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Presentation, given by Polina Sinovets on the strategic culture of Ukraine: 

Speaking of the Ukrainian strategic culture, first it is worth while mentioning that it is still in the 

process of formation, which means that all current security threats can be considered as factors of the 

potential influence over the creation of the Ukrainian strategic worldview. Also, being historically 

divided between Eurasia and the West Ukraine’s political and even strategic culture carries the 

influence of both as on the level of civilizational self-identification as well as on the level of political 

elites worldview. This peculiarity has defined the attitude of Ukrainians towards the main security 

issues. To the significant extent it has predetermined certain dualism in the perception of the main 

threats and security challenges by the political elites as well as the general public of Ukraine. 

Geographical and historical factures of defining Ukrainian strategic culture 

The basic features of the Ukrainian strategic culture come from the combination of geographical, 

geopolitical and historical factors as the background for the creation of the strategic culture of Ukraine. 

Starting from geography it is worth while mentioning that the most part of the Ukrainian territory 

presents flatlands, open for the penetration from the East as well as from the West. This case was 

aggravated with the fact that being situated at the crossroads of the most trade roads from the East to 

the West and from the North to the South strategically Ukrainian lands have always been attractive for 

neighbors.  In sum it has caused several consequences. 

On one hand the attractiveness of the Ukrainian territories usually made them a victim of the 

neighbors aspirations, which historically often prevented Ukraine from the successful conservation of 

its society to build up the strong and independent statehood.  

On the other, to secure its borders and later even to provide the state independence, Ukrainian 

national leaders ( during Kievan Rus times as well as after the War for Independence) had to make 

treaties and agreements with neighbors to avoid war with two and more enemies (from the East, South 



and West sides). This policy of providing security through diplomacy has settled the diplomacy as a 

most important tool of the Ukrainian policy of nation building.   

Moreover it has created one of the fundamental qualities of the Ukrainian strategic culture – the 

search for the strong partner, which most often transformed into the asymmetrical partnership and in 

fact could be formulated as “protector (patron) – vassal” relationship. To the significant extent it was 

the result of the time and conditions. In the 17th century when the new successful attempt to create 

Ukrainian state was made, it was impossible to do without reliance on a strong ally. Bogdan 

Khmelnitsky, who broke up with Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, found this ally in Moscow 

Kingdom, culturally, linguistically and religiously very close to Ukrainians. Later it had become a 

political tradition to Ukrainians to look for their sovereignty and even statehood through the alliances 

with the other strong partner.  

It is quite interesting to follow the typical Ukrainian narrative, based on the Cossacks culture as 

the part of the national mythology. This mythology also gives certain understanding of the role of 

military organization in Ukrainian traditions, which underlines the already mentioned tendency. On  

the level of national myths and narratives the Ukrainian statehood partially derives from Zaporizhian 

Sich, a semi-autonomous Cossacks  polity,  existed in 16th-18th centuries at the territories (in different 

historical periods) of Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, Ottoman Empire, Tsardom of Moscow and  

then Russian Empire. It was a purely male militaristic community with strict hierarchy, and 

professionally trained army earning for life due to the regular assaults on the Ottoman Empire.  Often 

these raids were sponsored by Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth or Tsardom of Moscow. Still due to 

the tradition, established by of its founder prince  Dmytro Vyshnivetsky Zaporizhian Sich often 

changed its political patrons trying to gain more rights and privileges for Cossacks, which shows the 

domination of diplomacy as a main tool of strengthening national security. 

Also besides the domination of diplomacy as the strategic tool of survival and development, one 

of the specific features, inherited by Cossacks from the Kievan Rus state tradition was the  permanent 

search for more freedom as in the internal issues, as well as  from the patron state, in case if they 

considered to be too much pressured or humiliated.  

Special attention should be paid to the definition of enemies in the Ukrainian strategic culture. 

Interestingly, that in spite of its traditional division between Polish and Russian nations, Ukrainians 

have no embedded definition of them as enemies. On the opposite, to the certain extent it is possible to 

say that Ukrainians passed through the process of convergence with both dominated political cultures, 

so it has defined not only dualism of the Ukrainian political culture and self-identification, but also 

settled an extremely low threshold of pain for the Ukrainian strategic culture.  



The Russian factor is one of the biggest controversies in the Ukrainian strategic culture. It is the 

matter of fact that from the beginning of the Ukrainian state development (since Pereyaslav Treaty, 

which in fact settled the ground for the future erosion of the Ukrainian statehood and its digestion by 

Russian Empire as the inalienable part of it) and even later ( 1n 1910th after the creation of the 

Ukrainian National Republic) Russia always prevented Ukraine from the creation of the independent 

national state. At the same time this policy turned to be quite successful, creating on a major level 

certain “myths of a special Slavic mentality and common historical destinies between Russia and 

Ukraine on both elites and societal levels”.  

