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And thou, like Israel once fought great battles, 

O my Ukraine. For God Himself had placed 

A force of sightless destiny, unblessed, 

Contending with thee. He encompassed thee 

With nations that, like lions in the desert, 

Roared in their raging, eager for thy blood. 

He sent on thee such darkness that within it 

A brother could not know his true-born brother 

And in the dark appeared one, undefended, 

Some spirit of the time, willing the doom 

"Death to Ukraine!" 

 

Then there appeared on high 

The right hand of Bohdan, the hostile nations 

Scattered and fled like jackals slinking craven, 

Brother once more knew brother and joined with him; 

The spirit spoke, "Bohdan, thou art victorious, 

And now, indeed, is thine the Promised Land 

From end to end." A convenant of friendship 

Was made, resounding, 'twixt him and the spirit 

There in the gold-domed town. 

 

Lesya Ukrainka, Untitled (Bida & Rich, 1968) 
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1. Introduction 

 

The issue of Ukrainian EU membership was highlighted during the 2013-2014 Revolution of 

Dignity, when Ukrainians emerged on to the streets to protest against then-President 

Yanukovych’s refusal to sign his country’s Association Agreement with the European Union. 

Since then, the country has started moving closer to Europe, seemingly as supported by a 

majority of its population. Meanwhile, Russia has occupied Crimea, and there is a war in the 

Donbas region of the East. It could therefore be assumed that the attitudes towards the 

European Union in these regions are less positive than in the rest of Ukraine. In the light of 

these events, as well as the traditionally strong regional differences which have been present 

in Ukraine to varying degrees throughout history, I will investigate whether EU attitudes 

differ according to region. The group which I will investigate is those persons born before 

1978, because I want to see whether their background growing up in the Soviet Union has 

impacted their views in any way. The aim of this thesis is also to identify any regional or 

national tendencies which could be investigated in further research projects. 

 

The thesis argues that, among these participants, there are no major regional differences when 

it comes to attitudes towards the European Union. Some differences could be noted in the 

South relating to the participants’ attitudes toward Ukrainian independence and travels to non-

communist countries during the Soviet era, but this had no apparent connection to attitudes 

towards the Ukrainian state and the European Union today. Overall, the participants were 

positive to EU membership for Ukraine, as well as NATO membership, as well as to these 

organisations overall. The desire to join NATO seems to be out of a desire to obtain hard 

security against Russia, and the desire to join the EU seems to both be because of the 

symbolic value for Ukraine’s status as a ‘truly’ European country, as well as for the 

developmental benefits. 

 

Firstly, I will provide a background to the issue of Ukraine’s EU relations, as well as outline 

the main characteristics of the current regional divisions in the country. I will then give an 

overview of previous empirical studies which will give a background to the interview data 

presented in the Analysis section. I will also present the theories used in this study. In the 

Methodology section, I will argue for the choice of method as well as outline some practical 

and ethical issues relating to it, and how I navigated these. In the Analysis section, I will 
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analyse my interview material. I will also discuss my findings in-depth in a separate 

Discussion section. Finally, I will briefly summarise my findings and give suggestions for 

further research in the Conclusion section. 

 

1.1. Research Questions 

Within the limitations outlined in the Methodology section below, I will aim to answer the 

following question in this thesis: 

 

• How do the participants in this study (Ukrainians born after 1978) view the European 

Union, and how do their attitudes differ depending on in which region (West, South, 

East, or Centre) they reside? 

 

I also aim to find the answer to the following subset of questions, which relate to the main 

research question: 

 

• Why do they hold these views on the EU? 

• Which, if any, experiences have shaped their views on the EU? 

• How do they view Ukraine’s place in Europe? How does this relate to their view on 

Ukraine’s relationship with Russia? 

 

2. Literature review 

 

This section will give an overview of previous empirical and theoretical literature relating to 

this study. Firstly, I will give the relevant background to the issue of regionalism in Ukraine. 

The section will explain why the regionality issue is important to consider when studying any 

sort of political attitudes in modern-day Ukraine. I will also give a background to the events 

related to then-President Yanukovych’s non-signing of Ukraine’s Association Agreement 

with the European Union in 2013, and the ensuing Revolution of Dignity. I will then give an 

overview of previous empirical studies relating to EU attitudes in Ukraine. Finally, I will give 

an overview of the theories and frameworks which I will use to analyse my results. 
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2.1. Background 

 

2.1.1. Regionalism in Ukraine 

Ukraine’s history does not involve many periods of independent statehood, and therefore, the 

country has often been portrayed as a place where East meets West (Penkala et al., 2020, p. 

128). This division has been present since parts of Western and Central Ukraine were a part of 

the Polish-Lithuanian commonwealth (Penkala et al., 2020, p. 128), and later the Austro-

Hungarian empire (Penkala et al., 2020, p. 131), while the remainder was in the Russian 

empire (Penkala et al., 2020, p. 130). In a study of voting patterns in Eastern European 

countries based on state belonging before World War II, Mažylis and Skirmantienė argue that 

the pre-war divisions of Ukraine still play some role in Ukrainian politics (2008, pp. 77-78). 

Sasse argues that regionalism in various forms does play an important role in Ukraine (2010, 

p. 100). The country is in some ways still a divided society, both ethnically and linguistically, 

but according to Sasse, these divisions are not clear-cut, nor do the ethnic and linguistic 

components always coincide (2010, p. 100). For example, in the 2001 census, 77.8 percent 

declared their nationality to be Ukrainian, and of these, 14.8 percent said that their native 

language was Russian (Sasse, 2010, p. 100). On the other hand, of the 17.3 percent who 

declared their nationality as Russian, 3.9 percent said that their native language was Ukrainian 

(Sasse, 2010, p. 100), which is far less. Bureiko and Moga argue that since the events of the 

Revolution of Dignity in 2013-14, Ukrainian national identity has become more civic, which 

has made language use a less contentious issue in the country (2019, p. 137). It has instead 

moved towards becoming a civic-republican nation, defined by Anthony D. Smith as 

 

a territorially bounded and compact community, with a single code of laws and 

uniform legal institutions, mass participation in political life, a mass public 

culture, collective autonomy and statehood, membership in an international 

comity [sic] of nations, and with the ideology of nationalism as its legitimation, 

if not its creative inspiration. (2008, as cited in Bureiko & Moga, 2019, p. 142) 

 

They argue that this process began after the events of the Orange Revolution in 2004, but that 

it has especially developed since the Revolution of Dignity (Bureiko & Moga, 2019, p. 142). 

This can for example be seen in how Ukrainians often switch between speaking Russian and 

Ukrainian as well as Surzhyk, a mix of these two languages (Bureiko & Moga, 2019, p. 141). 
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In their 2019 study, Bureiko & Moga found that speaking Ukrainian did not rank among the 

highest identity markers for being Ukrainian among any ethnic or language group (p. 152), 

which illustrates the recent move towards a more civic national identity. 

 

Sasse argues that the actual regional divisions of Ukraine are overstated, but that they have 

often been used for political purposes (2010, pp. 100-101). Zhurzhenko argues that “it is not 

language differences that create tensions and conflicts, but rather various political forces […] 

articulate these differences and formulate the positions of the language groups” (2002, as 

cited in in Bureiko & Moga, 2019, p. 139). For example, in the 2010 election, Yuliya 

Tymoshenko had her main electoral basis in Western and Central Ukraine, whereas Viktor 

Yanukovych had his support in Southern and Eastern Ukraine (Sasse, 2010, p. 101). 

Yanukovych’s Party of Regions ran its electoral campaigns of 2010 and 2012 by appealing to 

fears of Russian speakers that their rights would be taken away from them, and in his 2010 

presidential election campaign, he promised to make Russian an official language of Ukraine 

(Bureiko & Moga, 2019, p. 139). After entering office, he did not implement this, and 

Bureiko and Moga argue that this shows that regional differences are emphasised and 

articulated in politics, but that they do not actually exist to that extent in everyday life (2019, 

p. 139). This can also be seen in the way in which the Ukrainian language is used to legitimise 

Ukrainian statehood, and in Russia’s use of Ukraine’s Russian speakers as legitimisation for 

its involvement in Ukrainian internal politics (Bureiko & Moga, 2019, p. 140). 

 

However strong, these regional differences have been present in Ukrainian politics during the 

independence period. Since 1991, Western voters have tended to vote for more ethno-

nationalist parties (Sasse, 2010, p. 102). In the East however, where the socio-economic 

situation is slightly worse, people have tended to vote for leftist parties (Sasse, 2010, p. 102). 

