWII, chose, when the borders were being shifted courtesy of the Yalta Conference, to be 

relocated in northern Poland, on the Baltic coast. Hence the only family with whom I remain in 

communication back in the 'old country' are Polish-speaking Poles, with whom, when I visited them, I 

spoke in German—our common language. I have no family in today's Ukraine, though when I visited 

my mother's village in 1996, I was greeted by a woman who remembered having been at school with 

my aunt in the 1930s, and who referred to me as a “Halychana”--a woman from Galicia.   

The intermarriage of Ukrainians and Poles in the west of the country is mirrored by the intermarrying 

of Russians and Ukrainians in the east—indeed, throughout the various regions of Ukraine, purity of 

ethnic background or, as some extreme nationalists would have it, of blood, is a rarity. Surzhyk, a 

language commonly spoken in Ukraine and which means a flour or bread made from a mix of what and 

rye, is a mishmash of Ukrainian and Russian, in which grammatical rules of both languages are 

stretched or snapped altogether. But there are darker elements at work in the complicated mixing of 

ethnicities in this historically fraught part of the world, where violence and hatred have not only raged 

between Poles and Ukrainians, or Russians and Ukrainians, but have been traditionally directed by all 

these ethnicities toward the substantial number of Jewish communities in their midst: pogroms 

occurring in Ukraine have been powerfully treated in the fiction of Isaak Babel, a native of Odessa, and 

Irene Némirovksy, who was born in Kyiv.  (The notorious blood libel case of Menahem Mendel Beilis, 

which became the basis of Bernard Malamud's 1996 novel The Fixer, took place in Kyiv in 1913). 

In other words, it is grossly misleading to talk in monolithic terms, as so many commentators and 

representatives of the western media have done, about “the Ukrainians” and Ukraine itself—as if a state 

named Ukraine inhabited by ethnically 'pure' Ukrainians had existed from time immemorial.  [ To 

substantiate my critique, I will quote from the work of a historian who is neither Ukrainian nor Russian 

nor Polish: the UK scholar Andrew Wilson, who has sided firmly with Euromaidan and the US and 

decisively against Russia, a position that his forthcoming book on the current crisis in Ukraine will 

make amply clear. ] Wilson's 2002 study The Ukrainians: Unexpected Nation (Yale UP, New Haven 

London) rejects both the inflated myth making of Ukrainian nationalists, and the attempts of many 

Russians to deny Ukraine's integrity and to belittle its culture.  He points out how the “national-



democrats,” whom we may associate with the powers-that-be in today's Kyiv, derived “their sense of 

national identity from earlier periods, in particular, [the nineteenth-century scholar] Hrushevskyi’s 

ethnocentric view of history, the ‘Occidentalist’ critique of Russia as an inherently ‘Asian’ and 

imperialist power, and the myth of Communism as a purely external, Russian-imposed force. . . .” In 

the Ukrainian context, he goes on to argue, “it is questionable how many of the more than half the 

population, including so many Ukrainians, who tend to speak Russian, wish to give up their language 

or their ‘Ukraino-Russo’ identity.” And he mentions the worrying appearance, in 2002, of what he 

called a 3
rd

 stream of modern Ukrainian nationalism, namely UNA (Ukrainian National Assembly) with 

its paramilitary wing UNSO or Ukrainian National Self-Defence Force (W,181) with its Pan-slavism 

and Aryan mysticism, as well as an idealised Cossack mythology (W,182). These are the forerunners of 

today's Svoboda Party and Praviy Sektor. 

What Wilson concedes at the outset is the immense diversity of Ukraine in terms of language, religion, 

ethnicity and culture. He is also unflinching in his recognition that, from the 16
th

 century onwards, 

“Many Ukrainians were quite willing citizens of the Polish Commonwealth and the Hapsburg, 

Romanov and Soviet empires, and this should not be wished away(W,XII).” “On the whole,” he 

observes, “Ukrainian identity has had to be developed in other peoples’ states –until now.  The period 

since 1991 is in many ways Ukraine’s first period of consolidated statehood. . . .” 