Therefore  the style of the Ukrainian strategic culture can be mostly described as quite passive, 

reactive and open for convergence, which demonstrates so-called “feminine style” features, mostly 

associating the state interest with the other stronger state - partner. Meanwhile, the readiness to comply 

with the demands of the major partner used to have certain limits, the crossing of which could easily 

turn peaceful and compromisable Ukrainian society into the aggressive resistance.  

It is known that Ukraine has turned to be the state who, formally agreeing for the non-nuclear 

status in 1991, de-facto came to the final decision in 1994. Between this years Ukraine was often 

accused in pronuclear sentiments and the strive to become a transitional nuclear state. Indeed, the 

ratification of the Lisbon protocol by Verhovna Rada in 1992 took place  with the exception of the 

Article 5, prescribing Ukraine to join the NPT as non-nuclear state. So, the situation of 1993/94 years, 

when Ukraine resisted ultimate nuclear disarmament made many experts to suggest that the NPT 

regime was in serious crisis, still there are all grounds to believe that Ukraine never regarded  the 

possibility to acquire national nuclear deterrence seriously.  Meanwhile this crisis had demonstrated 

certain features of the Ukrainian strategic culture, mentioned above and important for understanding of 

the future military/nuclear aspirations of the Ukrainian state. 

In particular, Ukrainian resistance to the immediate implementation the decision about its non-

nuclear status has resulted from the immense pressure and disrespect, coming from the Russian 

Federation in the initial years of independence It was happening in the situation when Moscow denied 

to accept Ukrainian borders (having the aspirations for Crimea, as well as Southern and Eastern parts 

of Ukraine, called Novorosiya) as well as the Ukrainian rights for the Black sea fleet. Also the 

financial debt of Ukraine to Russia increased progressively, reaching 4,2 bln USD in 1994. In fact, this 

pressure exceeded even the law threshold of pain, peculiar to Ukrainian strategic culture.  

At that moment the United States fully supported Russia, giving the impression that Ukraine 

mattered as soon as it had nuclear weapons on its territory.  



In this situation the only tool of influence, Ukraine could use was Soviet nuclear arsenal, 

deployed at its territory (third world largest nuclear potential according to the numbers of warheads 

deployed). Moreover, among other former Soviet republics, deploying nuclear weapons, Ukraine 

possessed the most developed nuclear infrastructure (including biggest in Europe uranium ore mines) 

and the biggest missile industry in the world. 

Ukraine tried to use this trump, as a bargaining tool in diplomacy.  

Still, to the understanding of the most experts, Ukraine declared its ownership for these nuclear 

weapons to secure its right to demand compensation and security guarantees, not to acquire operational 

control.  The establishment of the negative (blocking the NW launch) and administrative control over 

nuclear weapons at the Ukrainian territory was the matter of providing security for the Ukrainian state, 

as having the deployed large nuclear potential at its territory and being not able to control the launch of 

these weapons automatically made Ukraine a hostage of the military alliance with Russian Federation. 

Ukraine never tried to gain the operational control over this nuclear arsenal, in spite of the existing 

capability to do that (according to Russian experts it could take about 9 months, whereas Western 

experts gave Ukraine from 12 to 18 months).  

There is a clear reasoning on why nuclear deterrence was not an option for the Ukrainian 

authorities. On one hand, the lack of a clear threat perception from Russia played a significant role. 

Citing an expert of the Ukrainian Foreign Ministry in the middle of 2000s “Not then, not now we 

consider that a military threat from Russia is indeed so much a reality that it is necessary to have such 

a radical means as nuclear weapons”. Also, in 1992-96 most of Ukrainians connected their future 

much more with Russia then the EU and the United States.  

Moreover, the fact that the possibility of establishing national nuclear deterrence was connected 

with high economic pressure and diplomatic isolation made nuclear deterrence a least attractive option 

for Ukraine.   

 In fact Russian-Ukrainian relations in the beginning of 1990th had almost came to the deadlock, 

being resolved only by the successful mediation of the United States, who had changed their position 

(with the Clinton Administration came to power) from total pressure towards the idea of partnership 

and engagement of Kyiv. To the certain extent it pushed Ukraine towards its traditional strategy of 

relying on a strong partner in the vital issues. The most important thing was not even the financial help 

( which still promised to be much more significant than the one, suggested before), but the idea of 

integration into the world club of democracies.  Citing Borys Tarasyuk, dealing with the issue of 

nuclear disarmement that time: “Disarming, Ukraine would be receiving a kind of passport to the 

institutional community of civilized nations”.  This idea is strongly supported by such researchers of 

Ukrainian denuclearization as Stevens, Long and Grillot, as well as Galaka who adds that the other 



factor of major importance was the provision of Ukraine with the security assurances from the side of 

Russia and the United States, as well as the Great Britain.   