To make a broad generalisation, people in the Western part of Ukraine have traditionally been 

more positively inclined towards cooperation with Europe, whereas people in the Eastern part 

have supported wider cooperation with Russia (Bureiko & Moga, 2019, p. 137). 

 

2.1.2. EU relations 

A Partnership and Co-operation Agreement was signed between the European Union and 

Ukraine in the 1990s, and it came into force in 1998 (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, p. 215). Its 

aim was to bring the Ukrainian legal framework in line with the equivalent EU framework 

(Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, p. 215). Ukraine was however not content with certain aspects 
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of this agreement, mainly its impact on EU-Ukraine trade, which remained low, and the lack 

of a clear plan towards a further deepening of relations (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, pp. 215-

216). The EU also implemented a Common Strategy with Ukraine, designed to deepen 

relations which was not perceived as doing enough by Ukraine (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, 

p. 217). After the Orange Revolution in 2004, a new agreement was drawn up as a part of the 

European Neighbourhood Policy (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, p. 218). With this, the EU 

tried to keep Ukrainian membership aspirations at bay, but Ukraine saw this as another step 

towards membership (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, p. 218). The Orange Revolution also 

brought forward demands for an Association Agreement by Viktor Yushchenko (Dragneva & 

Wolczuk, 2014, p. 219). Such an agreement was initiated in 2008, but a future membership in 

the Union was still not offered to the country (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, p. 221). 

 

Russia’s concerns about Ukraine’s involvement with the European Union only surfaced in 

2009, at the launch of the Eastern Partnership, which not only covered Ukraine but other 

Western and Southern neighbours and near neighbours of Russia as well, such as Moldova 

and Georgia (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, p. 221). Russia tried to offer Ukraine a different 

option in the alternative Eurasian Union, and they tried to propagate for this within Ukrainian 

society (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, p. 230). Ukraine did in fact sign an agreement to 

participate more closely with the Customs Union launched between Russia, Kazakhstan and 

Belarus (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, pp. 229-231). A trade war followed between Russia 

and Ukraine, as the latter tried to both appease Russia, as well as move closer to the EU 

(Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, p. 231). Eventually, President Yanukovych opted not to sign the 

Association Agreement in November 2013 (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, p. 231). This led to 

the events commonly known as the Euromaidan protests or Revolution of Dignity in Kyiv 

(Radio Free Europe, 2014). After a leadership change, Ukraine signed the Association 

Agreement in March 2014 (Dragneva & Wolczuk, 2014, p. 232). 

 

2.2. Previous Empirical Studies 

There are some previous studies which provide a good background to and serve to set the 

scene to this thesis. Stephen White has together with several different authors analysed survey 

material from Ukraine on attitudes towards Europe (Korosteleva & White, 2006; White et al., 

2008; White et al., 2010). Since they were all conducted before the Euromaidan events, it is 

possible that my results will differ from these. In his 2006 study (using survey results from 
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2004), the authors found that fewer Ukrainians felt European (10%) than Soviet (11%), and 

69% said that they felt like a citizen of Ukraine (Korosteleva & White, 2006, p. 195). It is 

important to note that the participants were allowed to choose what they felt firstly and 

secondly among the options “European,” “Eurasian,” “Soviet citizen,” “Citizen of my 

country,” “Citizen of my region” and “From my settlement,” and both their choices were 

included in the percentages (Korosteleva & White, 2006, p. 195). They also found a 

difference between participants aged 60 or older and 30 or younger in self-identifying as 

Ukrainian; 2% versus 5% (Korosteleva & White, 2006, p. 196). The authors did not 

differentiate between the Southern and Central regions, but the percentage of European self-

identification was higher in the West (7%) than in the East and Centre (including the South) at 

3% respectively (Korosteleva & White, 2006, p. 197). In the East, the percentage self-

identifying as a Soviet citizen was significantly higher than in the West and Centre, at 13% as 

opposed to 1% and 4% respectively (Korosteleva & White, 2006, p. 197). In a related study 

based on findings from various surveys conducted between 2000-2006, White et al. studied 

European attitudes in Russia, Belarus and Ukraine (2008, pp. 219-241). They found that in 

2006 in Ukraine, 28% of respondents felt European to either a significant or some extent 

(White et al., 2008, p. 225), while 47% held either a very or rather positive view of the EU 

(White et al., 2008, p. 228). Meanwhile, 46% were either strongly or somewhat in favour of 

EU membership (White et al., 2008, p. 229). Support was higher among people under 30 than 

among those over 60 (White et al., 2008, p. 233). In 2007, support for EU membership had 

risen to 54% (White et al., 2010, p. 354). The support for NATO membership was at the same 

time 19% (White et al., 2010, p. 354). 

 

In their study Narrators’ perspectives: communicating the EU in Ukraine, Israel and 

Palestine in Times of Conflict, Chaban et al. found that the views on the European Union 

among Ukrainian journalists are mostly negative (2019, p. 310). It is seen by them as an elitist 

and ineffective organisation, and one which is disconnected from its member states (Chaban 

et al., 2019, p. 310). There was a lack of understanding among them as to why Ukraine was 

left out of the Eastern enlargement wave of 2004 and 2007, and there was a perception that 

the EU has done very little for Ukraine in general (Chaban et al., 2019, p. 310). However, it 

was seen as having benefitted the Baltic States through their membership (Chaban et al., 

2019, pp. 310-311). Another interesting point is made in Bilan et al.’s study on attitudes 

towards living in Europe entitled Migration expectations and geography of post-Soviet 

Ukraine (2019, pp. 603-625). They found that in Western Ukraine, people tend to look more 
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favourable at the treatment of Ukrainians in the European Union, and believe that people are 

treated well there, and in the East, there is a belief that Ukrainians are treated poorly there 

(Bilan et al., 2019, p. 616). 

 

I will also use the annual report from EU Neighbours East, published in March 2020. It is part 

of a series which looks at EU attitudes in the six Eastern Partnership countries (EU 

Neighbours East, 2020b). The survey was conducted in 2020 with 1000 participants from 

Ukraine over the age of 15 (EU Neighbours East, 2020, p. 4). It found that 51% of Ukrainians 

had a positive view of the EU, 35% a neutral view, and 12% a negative view (EU Neighbours 

East, 2020, p. 8). This is slightly higher than the results from White et al.’s 2010 study 

discussed above. Younger people tended to hold a slightly more positive view of the 

European Union, but the difference with older Ukrainians was fairly small (EU Neighbours 

East, 2020, p. 30). Holding a positive view of the EU seems to correlate with having a 

positive view of NATO, as 73% of these people also report to trust NATO (EU Neighbours 

East, 2020, p. 32). The results from the EU Neighbours East report reflect the regional 

tendencies seen in the above-mentioned studies. If we assume that the categories of feeling 

European and having a positive view on the European Union are comparative, then these 

results reflect the studies above, as 63% in the West had a positive view of the European 

Union, as compared to 40% in the East (EU Neighbours East, 2020, p. 8). 70% of respondents 

“strongly” or “somewhat” agree that the European Union provides benefits to its citizens in 

their everyday lives (EU Neighbours East, 2020, p. 15). A majority of the respondents also 

hold the view that the EU fights corruption and that it increases countries’ security and 

stability (EU Neighbours East, 2020, pp. 16-17). 

  

2.3. Theory 

In order to be able to analyse my results on a deeper level, I will use a few different theories 

and frameworks. I have chosen to use the concept of liminality as applied to the area of 

international relations in order to understand the political ‘borderland’ of Ukraine today. I will 

also use Social Identity Theory to explain the attitudes of my participants towards the 

European Union. The third theory which I will use is a framework developed by 

Boomgaarden et al. which will help me analyse the nature of the participants’ views of the 

European Union. 
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2.3.1. Liminality in International Relations 

The concept of liminality was developed by van Gennep and Turner (Mälksoo, 2012, p. 482), 

and I will use it as it is applied by Mälksoo to the area of International Relations (Mälksoo, 

2012, pp. 481-494). This will help me further understand the state which Ukrainian society 

has been in since the Revolution of Dignity. Mälksoo summarises liminality as 

 

a central phase in all social and cultural transitions as it marks the passage of the 

subject through ‘a cultural realm that has few or none of the attributes of the 

past or coming state’. It is thus a realm of great ambiguity, since the ‘liminal 

entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the positions 

assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremonial’. Yet, as a 

threshold situation, liminality is also a vital moment of creativity, a potential 

platform for renewing the societal make-up. (2012, p. 481). 