All of this is complicated—an I have had to simplify things radically, but let's recap:  medieval Kievan  

Rus was not a modern nation, conflated with today's Ukraine except in mythic terms. Imagine, if you 

will, that ancient Rome was built by the ancient Romanians, or think of the claim that Christians and  

Moslems, as well as Jews, make to Jerusalem as a holy place, and you will have an idea of the problem 

caused by the fact that, as Wilson observes, “for most Russians the idea of Kiev as the ‘mother of 

Russian cities’ is still central to their understanding of their origins as a nation . . . . Until the equation 

of ‘Rus’ and “Russia” is no longer universal, modern-day Russians are bound to suffer an existential 

blackout whenever they are confronted with Ukrainian historiography. They will also have a distorted 

understanding of their own national origins. Most importantly, however, they will continue to find it 

difficult to engage with the political reality of an independent Ukrainian state” (W,20). 

After the Golden Horde sacked Kiev in 1240, ruining both the city and the Dnieper trade routes, the 

nearby kingdoms of Galicia or Halychyna in today's western Ukraine survived for another century or 

so, interacting on equal terms with their neighbours Poland and Hungary “in joint defence of Europe 

against the Mongols. . . . Latin culture penetrated the Galician court and economic ties were mainly 



with the Baltic and Danube river basins ...” Thus between the 14
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, the people we can 

call Ukrainian, descendants of a portion of the refugees from Kievan Rus, and peasants scattered in the 

lands west of the Dnipro river – existed “in between”, as Wilson says, “Carving a niche for themselves 

between Russia and Poland—the main powers in eastern Europe after the fall of Rus. . . By the late 14
th

 

century, the division of Rus lands was well established. Moscow and the north-east were under the 

Mongols; Galicia went to Poland in the 1340s,; Transcarpathia was under the Hungarian crown and 

Bukovyna under first the Moldovans and then the Ottomans; Kiev and Volhynia were absorbed by the 

new Grand Duchy of Lithuania. For two centuries, therefore, the majority of the southern Rus were 

under Lithuania or Poland” (W, 41), acquiring “the proper name ‘Ruthenian’, implying a cultural 

community related to but distinct from the Orthodox of Muscovy(W, 43).”  (The first Ukrainian settlers 

in the Canadian prairies called themselves Ruthenes or Ruthenians rather than Ukrainians).   

It was only in the 1620s and 30s, Wilson argues, that “the Ruthenians were beginning to develop many 

of the key elements of a truly national ideology. . . .a potent historical and religious mythology that 

justified the claims of the local elite. . .” (W,53). The identities of Ukrainians in the Habsburg territories 

were remarkably fluid—they were known as Rusyny or in the English version, 'Ruthenians' till the 

1890s. “As in Romanov Russia, the Ruthenians were part of a multi-ethnic empire, subject to the twin 

pressures of national revival (‘their own and others’) and assimilation to the imperial culture.” The 

nineteenth century saw the upsurge of nationalisms and of new politicaL states—Italy is a prime 

example:  But for Ukrainans (or Ruthenians) under the Romanovs, cultural and linguistic self-

determination was brutally hinderted: Tsar Alexander II, in the Ems Ukaz of 1876, banned the use of 

Ukrainian-language printing of any kind, forbade the importation of Ukrainian publications, and the 

offering of plays or lectures in Ukrainian. The Hapsburgs allowed western Ukrainians far more 

freedom and agency, though under the Habsburgs as well as the Romanovs, the only languages of 

higher education were the languages of the Imperial power: Polish and German, and Russian.    

So much for western and eastern Ukraine: but what of the vast, rich grasslands or steppe region of the 

south. Until the sixteenth century, this area was a no-man’s land, but it soon came to be associated with. 

That stock figure of the Slavic warrior, the kozaky. The word 'Cossack'  comes from the Turkish qazaq 

meaning ‘free men’ (W,58). In addition to peasant Ruthenians fleeing the harsh conditions of life under 

Polish landlords, and settling beyond the rapids of the Dnipro, hence (Zaporozhian) were Muscovite 

cossacks centred on the Don river.  Both Zaporozhian and Don cossacks fought against the slave-

trading Tatars of Crimea and the Ottoman Turks, and both professed the Orthodox faith, though, as 



Wilson states, “it has also been argued that the Cossacks absorbed the residual influences of Iranian and 

Turkophone culture on the open steppe and were in many ways similar to their Islamic enemies in 

dress, vocabulary and methods of military organization. The very nature of Cossack life meant that they 

would hire themselves out to all comers” (W,59) 