Summing up this part it is worth while mentioning that the process of nuclear disarmament 

demonstrated such features of the Ukrainian strategic culture as: high reliance on partners and their 

promises in vital issues of national security, the preponderance of diplomacy and bargaining over the 

military security considerations, the strive for equality and respect and also the openness for the 

European values, readiness to integrate into the world club of democracies.  In 1994, when Ukraine 

signed Budapest Memorandum (resolving its national security concerns) and joined NPT (starting the 

way to the world democracies club) it seemed to be a great victory of the Ukrainian diplomacy, 

reached due to the successful nuclear bargaining.  

Today, 20 years after the signature of Budapest Memorandum and its final erosion, some other 

features of the Ukrainian strategic culture can be added to this portrait.  The excessive credulity and 

the reliance on the strong partners look more as a strategic naivety which together with a very low 

threshold of pain has lead to the situation when Ukraine turned to be absolutely not ready for Russian 

aggression, nor politically or economically, neither militarily.   

On one hand Ukraine’s strategic culture has already demonstrated itself as very peaceful and 

diplomacy oriented. On the other, like a Ukrainian nation its strategic culture is still in the process of 

building up, where the external factor continues playing an outstanding role. In particular the events of 

2014, where Budapest memorandum was in fact ignored by its founders demonstrated the futility of 

the “partnership” strategy for Ukraine when nuclear factor became a matter for the political 

speculations. In particular in May 2014 Verhovna Rada discussed the bill of withdrawal from the NPT. 

And in July the deputies from the other party registered the bill “On the restoration of the nuclear 

status of Ukraine”. In December 2014 two former presidents of Ukraine Leonid Kravchuk and Leonid 

Kuchma supported the idea to withdraw from the NPT as a protest against the failure of the Budapest 

Memorandum obligations.  All these moves look much more as a diplomatic gesture to attract the 

international attention to the Ukrainian case.  Meanwhile, even in this very framework the signal, 

given by the Ukrainian authorities   is very clear – Ukraine started to think on strengthening its 

national security and to some political parties’ positions this way goes through the search for the 

nuclear weapons. In particular, today 3 parties, actively participated in the regional as well as the 

central elections support the idea of gaining the nuclear status. All together they have gained not more 

than 15% of the population support. As we see the percentage is not very high, still it is increasing 

proportionally to other parties, together with the increase of the national security vulnerability 

perception.  



As for the public discourse, there is certain public discussion on the utility of nuclear weapons. 

One of the political anecdotes reflects certain public disappointment, saying “if Ukraine gave us 

nuclear weapons as quickly as it is helped by the conventional ones, it would still be nuclear”. It is the 

disappointment in the support of the Western countries at the time when Ukraine turned to be under 

the immense political and military pressure from the side of Russian Federation, the sort of the 

situation, used to be critical for the burst of spontaneous revolutionary turn aways inside the Ukrainian 

society.   According to the opinion polls, made by the Rozumkov Center in October 2014, 49,3% of 

respondents believed that Ukraine had to restore the status of the nuclear weapons state, 27,7% were 

against. The interesting fact is that pro-nuclear moods dominate in Western and central parts of the 

country (64,3 and 60,3%) a bit less in the South (39,5%), whereas only Eastern parts are mostly 

against (39,5% against 36,8% for the nuclear option).  

Certain pronuclear sentiments can also be tracked in the social networks. In particular, there is an 

existing “V kontakte” group “ Nuclear weapons for Ukraine” as well as the Facebook community, 

called “ Let’s bring nuclear weapons back to Ukraine”, which initiated signing the on-line petition to 

the President of Ukraine  for the restoration of the nuclear status of Ukraine. 

Still there are all grounds to believe that nuclear revisionism is not the way Ukrainians are ready 

to pick up today. In particular, only 4% of the opinion polls respondents believe that Ukraine has the 

possibility to restore its nuclear status.  

  Also, the support for support for joining NATO  in Ukraine is growing from 16% in 2013, to 

50% in 2014 – 50%, and 60% in 2015which shows the fact that people support the traditional way of 

providing national security – through the alliance with the strong partner, who will be able to defend 

Ukraine without enslaving it. 

Summing up, it is worth while mentioning that the basic features of   the Ukrainian strategic culture 

(passiveness, openness, the reliance on a strong partner)  are very unfavorable for the development the reliance 

on the military power. Meanwhile Ukrainian strategic culture is still in the process of development, 

especially today when the state is de-facto at war with a largest world nuclear power. In this situation 

two possible strategic options can be tracked: 

• a) Traditional  - the engagement of Ukraine in the Western security structures ( EU, 

NATO), which complies with the classic Ukrainian aspiration of having a strong partner/ defender, 

democratic and respectful enough. 

• b) Threat-based, which, in case of deepening confrontation with Russia might create “the 

revolutionary effect” on the Ukrainian society, pushing it for the nuclear option. 