 

Mälksoo argues that the concept of liminality can be applied to a wide array of International 

Relations issues, 

 

From the study of the preeminent IR [International Relations] concepts – power,  

security, sovereignty – to the analysis of the agent-structure relationship, state 

formation, and recognition, war and political violence, structural transformation 

of the international system, extraordinary politics during the times of transition, 

and the constitution of political identities. (2012, p. 481). 

 

In this essay, I argue that the Ukrainian society finds itself in a liminal state in many of these 

aspects, such as the ongoing war in Donbas, and the transition from the Yanukovych era 

through the process of the Revolution of Dignity, including its process towards the European 

Union. These processes, I argue, have an ongoing impact on the Ukrainian people - their 

views of their country as well as their hopes and dreams for the future of their nation. 

Mälksoo writes: 

 

 The logic of transfer for applying the concept of liminality not only on the study  

of individual and small-scale communal human experiences but also in the  

analysis of full-scale societal system stems from the underlying rationale of 

political anthropology that does not play on the opposition between the 
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individual subject and the state, nor separate the international from the domestic 

sphere, or the ‘political’ from the ‘social’. Instead of assuming an isolated 

‘international political realm’ with a functionally defined ‘logic of anarchy’, as 

has been the rule in many disciplinary traditions of IR, liminality questions the 

very meaning of such an opposition. Contra the hierarchical set-up of traditional 

levels of analysis in IR, liminality shares the assumption of political 

anthropology about the inherently political nature of ‘man’, connecting it to the 

deepest, unalienable element of personhood. As ‘being human’ means the 

inseparable ties between the individual subjects and political communities, 

liminality as a fundamental feature of the human condition could be legitimately 

applied to the analysis of International Relations as well. 

 

Mälksoo further argues that the liminal experience could become permanent: 

 

In the course of a prolonged liminal experience, the liminal ordeal is likely to 

become incorporated into and reproduced in the ‘permanent structure’ of a 

society. Hence the idea of ‘perpetual liminality’ emerges as a condition 

characteristic to societies which have long lived ‘on the limit’ and thus proven 

to be quite unable to conclusively surpass the experience, in spite of the 

apparent entrance into the phase of societal reaggregation. (2012, p. 487). 

 

I will argue that Ukraine is an example of this, having long been on the famous cusp of 

“where East meets the West,” between the Russian and the Western worlds, and that this is 

reflected in my interviews. She does however also point to liminality as a point where new 

structures can emerge and be created (Mälksoo, 2012, pp. 488-489), but 

 

permanent liminality writ large no longer permits novelty and encourages 

innovation, imposing rather formlessness and disorientation as a technique of 

governmentality. The permanent change is thus indeed there, but without 

qualitative transformation. Hence, it is of vital importance to pay close attention 

to how the liminal period is dealt with by societies experiencing a large-scale 

social drama, and how it is attempted to be brought to a conclusion. Who will be 

in charge for the ‘routinisation’ of the extraordinary situations? Who will 
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become the ‘carriers’ of the new world-view that is eventually institutionalised? 

(Mälksoo, 2012, p. 489). 

 

I would argue that this applies to how Ukrainian society is trying to end the war in Donbas 

and the occupation of Crimea and join the EU and NATO in order to be able to ‘move on’ and 

to institutionalise this ‘new world-view’ of which Mälksoo talks. As will be seen in the 

Analysis section, most of my participants see this as the solution to the problems which 

Ukraine is facing. 

 

2.3.2. Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorization Theory 

I will use Social Identity Theory (SIT) as a way of placing Ukrainians in the context of 

Europe. Stets and Burke define it as  

 

In social identity theory, a social identity is a person’s knowledge that he or she 

belongs to a social category or group […]. A social group is a set of individuals 

who hold a common social identification or view themselves as members of the 

same social category. Through a social comparison process, persons who are 

similar to the self are categorized with the self and are labelled the in-group; 

persons who differ from the self are categorized as the out-group. (2000, p. 225) 

 

The theory explains how a person’s identity and social behaviour is affected by societal and 

collectivist factors, and how these are affected by their group belonging (Mols & Weber, 

2013, pp. 506-507). People naturally have so-called in-group biases even when there is little 

or no benefit to this approach (Mols & Weber, 2013, p. 507). 

 

Mols & Weber argue that this theory is applicable to the study of EU attitudes in both 

qualitative and quantitative studies (2013). The related Self-Categorization Theory (SCT), 

they argue, is especially applicable on the study of EU attitudes (Mols & Weber, 2013, p. 

508). They say that 

 

Building on the SIT premise that people can act in terms of their personal or 

social identity, SCT proposes that people can identify as different levels of 

inclusiveness, and that people’s sense of self derives from comparative identity 

processes. In so doing, SCT moves beyond demonstrating the importance of 
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attachment to social groups and predicting the consequences of attachment to 

groups, to shedding light on the cognitive processes shaping people’s sense of 

themselves and their place in the social world. (Mols & Weber, 2013, p. 508). 

 

Self-Categorization Theory assumes that individuals act either on subordinate, intermediate 

or superordinate level, meaning either as an individual, as a member of a group or as a human 

(Mols & Weber, 2013, p. 508). For the issue of EU attitudes, this means that there is no 

inherent opposition between a strong national identity and a positive attitude to the European 

Union (Mols & Weber, 2013, p. 509). 

 

2.3.3. Boomgaarden et al.’s framework for the analysis of EU attitudes 

Boomgaarden et al. have developed a conceptual framework to enable a deeper analysis of 

European Union-attitudes (2011). They suggest that a distinction is needed between different 

types of support for (and objection to) the European Union, rather than the simplified 

distinction between EU support and Euroscepticism, which are commonly used 

(Boomgaarden et al., 2011, p. 242). They say that 

 

On the one hand, we differentiate the modes of support: (1) 

utilitarian/specific/output-oriented support and (2) affective/diffuse/input-

oriented support. On the other hand, we differentiate the objects of support: (A) 

the regime, including its principles, its processes and its institutions, and (B) the 

community, including territorial and personal aspects. (Boomgaarden et al., 

2011, p. 245) 

 

Utilitarian/specific/output-oriented support (1) refers to support based on what practical 

benefits oneself or one’s country can obtain from membership in the European Union 

(Boomgaarden et al., 2011, p. 244). Affective/diffuse/input-oriented support (2) refers to a 

slightly vaguer support for the values and ideas which the Union represents (Boomgaarden et 

al., 2011, p. 244). 

 

Boomgaarden et al. also differentiate between the objects of EU support. Support (or 

dissuade) for the regime and its institutions (A) refers to EU governance, and how well, or 

not, it works (Boomgaarden et al., 2011, p. 245). It also refers to support for a greater degree 

of power for the Union on the supranational level at the expense of the national governments 
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(Boomgaarden et al., 2011, p. 245). Support for the community (B) refers to the personal 

attachment to the EU and Europe as a concept, its members and the general collective 

(Boomgaarden et al., 2011, pp. 244-245). 

 

3. Methodology 

 

This chapter will explain the methods employed in this study and discuss the methodological 

concerns connected with it. It will explain the choice of employing a qualitative approach and 

using the method of semi-structured interviews. It will then go on to explain the method used 

to analyse the material. It will also explain how I navigated the language barrier, as well as 

some issues I encountered regarding translation and interpreting. It will also explain how I 

recruited participants. I will then outline some limitations to the study, and how I navigated 

the ethical concerns which I expected and encountered. 

 

3.1. Method 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate in-depth the views of Ukrainians who were born and 

raised in the Soviet Union on the European Union. It aims to find out what these views are, 

and to identify certain trends as to why they hold these views. This cannot be accomplished 

by doing a quantitative study, as this study aims to go a bit deeper than simply discerning 

positive or negative views on the EU. Therefore, I chose to conduct this project as a 

qualitative study. According to Bryman, qualitative research allows the researcher to 

investigate the meaning which people attribute to concepts and events (2016, pp. 392-393). 

Thus, a qualitative interview study will allow me to analyse in what ways the participants’ 

background or region has impacted their views. I also opted to use semi-structured interviews. 

Semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to use an interview guide, but also to ask 

follow-up questions (Bryman, 2016, p. 468). This ensured that the interviews stayed focused 

and allowed me to ask the participants follow-up questions when they brought up something 

interesting which I thought could be interesting to analyse in my text. 