Though most Cossacks were of humble origin—being outlaws and rebel warriors-- they developed 

their own hierarchy, and by 1648 an uprising was in full swing, led Bohdan Khmelnytsky, who may or 

may not have been a member of the Polish nobility or szlachta, and fed by “an upswing of socio-

economic discontent and mass peasant action against landlords and Jews in the central Ruthenian 

regions” (W,60).  This was not, Wilson insists, an uprising of the whole Ruthenian nation in a war of 

liberation, as Ukrainian nationalist mythology would have it (W, 61).  “By 1649, had . . .installed 

himself in Kiev as hetman and creator of embryonic administrative structures [for] . . . . territories . . . 

known collectively as the “Hetmanate”(W, 61.)” “None,” he insists, “was a true state as such, with 

fixed boundaries, widespread international recognition and aspects of sovereignty such as a common 

currency, bureaucracy or legal system (though the development of the latter at least produced the 1743 

Code of Law). They did provide a political space for the consolidation of a new identity, but the 

Cossacks had only a limited state-building elite. As Khmelnytskyi declined to establish a hereditary 

Hetmanate, his successors concentrated on fighting amongst themselves . . . (W, 62)”. 

It was Khmelnystkiy who signed the all-important Treaty of Pereiaslav in 1654, allying his forces with 

those of the Russian tsar in order to gain help in definitively defeating the Poles threatening the western 

edge of the Hetmanate.  While Russian historians have interpreted the signing of the treaty as an act of 

fealty and subordination by the Cossacks to the Tsar, the grateful act of fellow Slavs from what they 

called Malorossia or “little Russia,”  Ukrainian historians, Wilson points out “view it as. . 

.‘confederational alliance directed against an external enemy’ and hence reject Russia's claim of ties of 

brotherhood.  With the rebellion by the Cossack leader Ivan Mazeppa against Peter the Great , the 

whole house of cards came tumbling down: any chance of a proto-Ukrainian state vanished. 

Round about the same time as the Romanovs were destroying the Hetmanate (1785) and introducing 

serfdom into the territories under their control, “the Habsburgs, with the partition of Poland, added 

Galicia and Bukovyna to their long-standing possession of Transcarparthia. . . (W,66)  Readers of 

Joseph Roth and Gregor von Rezzori will be familiar with the roles played by these areas in works such 

as The Radetsky March and The Emperor's Tomb, and Memoirs of an anti-Semite.  Thus Russia's “little 

Russians” and the Austrians' Ruthenians are the ancestors of today's Ukrainians, their elites becoming 



Russified and Polonized, and the masses remaining peasants living under the bondage of serfdom  

(instituted un Russia by Catherine the Great in 1783) until the latter was abolished in 1861 by Tsar 

Alexander I and in 1848 by the Austrian Emperor Josef. 

And now we come to that crucial division in 'the Ukrainian psyche' between east and west.  The 

Habsburgs, due to their policy of playing ethnic minorities in their conquered territories off one 

another, proved far more lenient to their Ruthenian population, allowing schooling and literary and 

journalistic publications in the Ukrainian language, (to bait the Poles). The city now known as L'viv, 

once the ancient capital of the principality of Halychyna/Galicia, became Lemberg under the Austrians, 

turned into Lwów under the Poles, after WWI, and became part of the Soviet Socialist Republic of 

Ukraine after WWII; it was under the Habsburgs that nationalist groups sprang up to defend and 

propagate the idea of Ukraine and a Ukrainian people, forming pro-literacy groups in the countryside as 

p[ar of a campaign to educate the peasants out of their merely regional loyalties—to turn Halychany for 

example, into Ukrainians. Intriguingly, what is today's national anthem for Ukraine was created in the 

1860s, a collaborative effort between Kyivan ethnographer Pavlo Chubynsky and eastern-Ukrainian 

composer Mykhailo Verbytsky: it was first performed in Lviv at the Ukrainian Theatre, in 1864, twelve 

years before the Russian ukaz banning all public use of the Ukrainian language.  It begins “She is not 

yet dead, our Ukraine” and urges its singers to remember that they are part of the Cossack nation, and 

must lay down soul and body to fight for a free nation of their own. 