 

For some interviews I also used e-mail communication. I had not initially planned on doing 

this, but due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Russian occupation of certain areas of Ukraine, 

and other issues which made travelling more difficult, I decided to try this approach. E-mail 
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interviews is a slightly different approach than using semi-structured interviews but 

nonetheless turned out to be an equally useful method. In a report from Jisc TechDis entitled 

Epistolary Interviews On-line: A Novel Addition to the Researcher’s Palette, some advantages 

as well as disadvantages of using e-mail interviews are discussed (2014, pp. 1-7). It argues 

that using e-mail allows the researcher to skip the stage of transcribing audio recordings of 

face-to-face interviews, as well as saving both time and money since there is no need to travel 

(Jisc TechDis, 2014, pp. 1-2). It also allows the participants to reflect on the questions in 

advance, before responding (Jisc TechDis, 2014, p. 1). However, in my experience it was 

more difficult to get extensive, detailed responses to questions over e-mail. Furthermore, 

follow-up e-mails with additional questions were not always responded to. Bryman also 

points out that using embedded questions in an e-mail requires less computer expertise than 

responding through for example a web survey (2016, p. 229). This would possibly have been 

an issue for the respondents of this study, as they were older and might have had less 

computer literacy. The Jisc TechDis report also found that e-mail interviews provided the 

additional advantage that it allowed for the reflection of the researcher as to which issues 

needed follow-up questions (2014, p. 5). I found this to be the case, as going through 

transcripts of my in-person interviews, I found that there were questions which I in retrospect 

wished I had asked. In summary, I found that the combination of e-mail and in-person 

interviews worked very well for this study, as they both had different advantages and 

disadvantages. 

 

I used the same set of questions for both my e-mail interviews and my face-to-face interviews. 

They were divided into five sections and the questions were numbered for example 1а, 2б, 3в 

etc. This was very useful for especially the e-mail interviews, as it allowed me to ask follow-

up questions while referring back to a particular question number. As the in-person interviews 

were more spontaneous, some questions were occasionally skipped as a particular topic had 

already been covered spontaneously by the participant when responding to an earlier question. 

 

3.2. Recruitment and Conduct 

I decided to study the experiences and views of people living in various regions of Ukraine 

who were born in the year 1978 or earlier. The decision to look at this age group comes from 

the fact that they were at least teenagers or older at the time when the Soviet Union fell, and 

they became citizens of an independent Ukraine. This means that their Soviet experience, as 
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well as their having lived through the entirety of the Ukrainian independence period, will 

undoubtedly have shaped their lives in some way, and in turn their views on Ukrainian, 

European and world politics. Although it could be argued that studying the younger, post-

Soviet generation’s views on these issues would be more relevant as they most likely will 

have a greater influence on Ukraine’s future, it is interesting from an academic perspective to 

see how those who grew up in the Soviet Union view Ukraine’s place in the world in relation 

to their Soviet experiences. 

 

I initially recruited participants through both personal and academic connections, in Kyiv and 

at Uppsala University. From there, I used snowball sampling to find more participants. 

According to Bryman, 

 

Snowball sampling is a technique in which the researcher initially samples a 

small group of people relevant to the research questions, and these sampled 

participants propose other participants who have had the experience or 

characteristics relevant to the research. These participants will then suggest 

others and so on (2016, p. 415). 

 

This sampling method worked very well for my project, and most of my participants were 

very helpful and willing to help me find more participants. Furthermore, it worked well as a 

sampling method as I do not personally know many Ukrainians in this age group, so an 

advertisement on for example my personal social media accounts would not have worked. I 

did however have a very homogenous group of respondents, and this might be due to my 

recruitment method. This might have led to slightly skewed results. It became apparent that 

most of my participants were very positive to the European Union, and this might be because 

people with pro-European views surround themselves with like-minded people, and these 

were the people who they recommended I contact. I will further the discuss the impact of this 

recruitment method in the Discussion section below. 

 

For the selection of participants, this study will employ the regional divisions outlined by 

Clem and Craumer into West, Centre, East and South (2008, pp. 132-134). This division 

follows oblast lines: 

 

 



 19 

West: 

• Chernivtsi oblast 

• Ivano-Frankivsk oblast 

• Lviv oblast 

• Rivne oblast 

• Ternopil oblast 

• Volyn oblast 

• Zakarpatiya oblast 

 

Centre: 

• Cherkasy oblast 

• Chernihiv oblast 

• Khmelnitskiy oblast 

• Kirovohrad oblast 

• Kyiv city 

• Kyiv oblast 

• Poltava oblast 

• Sumy oblast 

• Vinnitsya oblast 

• Zhytomyr oblast 

 

South: 

• Kherson oblast 

• Crimea Autonomous Republic 

• Mykolaiv oblast 

• Odessa oblast 

• Sevastopol city 

 

East: 

• Dnipropetrovsk oblast 

• Donetsk oblast 

• Kharkiv oblast 

• Luhansk oblast 
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• Zaporizhzhya oblast 

 

(Clem & Craumer, 2008, p. 133). 

 

They argue that this division is better than the traditional East-West division as it captures not 

only the linguistic and ethnic factors, but also socio-economic factors, degrees of urbanisation 

as well as the levels of industrialisation (Clem & Craumer, 2008, p. 133). 

 

In total, I recruited 11 participants for this study. Four were from the South, three from the 

West, two from the Centre and two from the East. Four of the interviews were conducted by 

email. With each online participant I exchanged around 4-5 emails with further follow-up 

questions. I also did one interview over Zoom. With the remaining participants I conducted 

one in-person interview per participant lasting approximately 20-40 minutes. 

 

3.3. Analysis 

I analysed my interview material mainly using the method of thematic analysis. This allowed 

me to find common themes in the participants’ answers. According to Bryman, thematic 

analysis is an approach which looks for similarities and repetitions in the material (2016, p. 

586). I initially analysed the material looking at those participants who lived in the same 

region, to see to which extent I could find similar or repetitive answers or views in their 

interviews. Then, I compared these with the interviews from the other regions. To a lesser 

extent I also employed narrative analysis. This is a form of analysis which, according to 

Bryman, “is an approach to the elicitation and analysis of data that is sensitive to the sense of 

temporal sequence that people, as providers of accounts (often in the form of stories) about 

themselves or events by which they are affected, detect in their lives and surrounding 

episodes and inject into their accounts” (Bryman, 2016, p. 589). This was a useful form of 

analysis especially when analysing how the 2013-2014 events of Euromaidan had affected the 

participants’ views on Ukrainian politics or the European Union, as well as how their 

experiences during the Soviet Union had come to affect their views on European cooperation 

in the present day. 
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3.4. Language and translation 

Most of my interviews were conducted in Russian. As Ukraine is effectively a bilingual 

country, roughly divided between the Ukrainian-speaking West and Centre, and Russian-

speaking East and South, but with Russian being used in many societal domains in the 

country as a whole (Nedashkivska, 2015, pp. 294-295), using Russian and not Ukrainian in 

my interviews did not constitute a problem. It could be assumed that the respondents residing 

in the West of the country may have preferred to conduct their interviews in Ukrainian, but it 

did nonetheless not form a significant problem for understanding. One interview was however 

conducted in Ukrainian but with the help of an interpreter. Using an interpreter was a bit more 

difficult as it involved less direct contact with the interview subject, but on the other hand I 

was able to ask more spontaneous and complicated questions, as I was able to speak in 

English, a language which I am more comfortable with than Russian. 

 

As my proficiency in Russian is not native-level, I employed the use of an automated 

transcribing service to transcribe the interviews. This did not save me as much time as 

initially expected, as there were a lot of mistakes made by the software, but it was nonetheless 

necessary to get most parts of the interview transcribed automatically. I corrected the mistakes 

by going over the interviews and transcribing the parts which were left out myself. The 

translation of any quotes used in the analysis was done by me. 

 

3.5. Limitations 

Due to the scope and nature of this project, it will not be able to provide any generalisable 

conclusions or definitive answers to the issue of EU-attitudes among Ukrainians in this age 

group. This is due to both the timeframe and the resources provided for a project of this kind, 

as well as the nature of this being a qualitative study. Instead, it is my hope that this thesis 

will identify certain trends, both regarding the age group as well as the regions studied. I also 

hope that my analysis will identify areas that need further research in the future. Although 

able to inspire areas of further research (in particular in other Eastern Partnership countries), it 

is important to note that the results from this study cannot be applied to other countries, as all 

former Soviet and Eastern Bloc-countries have developed along their own individual paths 

since the early 1990s. 
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3.6. Note on names 

Due to the relatively sensitive nature of this project, and at the explicit request of some of the 

participants, all participants will be completely anonymous and referred to by pseudonym. 

These pseudonyms were assigned by me. 

 

3.7. Ethics 

Before taking part in the interview process, all participants consented to being recorded. They 

were also informed that after the completion of the research project, all recordings would be 

deleted, and all transcriptions destroyed. The participants taking part in in-person interviews 

had access to my contact details, and the persons doing e-mail interviews had access to my e-

mail address. They were informed that they could at any point withdraw their consent to 

participate by contacting me, and that their data would thus be removed from and not used in 

the study. 

 

I did initially have some concerns about the sensitivity of the topics studied. Although the 

project mainly concerns attitudes towards the European Union, this topic could lead to other, 

more sensitive topics, especially since I asked questions about the participants’ family 

background. This sometimes involved quite dramatic stories from their lives in the Soviet 

Union, with issues such as repressions, famine and deportations being brought up. However, I 

did not press for more information on these topics as they were not of major importance to my 

study, and the information provided by the participants on these topics was always 

spontaneous and voluntary. These were some issues which I did not expect to encounter 

before conducting the research. Instead, I had expected to encounter some ethical concerns if 

the interview subjects had participated in the events of the Revolution of Dignity, which were 

at times violent. However, few of the participants participated in the protests, and none were 

present or involved in the violent events, so this did not become a concern. 

 

4. Analysis 

 

In this section I will present my results and give a brief analysis of them. In the first sections I 

will analyse the participants’ backgrounds and their impressions of Europe during the times of 

the Soviet Union, and how they viewed Ukrainian independence. I will then analyse the 
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Revolution of Dignity from the perspective of my participants, and how they view Europe, the 

European Union and NATO. 

 

4.1. Travels during Soviet times 

Very few of the participants were able to travel outside their country during Soviet times. Of 

the participants in the South, two travelled abroad - one as a tour guide for German tourists, 

and one to conduct business abroad. One participant, Roman, said that he did not even 

consider travelling abroad during the Soviet Union, as there was no information about this in 

society. Ruslan says that it “would have been interesting,” but it was not affordable. Valentina 

says that she did not visit other countries during Soviet times, but she did have a desire to do 

so. Svetlana says that she had a “huge desire” to visit other communist countries during 

Soviet times, as Western countries were completely inaccessible for her. Although wanting to, 

visiting other countries was also not affordable or politically possible for Daria, who came 

from a geologist family in Donbas in Eastern Ukraine. Elena, from the Centre where she also 

grew up, says that visiting Europe, especially France and Germany, was a dream for her. 

Sergey went to Yugoslavia and Poland for business speculation in 1987, as he described it as 

hard to survive on one salary in the Soviet Union at that time. He described these countries as 

at the time worse than the Soviet Union. Zoya, 62 years old from the South, studied German 

and English at university, and she did an exchange programme in Leipzig. Due to her 

education, she went on to work as a tour guide for German tourists on cruise ships that 

travelled around the world. She went to different places in Europe, and to the United States 

among other places. She said that 

 

In general, I liked it. But when I came home on holiday, many people would ask 

me ‘do you not want to stay’, and I would say ‘no.’ You see, where you live is 

good. We will always be better off there. Because you are used to it. Now I have 

a much more relaxed attitude to this, I believe that you can adapt anywhere. You 

arrive and you start living, you get to know the place if you want to. 

 

Sergey also said that he had no desire to visit Western Europe at that time. He says that he had 

“a family, parents and ... No. My culture, in which I grew up, is important to me, and I 

understand the difference between cultures. I would not have taken root there. I would not be 

able to assimilate”. Although the standard of living might have been better in the United 
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States and Western Europe, both Zoya and Sergey preferred living in the Soviet Union as they 

were used to it, they knew how society worked and their families lived there. Vadim, the 

West, did want to visit other places but only had the opportunity to do so during his military 

service which he served in the German Democratic Republic in the mid-80’s. While there, he 

particularly noticed the higher salaries that the German soldiers received in comparison with 

the Soviet ones. Oleksandra, also from the West, travelled to East Germany in 1968 to visit 

family friends. She found it to be a friendlier country than the Soviet Union at the time, and 

she attributes it to it having been a communist country for a shorter time than the USSR. She 

also thought highly of the roads as well as the fact that people adhered to laws to a greater 

extent. She also recalled an experience she had together with her parents, who worked as 

teachers in the Soviet Union and were in the GDR to visit a German school and exchange 

experiences with teachers there. She said that the headmaster was often out in the 

organisation, spent time in the school’s vegetable garden with the students, and his office door 

was always open to the teachers. They also visited a family friend who happened to be the 

first secretary for the local Communist Party committee. Oleksandra was particularly 

impressed with the fact that he did not abuse his privileges or used his official transportation 

for personal purposes. She also went to Bulgaria in 1978 on a tourist trip. She said that during 

this trip her and her travel company felt “free, like tourists from other countries,” despite 

knowing that there were KGB officers within their tourist group. She found the tourist 

infrastructure to be very well developed in Bulgaria, with good food, service, and clean 

beaches, as well as foreign tourists. She did however also want to visit so-called “capitalist 

countries,” but was unable to due to the travel bans. Andrii, also from the West, travelled to 

the GDR and Poland in 1990. He said that these countries were very different from the Soviet 

Union back then, when in the Soviet Union higher-ranked officials got to live in special 

houses of a better standard, and the roads were poor. In Poland, he saw more smaller, private 

agricultural fields, and better houses and infrastructure. The customs officials which he 

encountered, however, were very similar to their Soviet colleagues. He found that East 

Germany looked largely the same as the Soviet Union, but people were in general more polite 

to one another. He also shortly visited West Germany during this trip and says that “the 

difference in what we saw there was as though we were in a fairy tale.” He also wanted to 

visit Yugoslavia but did not manage to go. 
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4.2. The independence issue and the early years of independence 

There are some regional tendencies seen in the issue of independence during the Soviet era. In 

the South, three out of four interviewees did not want Ukraine to become independent, or did 

not describe this as an issue which they even thought about. Zoya’s experience described 

above was probably also connected to her views on Ukrainian independence at the time. 

 

Then I probably didn’t ask myself this question. But somehow ... I do not know; 

the question did not arise. Well, I didn't think about it then. And I didn't even 

ask myself such questions. At school and at the institute, we were taught that we 

are one, big state, that we are all friends, brothers... There was the code of the 

Soviet man. That is, there were some rules. From my end that was all right. 

There were some norms which were instilled in children from a young age, and 

now a lot has changed, not entirely for the better. 

 

Sergey echoed these sentiments. He says that at the time, he did not understand what was 

happening, and even when the hryvnia was introduced, he was still in a state of disbelief as to 

how such a huge state could suddenly cease to exist. He said that he understood the extent of 

the crimes committed under the Soviet regime only when he later visited the rest of Europe 

and started to take in information about the extent of the totalitarian regime in the Soviet 

Union. Ruslan also said that he did not see independence as a goal at the time, and he 

compares the Soviet Union with the United States, in that there was some self-determination, 

but overall, the republics talked to each other and agreed on how to settle certain issues, and 

he was content with this system. Zoya expressed discontent with some of the changes which 

have been taking place in Ukraine since independence. For example, she pointed out 

unemployment as a major issue in the early independence years, with people leaving for other 

European countries to find employment or trade goods. She said that she particularly noticed 

these changes when she returned from her work travels abroad, that her town had become 

dirtier and there were long bread lines in the town. She said that the early 90’s was a “clear 

contrast” to life under the Soviet Union. She also described stories of old people who became 

victims to scams under the period of housing privatisations, during which they lost their 

homes. She also emphasised the differences between social security during the Soviet Union 

and how much harder it has become for retirees to make ends meet in the present day. Daria, 

from the Centre, also says that she did not think a lot about Ukrainian independence during 

Soviet times. Elena also says that she never really thought about or wanted independence 
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either. Daria says that independence was an issue far above the heads of her and her family, 

and that the events of the Stalinist purges served as a reminder as to what could happen if 

these issues were brought up and discussed. However, she noticed that during Gorbachev’s 

Glasnost, things began to be discussed. She had just had a baby at this point, and her husband 

started going to meetings, supposedly related to Ukrainian independence issues, and she says 

that she begged him not to go to these meetings, as she was very scared that the KGB would 

put him in prison if he went. 