 

Though it was in Russian- rather than Austrian-controlled Ukraine that writers like Ivan Kotlyarevsky  

and Taras Shevchenko created a literary form of the Ukrainian language, as if to show that adversity is 

one of the best Muses, a writer of the stature of Gogol, the son of a Ukrainian patrician who himself 

wrote in Ukrainian as well as Russian, chose to move from the “cultural backwater” of  Malorossia to 

St Petersburg and to write his oeuvre uniquely in Russian.  And just as they dispute the ownership of 

Kievan Rus' so do many Ukrainians and Russians vie for possession of Mykola Hohol vs Nikolai 

Gogol. The reasons for  the Russification of cultural and social elites in Ukraine—as in the 

Hohol/Gogol example-- are spelled out by Andrew Wilson as follows: by the mid 19
th

 century, “all that 

was left of a potentially multi-layered nation was a Russified nobility and an impoverished peasant 

mass. ‘Ukrainian’ meant the countryside, with a residual folk tradition, but no high culture; the cities 

were dominated by Russians, Jews and Poles”  (W, 78)  The countryside also meant illiteracy—in 

1897, most Ukrainians in the Russian empire were illiterate  (87%) and 80% were still peasants, with 



scant access to basic primary schooling (W,79).  What they did possess was what Wilson calls “a 

parochial or pre-national identity—as indeed, did many Russians” (W,79). 

To sum up: we have western Ukraine under the comparatively tolerant rule of the Habsburgs; central-

eastern Ukraine under the repressive power of the Romanovs.  But what of that current hotspot, 

historically termed  Novorossia, and overlying what now includes the oblasts or regions of Donetsk and 

of Luhansk, Dnipropetrovsk and Zaporizhia, Odessa and Crimea.   Novorossia, its eastern portion  

bordering on Russia: the future industrial heartland of the Donbas: ‘New Russia’—the lands conquered 

by Catherine the Great from the Ottomans in the eighteenth century, becoming “a multi-ethnic melting 

pot for all peoples of the empire (W, 81).  Novorossiia  was also called new Europe or new 

California—Chekhov called it Russia's Florida--and became rapidly urbanized, so that “By the 1920s, 

most of the major urban centres in Ukraine were in the south-east and their culture was Russian” (W, 

81).  Just as Moskal' (Muscovite) or Katsap (goatee-wearer) is a traditional nationalist insult for 

Russians, (whose pejorative term for Ukrainians is khokhol, or tuft-headed, as in the Cossack haircut) 

“Yanuchary' is for east Ukrainians. According to Wilson, “The ‘Yanuchary’(in English, ‘Janissaries’) 

were soldiers in the service of the Ottoman Empire in Cossack times, [considered] traitors to their own 

faith and nation, who were press-ganged into service when young, made to forget their origin, 

converted to militant Islam and often sent to raze their own villages to the ground” (W,92). Within 

Novorossia, Crimea glittered: “To the Ukrainians it was the Cossacks' outlet to the sea; to the Russians, 

it was the jewel in the crown of empire and a site of military glory—or at least glorious defeat, the most 

emotive symbol in all of the former Soviet territory that Moscow lost in 1991 [only to regain in 2014]. 

To the Crimean Tatars, it is their historical homeland” (W,151)   

Ukraine is thus a diverse nation in danger of becoming a terminally divided one—a danger that was 

evident, over a century ago: it was the great fear of Mykhailo Hrushevski, the great historian and 

Ukrainian patriot “that the divided Ukr territories might go their separate ways, like the Croats and the 

Serbs forming ‘two nationalities on one ethnographic base,’  Galicia seeing itself as the ‘Ukrainian 

Piedmont.’  Not only, following the model of Italian unification in 1860, the potential agent of national 

unity, but also the keeper of the true faith on behalf of the rest of Ukraine” (W,118).  In its most 

extreme form, this rabid nationalism inspires the ideology of today's Svoboda party, and the 

paramilitary group Praviy Sektor. A chief source of inspiration for many western Ukrainian patriots is 

the “main ideologist of the new identity [of western Ukraine between the wars], Dmytro Dontosov 