 

Andrii was one of the few participants who was for independence during the Soviet years. He 

says that he thought that Ukraine’s potential could not be realised in the USSR, and that they 

therefore had to become independent to develop. Oleksandra also says that she has always 

been a proponent for Ukrainian independence. Svetlana, from the East, says that she 

“unambiguously” wanted Ukraine to become independent from the Soviet Union, whereas 

Valentina, also from the East did not really understand the talks of independence due to the 

propaganda transmitted in the Soviet Union. This shows that there were no strong regional 

tendencies apparent in the independence issue among my participants during this time. 

 

There seemed to have been no society-wide discussion about Ukraine joining the European 

Union immediately after independence. One participant was under the impression that the 

European Union did not even exist when Ukraine became independent. Ruslan says that 

“there was such a big gap in the standard of living, in the economy, in the mentality, that at 

that time it was simply unrealistic.” Daria says that it was impossible anyway, since the 

European Union did not want Ukraine to join at that point, but since then, the EU has been a 

sort of role model for how to build a country without corruption and with the rule of law. She 

sees the recent conviction of former French president Nicolas Sarkozy for corruption as 

evidence that everyone is equal before the law in Europe (see BBC News, 2021). Svetlana 

and Valentina, both from the East, do however belong to the few participants who wanted 

Ukraine to join the European Union immediately after independence. Zoya, comparing with 

the German tourists she met at work, could see the lives they led in the European Union 

during this time. She described a stark difference in that there were German tourists who, 

being retired, could still afford to go on holiday abroad, and they did not have to beg on the 

streets, like pensioneers did in Ukraine. Elena did want Ukraine to join the European Union 

after independence, since this would raise the standard of living in the country, as well as 

bring in some more constitutional rights to the society at this time. It is clear that this 
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perception of the European Union ties in with the utilitarian/specific/output-oriented support 

discussed by Boomgaarden et al. (2011, pp. 241-266). It is highly likely that in the early 90’s, 

when the standard of living was so low in Ukraine, the support for the EU was most likely 

directed towards what the organisation could provide in practical terms for Ukraine. As the 

standard of living goes up in Ukraine, it is likely that the support will be directed more 

towards the general sense of European community. 

 

4.3. Meaning of Revolution of Dignity 

There was wide support for the Revolution of Dignity among all participants in this study. 

Roman, 46 years old and from the South, said that 

 

It was necessary. That’s all. […] Neither I, nor my son, nor the people around 

me want the Soviet Union. No one needs that. That’s all. There was a turn 

towards Russia. We cannot be in the position of a vassal. 

 

Roman also travelled to Kyiv to participate in the protests at the time, but he did not describe 

himself as an active participant. Zoya also supported the protests and found it promising that 

people stood up against the regime. However, she also found that some people took advantage 

of the protests for their own personal advancements and that this was a shame. She also 

participated in local protests in her town. They had some pro-Russian separatists in her town, 

but she found that the participation in the Euromaidan marches proved for who her town 

stood, that is, for Ukraine and not Russia. She also pointed out that her town is very important 

in Ukraine, and this seemed to be a point of pride for her. The fact that so many people 

participated in the local pro-Maidan protests seemed for her to put a lot of meaning into her 

local and national identity. The fact that most protestors were young students was a point 

which she emphasised as something that bodes well for the future of Ukraine. Vadim also 

emphasised the importance of the youth in these protests and joked that his daughter was 

there “on his behalf.” Zoya did however point out that there were some people at her current 

workplace who did not support the protests, and they were mostly those who wanted a return 

to the Soviet Union. Sergey, in the South, also supported the protests, saying that they were a 

“moment of awareness of the nation,” the birth of a Ukrainian civil society, and a moment 

where Ukrainians went from being residents of Ukraine to citizens of Ukraine. This shows 

how the Revolution of Dignity is clearly seen as the start of a new phase in Ukrainian society. 
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On the question of whether he participated in the protests, he said no but emphasised that he 

from time-to-time volunteers at the front in Eastern Ukraine. This shows that he perceives the 

Revolution of Dignity and the conflict in the Donbas as part of the same movement in 

Ukraine, which is interesting since that indicates that they are both a fight against Russian 

influence in Ukraine, and for Ukraine’s European path. Ruslan did not outright say that he 

supported the protests, but he expressed an understanding for the protesters’ desire to come 

out on the streets and express their discontent with the leadership, which he referred to as 

being “to put it mildly, far from perfect.” He said that he did not participate because he did 

not have time to travel, and he was also afraid of losing control of his business if he were to 

be away for a longer period, something which he said happened to others. Svetlana also 

supported the protests and said that she would have participated if she did not live so far 

away. Valentina also found that the protests were happening too far away for her to 

participate, but she supported them and says that “It was a very right decision of those who 

came to Euromaidan to defend Ukraine’s interests, their country as well as to defend the pro-

European choice.” 

 

Daria from the central region, along with the rest of her family, took part in both the 

Revolution of Dignity and in the 2004 Orange Revolution. Her participation in the 2004 

protests stemmed from hearing about election falsifications in her childhood region of 

Donbas. She was initially confused as to why so many people went to Maidan in Kyiv to 

show that they supported Yanukovych’s plan to sign the Association Agreement. She then 

saw the treatment of the protesters by the police, and that is when she joined them. She said 

that her involvement in the protests became a mix of showing support for Ukraine’s 

rapprochement towards Europe, but also against President Yanukovych. Elena also supported 

both the Orange Revolution as well as the Revolution of Dignity. She saw both as a chance 

for Ukraine to become a bit more European, mainly for the sake of her children and 

grandchildren, as she does not see these major changes happening in her lifetime. She 

participated together with her colleagues by bringing food and drinks to the protesters. 

 

Vadim, in the West, pointed to the importance of the Revolution of Dignity for the general 

feeling of hope that the people can make changes and fight for their rights. He did not 

participate himself but said that he supported it financially. He also pointed to the perception 

of the revolution from abroad, in particular in interactions with foreign companies which he 

met with through work, which all pointed out the positive changes that they thought could be 
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brought about by the revolution. It could be argued that the fact that Vadim himself brought 

this up in the interview means that he finds it particularly important that Ukraine’s actions are 

supported by other countries. Andrii also supported the protests, financially and in spirit, but 

could not go to Kyiv to participate physically because of his age and health issues. Oleksandra 

says that she is “proud that we [the Ukrainian people] are capable of these protests,” but did 

not participate due to her age. 

 

Zoya also saw a link between the Revolution of Dignity and the 2020 protests in Minsk, 

which she due to being born there, had been following and she was in contact with some old 

friends there. This is interesting since these protests were also against a pro-Russian regime, 

and she could sympathise with that and see those connections. 

 

4.4. Impressions of EU/Europe 

4.4.1. Travels 

Most participants have since the 1990’s been able to travel abroad. There is a heavy emphasis 

on Eastern European countries, likely as these are slightly cheaper and more affordable for 

Ukrainians to visit than Western European countries. Svetlana, for example, has only been 

able to visit Poland, but it is a country which she has great impressions of, and which she says 

is an “example of national unity.” Valentina, from the East, says that those European 

countries which she has visited are “civilised, beautiful [and] well-groomed.” Zoya, during 

her work as a tour guide in Europe in the early years after the fall of the Soviet Union, noticed 

that Poland was developing at a faster rate, and she was impressed with how fast these 

changes were happening in comparison with Ukraine. She attributed these changes to how 

Poland began with private entrepreneurship earlier than in Ukraine, and that according to her, 

people put more effort into their businesses and their surroundings. Vadim also visited some 

other former Communist countries in the late 1990’s, when he began work in the private 

sector in Ukraine. His company organised business trips for their employees to get more 

acquainted with foreign cultures. He particularly mentions how he saw a classic hotel 

breakfast for the first time, with the different dishes all lined up in a buffet, and he did not 

know how to go about getting and eating his breakfast. He also appreciated the quality of the 

roads and the customer service. These countries, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Hungary, 

all had big supermarkets as well as hotels, which Ukraine did not have at this time. He said 

that there was a perception among people in Ukraine that the quality of life was better in these 
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countries, and his impressions from his early travels seem to confirm this as a fact. He has 

since visited these places again, and again emphasises their good standard of living. Andrii 

has regularly visited Europe since the fall of the Soviet Union and says that “My impressions 

are the best – you find yourself in a free world with good roads where Man is in the first 

place. There is order and cleanliness everywhere, and everything is for Man.” Elena was able 

to start going on tourist trips in the mid-00’s, and has been to Hungary, Slovenia, Germany, 

and Poland, to mention a few. Her impressions are ”great,” but she also often feels sad 

travelling, as she feels that as a Ukrainian, she has to save up a whole year to go on holiday, 

and she says that she always feels like a beggar in comparison with the people in the countries 

she visits. Oleksandra has also visited Europe on tourist trips but has been unable to in recent 

years due to financial constraints. Her impressions are however great, and she has also 

returned to East Germany, which she visited during communist times, several times. She finds 

that the pace of development in the former communist parts of Germany is much higher than 

in Ukraine. 

 

Sergey has very positive views on Europe. He says that 

 

My impressions, they are different, but to give a brief answer: I saw what 

happens to the economy if you give people freedom and responsibility. We are 

each person born in love and from love, and this love, we give in the form of 

labour to other people. This can be seen in the architecture. I believe that 

architecture is a hidden message to our descendants. People create something 

that is not just comfortable, but also beautiful and elegant, and the architecture 

of Europe and the Soviet Union is very different. I really like the people there. 

They are open. They don't have a tense look. Here, we were constantly scanning 

our surroundings for some kind of threat, right? We grew up formed in the 

conditions of totalitarianism, constantly waiting for something. Something like 

this happened to me, it seemed to me since I travel so much, I had already 

assimilated into the culture. Local people in different countries approach me and 

ask how to get here, there. They took me for one of their own. And then one day 

I was in Cologne, I was just standing there, and a bloke came up to me and said, 

"man, let me call home" [in Russian]. "How did you recognize me?" "You have 

a tense look." Well, in general, I really like Europe. There is a completely 

different level of awareness in their attitudes. People live in awareness. They are 
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aware of themselves, their feelings. They understand economic laws, adhere to 

laws, do not try to break them. I like it. Here, unless the law is not violated, you 

won’t benefit. 

 

He also compares Europe and Ukraine, saying that in Europe, people are friends, whereas in 

Ukraine, they are enemies. This shows how he perceives himself and people from his country, 

and presumably the rest of the former Soviet Union, as slightly different from Western 

Europeans, due to their history and cultural background. At the same time, he describes 

Western Europe as a better place in general, a place where laws are adhered to and where 

people have not been raised under totalitarian conditions and thus have a different, positive 

outlook on things. Ruslan, from a Southern city, also has good impressions of Europe, 

although he refuses to compare Ukraine to the rest of Europe, since it is hard for him to 

evaluate what life is like there when only visiting as a tourist. Daria has good impressions of 

Sweden, a country she visited while her daughter was studying there, and her impressions are 

that it is a clean country where people follow the law, and that there are no major differences 

between rich and poor people, unlike in Ukraine where you can often see people showing off 

with expensive cars and houses. 

 

4.4.2. What is Europe? 

On the question of what Europe is, most participants interpreted the question as what the 

European Union is, thus showing that there is a strong link in the participants’ minds between 

EU and the concept of Europe. Daria, for example, said that she visited Estonia and Lithuania 

during Soviet times, and that “it was still the USSR, it was not Europe, not the European 

Union.” It follows from that that the Ukrainian move towards membership in the European 

Union is probably, among other things, seen as a way to establish Ukraine’s position as an 

undoubtedly European country, most likely as opposed to belonging to the Russian sphere of 

influence. One participant emphasised the EU’s role as something which aids in a country’s 

development, but also pointed out that the EU consists of many different countries that have 

different cultures and are in different states, but that the rule of law is what connects them. 

Daria also emphasised the rule of law as well as democracy as the main characteristics of 

Europe. Valentina said that Europe is a collection of civilised countries where there is rule of 

law. Elena said that the European Union is a collection of many different countries but most 

of them have a high standard of living, with the remaining ones are striving towards that, 

benefitting from the assistance provided by the Union. She points at the U.K. as an example 
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of a country with a different attitude regarding its exit from the EU. Sergey said that the 

European Union is an economic union where labour and finance is shared, but also where 

there is an effort to build a “spiritual society.” He bases this analysis on meetings with people 

in the European Union, who he finds have a “depth of feeling of the world as a whole, the 

economy, political processes.”  Oleksandra says that Europe consists of “highly developed 

countries with a high standard of living.” Ruslan describes the European Union as a 

congregation of many differing countries, who have together created rules for how to 

peacefully co-exist, which he describes as being close to certain religious norms such as the 

ten commandments. Svetlana describes it as “a more progressive society.” Andrii describes 

Europe as a selection of various features: 

 

[There, there are] all conditions for a normal (good) life of people; work; 

recreation and personal development; education and medicine. [There is] more 

democracy and less corruption. [There are] high (decent) salaries and pensions, 

the ability to travel. [There is] Collective Security (NATO). 

 

This shows that, regardless of background, there are unison views on the nature of Europe and 

its main features among the participants. Some issues which the participants have however 

found in the EU will be analysed in the next section. 

 

4.4.3. The EU as an organisation 

The European Union was generally viewed positively by the participants, but most of them 

pointed out a few issues with the organisation. The issue of bureaucracy came up a few times 

in the interviews. Roman suggested that the EU has become too bureaucratised, and that this 

is an issue especially for the already highly developed countries. He views the EU as useful 

for less developed countries in that it helps them develop, but that for countries that have 

already “reached a certain stage,” the union puts too much bureaucratic pressure on them. 

Zoya described the EU as being “a union, but officially it is a union of states,” presumably, as 

opposed to the Soviet Union, which is interesting, since the independence of each state is still 

seen as guaranteed by her. She also described the power imbalance between the more and less 

powerful states as a problem, pointing out that some are too greatly influenced by others. She 

did however also point out that the fact that there are so many different members with so 

many different opinions, affects the efficiency of the Union to a certain extent. But overall, 

she says, the European Union is inherently a good thing: 
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When people or states unite, this is always good. If they unite, as it were, 

honestly, openly, having common goals and objectives, but not having any 

outside ideas. And if they develop uniform action plans and rules, and they 

coexist peacefully and work harmoniously. Integration and interaction occur at 

different levels on the economic, political, mental level, when people travel back 

and forth freely within the framework of not only Europe, this is very good. On 

the other hand, the downside could be that as always; a large car is difficult to 

drive. And if a government is created, it must have representatives from each 

state, several people. Everyone has a different opinion. They, too, cannot always 

agree on time on how to solve difficult issues. It's complicated. But people are 

reasonable because they can agree. Therefore, I think if there are reasonable 

people, and they understand that you need to live, improve this world and that 

you need to start from yourself, your home, your family, your country. […] 

Well, I mean big politicians who are significant people within the state at the 

state level […] must solve problems. Set and solve problems appropriately in 

order to do good for the people in their country […] and within Europe. Then 

everything will be fine. […] But the goals should not be aggressive, and the 

goals should be peaceful, creative, in order to improve our life. It is clear that 

there will be problems, and it cannot be permanently smooth [and] peaceful 

[…]. Of course not. There are different ones, but you can cope with problems 

together very well. If you have someone to rely on, then this is always a big 

plus. That is, in one’s neighbourhood to help each other solve problems 

together. It's always easier. There is a proverb about this, right? Shared grief is 

half grief, shared happiness is double happiness. So, I think that also applies in 

this case. 

 

This quote illustrates the object of support towards the EU as being the community, as 

outlined in Boomgaarden et al.’s framework (2011, pp. 241-266). It is slightly more unclear 

whether the nature of this support is utilitarian/specific/output-oriented or 

affective/diffuse/input-oriented, but it is clear that Zoya sees that there lies purpose and value 

in helping one’s neighbours solve problems, and cooperate towards a common goal, for 

everyone’s joint material benefits, thus supporting the community rather than the European 

institutions in themselves. Vadim echoes these sentiments, saying that 
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So, 27 countries, they have united under the same rules […] and they have 

compromises not only between people, but between countries, so it’s very 

respectful. They want to develop together [and] they united to do so, and of 

course there are different problems in different countries, but still, it’s the fact of 

this unity, it’s very wise, and there is a lot of respect in that approach. 

 

Svetlana also sees the EU as a union of very different countries with different standards of 

living. Valentina sees the European Union as “an association of countries which are ready for 

cooperation, mutual assistance [and] the protection of the quality of goods,” and Andrii sees 

the European Union as “a very successful model of a community of independent states, which 

stimulates the economic development of its members, despite some difficulties.” Oleksandra 

holds yet another positive view, and she says that “[the EU is] a union of developed countries 

with good medicine, an educational system, developed tourism, a high standard of living and 

social protection of their citizens.” Daria views the European Union as an entity which helps 

countries develop rule of law and democracy, and these things in turn lead to other benefits 

such as social protection and protection from the state against injustices. This clearly 

illustrates the belief that the European Union itself can lead states on positive trajectories. 