(1883-1973) [who believed that] Poland was Ukraine’s oppressor, but Russia was its existential 



antithesis, just as it was that of Europe as a whole” (W,129)  Dontsov called for  a new violence to 

challenge “the old violence of oppression, a ‘nationalism of the deed’” and his neo-Fascist ideology 

was embraced by the OUN or Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists, founded in Vienna in 1929, and 

whose radical wing was led by Stepan Bandera, whose portrait was so reverently paraded on 

Euromaidan. The chief rival of OUN, with its campaigns of terror and assassination against Poles and 

any Ukrainians perceived to collaborate with them, was UNDO or the Ukrainian National-Democratic 

Organization, which privileged the values of civil society, but lost popularity as the Polish government 

persecuted its Ukrainian minority in the so-called Pasifikatsia campaign of the 1930s. My mother and 

her sister had childhood memories of hiding under the bed when Polish Uhlans swept through their 

village: my aunt remembers how her cousin, an adolescent boy, his back slashed to ribbons by the whip 

of an Uhlan hussar, shrieked with pain when he was loaded onto a wagon to be taken to the nearest 

doctor, a bone-shaking ten-mile ride away. And one of the reasons that my mother's family left Ukraine 

for Poland after the end of WWII, was that they had members who'd been tortured and mutilated as 

adolescent boys for being perceived as being pro-Polish by the OUN.  Its military wing, the UPA or 

Ukrainian Insurgent Army, had during the period of 1944-47 some 90,000 men under arms, almost all 

of them in western Ukraine, fighting Germans, Soviets and Poles.  Their hope was that the geopolitical 

situation would change to their advantage, but the Cold War intervened. Incidentally, it was british spy 

Kim Philby who betrayed the operation launched by M16 and the CIA ,whereby men and materials 

were parachuted in to help UPA, whose last units were defeated only in the 1950s. And though to many 

North Americans and perhaps some Europeans, Russia's insistence on the neo-fascist nature of the 

current Ukrainian government and its military forces is outrageous or at least exaggerated, historical 

memory insists otherwise. Two million Ukrainians fought in the Red Army during WWII, including 

Marshall Yeremenko at Stalingrad: the attempt by former Ukrainian president Viktor Yushchenko to 

make Stepan Bandera a Hero of the Ukrainian Nation was an utterly divisive and provocative act. In a 

different way, I believe that his efforts to make the unspeakable Famine of 1932-33 the cornerstone of 

Ukrainian historical memory, is also counter-productive: it has led, at least in the western diaspora, to a 

sacralization of Ukraine-as-victim, with attempts to make the Holodomor, or the Ukrainian famine, as 

large a genocide as the Shoah, and to an identification of  Stalin with all Russians—even those, 

presumably, who died of the contemporaneous famine in the Volga region, or were murdered in gulags.   

IV. Blood in the Orange 

I have titled this address “Blood Orange” to indicate the violent end of my hopes for a true revolution 



in Ukraine—violent not just as in the death of the “heavenly hundreds” on Euromaidan, but also in the 

dead in the Odessa massacre, and the thousand civilian deaths triggered by the current civil war. A true, 

or at least, beneficent revolution would allow the beginning of true democracy and social justice, bring 

an end to rampant corruption and create  an economy prosperous enough to guarantee a decent standard 

of living for the majority of Ukrainians. For without the belief that social as well as other forms of 

justice will be permitted to prevail, and that politicians are answerable to all the people, and not just 

those with the deepest pockets, citizens might as well be serfs.  Though an elite minority of Ukrainians 

have experienced  improvement in the conditions of everyday, material life since Independence in 

1991, with writers—until Euromaidan at least—having become ‘freed from the obligation to serve the 

nation’ in novelist Oksana Zabushko's words(W, 230)--for the vast majority of Ukrainians, life remains 

the same struggle against despair and deprivation, corruption and stagnation that I observed in my 

travels nine years ago. While young people from the privileged classes—who have had the chance to 

learn English—travel, study and do legitimate work abroad, their less fortunate counterparts suffer 

degradation and untold misery: human trafficking is still a lucrative business, with countless young 

women being sold into brothels abroad.  And many women working as home helps or caregivers in 

western Europe are painfully separated from their families. My prime concern is for these ordinary 

Ukrainians, whose numbers have diminished by some six million since 1991, due to an alarming fall in 

the birth rate, and to the popularity of emigration.  And so, before I go into the complexities of current 

events in Ukraine, and the immensely complicated history of that country, I want to share with you my 

experience of ordinary Ukrainian life—small-town life—from a travel journal I kept detailing a trip 

from the city of Poltava to the small town of Khotel'va. 

 

Even at 6:30 in the morning the marshrutka or “bone shaker” bus is jammed with all 

ages of people, from a babushka in a dirty tweed coat, her body bent in two, to a teen-

aged mother with a snow-suited baby.  Men with caps, women with headscarves or 

khustkas: I alone have a bare head.  Out the steamed-up windows of the tin-can van 

nothing can be seen, blocked as theyare by heads and hats and scarves and steam.  But 

once people start to get off there’s a chance to clear a patch of window, and glimpse the 

countryside: flat, bare, a glistening gold-ochre where the crops have been harvested.  

Mist rises from a creek; hoar frost beards the tips of leafless poplars and the long grass 

growing along the highway. Signs for PRODUKTY or produce, which is the generic 



term here for grocery store, appear; on the near-deserted highway, bus shelters pop up, 

their concrete walls redeemed—rendered poignant--by mosaics of birds and flowers.  

And as we approach Khotel’va, one-storey houses come into view, older houses with 

patched, metallic roofs, and a few bran-new ones, nicely built and exuding an air of 

comparative opulence. 

It is barely 7: 30, too early to make our way to the house of our contact in this village. 

We walk through sunshine like milky tea to Khotel’va’s largest structure, apart from the 

church: it proudly proclaims itself a Culture and Tourism building, and is painted a 

tender pink, the pink of birthday cake icing and baby blankets.  The concrete steps at the 

back are crumbling—except that’s far too kind a verb, suggestive of the slow decay of 

aristocratic materials like stone and oak: this building began its swift rotting on the day 

it was opened, no doubt.  Windows poorly glazed, doors badly fitted: the hallmark of 

Soviet building, meaning that someone creamed off the profits by substituting third or 

fifth-grade materials for first-grade, or else everyone involved in the construction was so 

demoralized or  careless, so passive-aggressive-subversive that it was built to self-

destruct. 

To walk inside is to be assaulted by the stench of blocked toilets: to try to escape it we 

walk upstairs where there’s a wedding banquet hall, posters for classes in choreography, 

ads for an aesthetic embroidery club and an office occupied by three local women sitting 

at desks, each with her own, rotary-dial, orange plastic telephone.  One woman is blonde 

and loud; another red-haired and quiet, the last has hair the colour of purple grapes, and 

is talkative with an air of authoritative helpfulness. All have gold teeth prominent as the 

sun in the sky, blazing as comets. 

When they find out that we are Halychany—diasporans from the west—they are excited 

and concerned. Hot, sugary tea is offered us in thin plastic cups: opinions are ventured 

on politicians: they hold no torch for Yulia: Tymoshenko’s a thief, they say, like all the 

rest of them. When they hear that we’ve travelled from Kyiv, one of them states, matter 

of factly, that they can’t afford to visit there: they make $25 US a year, a stipend that 

doesn’t stretch to travel. I am reminded of the comment made by a schoolteacher living 

in a small town by the Polish border, that she had to choose, this past year, between 

making a trip to Kyiv to attend an important pedagogical conference and being able to 



buy her children winter coats. She chose the coats.    

If Poltava is a provincial town, Khotel’va is sub-provincial verging on marginal: its 

streets are made of baked clay and covered with a layer of dust: almost everyone rides a 

bicycle or rover, as they’re called after the British company that makes them. Walking 

along you might see a farmwoman carrying a pailful of food for the hens, and wearing a 

down jacket with a huge NIKE swoosh, or an old granny on a rover, a skirt over her 

trousers, and on her head a hustka coloured acid yellow or neon orange.   They seem 

part of the general design--the bright blues and green of the parkans or fences, the 

chimney tops with their silhouettes of squirrels and cats, the shutters with their 

geometric motifs or wavelike designs that have come straight from Knossos. 

We take in this verve and dash of bright, blatant colour, this decoration of the most 

utilitarian objects against a background of --dung.  Across from the school playground a 

couple of men are digging up huge shovelfuls of stinking, black, evil-smelling earth 

from a blocked latrine. The stench is so strong that we have to cover our noses with our 

gloved hands and rush past, holding our breath: but to the men digging and the children 

playing across the road, tossing armfuls of bright yellow leaves everywhere in the 

brilliant sun, against the sharp blue sky, it seems to be nothing to make a fuss over. 

We stop and talk to people, and gather that, as far as most of them are concerned, the 

Orange revolution might as well never have happened.  People, they say, were paid to go 

to Kyiv to demonstrate for Yushchenko: were given bright jackets to wear that would 

show up well on television.  They do not say whether the jackets were warm. For many 

it would their first visit to Kyiv: as the Ladies at the Cultural Centre have made clear, 

travel, never mind tourism, is hardly an option for most people here. 

My companion and I look at one another, but do not discuss this revelation.  Perhaps we 

are both thinking that both sides—Yanukovych’s and Yushchenko’s—bussed in 

supporters from the regions to Kyiv, but that Yanukovych’s people were the guiltiest, or 

at least, most flagrant in this respect.  What we hear, in Khotel'va as in the villages we've 

been visiting, is a recidivist refrain: life was better under Brezhnev.  People had work, 

paid vacations, adequate health care and free education right through university, if they 

were smart enough to study. Now there is nothing but hardship, insecurity, lack of 



opportunities.' 

I don't mean, by quoting from this travel journal, to imply that all Ukrainians shared these skeptical 

sentiments. For example, Vika, whose Swiss NGO-funded work involved educating vulnerable young 

women that taking up service-sector job opportunities in the west all too often meant being sold into 

prostitution rings, was optimistic about the future, and even Anna, who ran the museum in Khotel'va, 

supplementing her pitiful wage by painting decorative floral panels to be sold at the bazaar and at 

festivals—encouraged her young daughter to dream of finding a good job in Kyiv, one day.  I also do 

not mean to suggest that Orange maidan—and by extension Euromaidan--were  put-up jobs, staged 

spectacles. I know that a great many of those on the barricades had the courage of convictions formed 

by a commitment to democratic process and a revulsion from the corruption endemic in all sectors of 

contemporary Ukrainian life, including the educational. But it is more than reasonable to assume that 

many protestors, both for and against Yanukovych, were paid to make their presence felt: in a country 

as poor as Ukraine, with so many unemployed, or barely scraping a living, what other option would 

there be? 

I suppose an argument could be made that Euromaidan was all about improving the lot of such people, 

that only by entering the European Union would Ukraine allow its least privileged citizens access to 

social and economic benefits and opportunities. That argument would founder, however, on the fact 

that the trade agreement being offered by the EU to Yanukovych's government was light years away 

from giving Ukrainians the advantages of EU membership as experienced in the 90s by countries like 

Spain, which recieved funding to upgrade its roads and tourism infrastrcture. The current loans Ukraine 

is receiving from the World Bank and the IMF –loans which go into reducing Ukraine's foreign debt 

and not into building up the country—will allow Ukrainians to live only like some Europeans—like the 

Greeks hit worst by the draconian austerity measures imposed by the 'troika.' Except that Greece, when 

its economy went into freefall, had experienced an appreciable period of economic growth and general 

prosperity: Ukraine, since independence in 1991, has been on the economic rocks, with only the 

millionaires who make up the majority of its members of parliament or Verkhovna Rada,  (In 2004, 300 

of 450 Rada deputies were dollar millionaires) and a narrow band of entrepreneurs, as well, of course, 

as the oligarchs, sitting pretty. And Greece, unlike Ukraine, has had no Chernobyl disaster to absorb, 

with all its attendant human and material costs. 



I know that in my attempt to compress a vast and complicated history into a digestible chunk I have  

over-simplified and omitted much: there are endless items left to discuss and dispute. I have not 

touched upon such thorny issues as Ukraine's role vis a vis Nato, or of US plans for the fracking of 

the Donbass and the introduction of GMO crops into Ukrainian agriculture, of American geo-

political strategy and the role Ukraine might play in Obama's so-called pivot to Asia.  But if I have 

helped you to register the complexity of Ukraine, then that will be a useful start—I thank you for 

your attention and your patience, 

Dr Janice Kulyk Keefer, Professor Emerita, The University of Guelph, Canada 

 