 

Sergey says that he “in general” likes the European Union. He takes issue with the single 

currency, which he finds difficult to implement in such different countries, with different tax 

systems and work ethics. Elena spoke of friends in Spain and Italy who say that they preferred 

it when their countries had their own currency and were not a part of the Eurozone. She also 

says that it would have been better if Germany did not have as much control over the union as 

she sees that they have had, and in that case, the U.K. would not have left. Vadim, who works 

in an agricultural firm and often deals with EU countries, speaks highly of the EU regulations 

regarding pesticides, which Ukraine can easily follow since the rules are so safe and testing is 

implemented in the EU. This has the effect that Ukraine does not itself need to test anything 

that has already been tested in the European Union. 

 

Sergey also pointed out non-European immigration to the European Union as a point of 

concern for him. Based on stories from connections in Germany, he says that he does not 

approve of the perceived insecurity which immigration has brought about. He says that his 

friends feel unsafe walking at night in their cities, and he expresses concern about the values 
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which these immigrants will bring to Europe, and how these will eventually eliminate 

traditional European cultural and religious values. He says that 

 

What I […] don’t like is that lately I see fewer and fewer people on the 

streets of Europe. I do not know the reason why this is so, but it makes me 

uneasy, because any country consist of the people who live in it. I see less 

indigenous people and more immigrants. It seems to me that Europe can 

dissolve. It strains me very much. That is, it is an impending danger. 

 

4.4.4. EU’s similarities with the Soviet Union 

Ruslan refers to the European Union as “a good idea,” referring to his experiences of living in 

the Soviet Union which he sees as similar to what is now being done in Europe. He says that 

 

The idea is good. That is, universal human values are at the forefront. And 

on this basis people have been united by the countries there, etc. This was all 

present in the USSR. That is, the main thing was that a person was a friend, 

comrade and brother. A normal formula. But again, as in the USSR, 

excesses are possible in Europe, but the point is not that there are complex 

excesses, but one must work with them, and they must be solved. The USSR 

did not collapse because everything was bad here, because it was poor, etc, 

but there were also problems that were not solved for decades. I am afraid 

that in Europe they all know this. I think so. There are problems everywhere, 

in all countries and in Europe, etc. The main thing is to see them in time and 

do something with them. And the basis is very good. There are human 

values which are good. Plus, the economy, plus the absence of borders 

between countries in terms of capital exchange, in terms of workers, 

education for young people, this is all very good. A plus. 

 

This is interesting as the experience of living under the USSR is here clearly linked to 

Ruslan’s positive views on the EU. That is, he has positive experiences from life in the Soviet 

Union, and from the values of cooperation and brotherhood between peoples which the Soviet 

Union embodied. Being able to see these values in the EU has made him feel more positively 

towards it. 
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4.5. Ukraine’s place in Europe 

4.5.1. The EU membership issue 

Most participants supported the idea of Ukraine’s eventual joining the European Union. 

However, some participants were also realistic about the immediate prospects of this 

occurring anytime soon. They did however support the idea of Ukraine advancing towards 

European standards and laws, in order for the EU to eventually accept Ukraine as a member. 

 

Lawlessness and the abidance of laws seemed to be an issue which most participants found 

important, if not more important than EU-membership itself. Sergey emphasised freedom and 

responsibility as the most important values which Ukraine would benefit from joining the 

European Union. Daria, one of the participants in the Centre, said that 

 

I think it is useful for us, for Ukraine. I don’t know about Europe. […] I believe 

that this is useful for Ukraine, and I believe that the elements of external control 

that we have now is the pressure on the Ukrainian authorities from the European 

Union, and from America, from European institutions and embassies, and 

control is very useful. Because if this does not happen, […] we, the citizens of 

Ukraine, will not be able to control [them], because we are at a different level, 

you know. It has already reached such a level, corruption. It’s the intertwining 

of power and business and everything, you understand that ordinary Ukrainians 

are not able to control this. 

 

This quote points to the framework developed by Boomgaarden et al. (2011). It clearly 

describes the utilitarian/specific/output-oriented support described by them, and clearly refers 

to “European institutions and embassies,” showing how the object of the support is what 

Boomgaarden et al. call EU governance, as opposed to the European community (2011, p. 

244-245). Elena also points to the impact of European standards towards the Ukrainian 

mindset, and that joining the EU would possibly change the attitudes towards corruption 

 

I really hope that maybe, if it is a European country, we will have to live 

according to European laws. I don’t think they’re quite so perfect. I do not think 

so. But it will be better. At least I really hope so. 
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Elena sees corruption as the root to all problems in Ukraine, and if it were to go away, 

Ukrainians would be able to build a better society for themselves. She also thinks that the 

main reason why Ukraine should join the European Union is simply that it would raise the 

standard of living, and it would also bring the Ukrainian people some hope. Valentina also 

says that Ukraine should join the European Union because of the “legal norms, product 

quality [and] to protect the interests of the people.” This also clearly points to the 

“materialistic” or palpable nature of the grounds for EU support. Andrii is also for Ukrainian 

membership, as he thinks that EU standards would possibly be very beneficial for Ukraine, as 

well as meaning that Ukraine could join NATO faster. 

 

Sergey also pointed out the need to distance Ukraine from the possibility of a totalitarian 

regime, which he sees in Russia and Belarus as deterrent examples. Zoya, the participant in 

the South who initially supported European Union-membership for more material reasons, 

also pointed out the need to distance the country from Russia as the main reason for joining. 

She said that 

 

Well, first of all, to resist Russia, because Ukraine, as the experience of these 

years already shows, has been at war alone for 7 years. […] I think that if this 

support were to be provided by the whole of Europe, then all claims on the part 

of Russia would exhaust themselves. If they did it right away, then, probably, 

everything would have been over long ago. I think the European community 

should have thought about this earlier […]. And this is the source of the war. 

 

Sergey agrees with this and says that alone, Ukraine will not be able to cope with Russia. 

Oleksandra also says that there are two reasons why Ukraine should join the European Union; 

firstly, to speed up the process by which the country could join NATO, and secondly, to 

distance the country from Russia. 

 

Some participants point out that Ukraine has to reach a point of preparedness before it can 

join the European Union. Zoya refers to Poland, saying that they were ready, whereas 

Ukrainian politicians are not yet ready for this prospect, and it must happen at a time when it 

will be “painless.” Ruslan echoes these sentiments, saying 
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The ones who are stronger there, with the most developed economy and 

finances, are the ones who dictate the conditions, right? Therefore, now I 

wouldn’t really strive [for membership] […]. Of course, it is necessary to make 

contact and take things, but it takes time to adapt. We have a lot left of all the 

previous things, and we have not come anywhere. Corruption is the same, work, 

healthcare, other things. We need to figure it out and then join. But it is pointless 

to unite completely different countries. Well, yes, it’s impossible. 

 

He says that the prospect of an immediate joining of Ukraine to the European Union would be 

catastrophic. He compares Ukraine and the European Union to aerial refuelling involving two 

airplanes: 

 

There is one plane and then a second plane with fuel, they have to refuel. In 

order for this to happen successfully, they need to equalize their speed of 

movement, right? If one is flying too slowly and the other too quickly, then they 

will crash into each other. This is a catastrophe. If the first one flies very 

quickly, the second simply won't catch up with him, that is, they need to 

somehow balance their speeds. In this case, I think it means [the need to] 

balance economic models, the political structure, legislative framework, and so 

on. Without this, it is a disaster. These are two different worlds, different speeds, 

populations, and so on. This would be a catastrophe, and a catastrophe for 

Ukraine. 

 

Sergey, however, described joining the European Union as meaning that Ukraine can develop 

after the fact, saying that “Without [the European Union], there will be no development, not 

only economic but also spiritual.” He expresses the belief that the Soviet Union destroyed the 

normal functioning of a person, a process which is continuing through generations even after 

independence, and that the European Union would be a way to break this circle. Svetlana also 

describes joining the European Union as a “civilizational path,” meaning that it will help 

develop Ukraine into a better country. She also says that Ukraine is a European state and 

therefore should be together with Europe. This reflects other participants’ views of the 

European Union as the ultimate representative of the concept of Europe. 
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Vadim expressed yet another view on this issue. He suggested that the European Union 

should reach out and “join” Ukraine, instead of Ukraine moving towards Europe. Perhaps this 

view could refer to the arguable lack of enthusiasm from the EU towards expanding it further. 

 

4.5.2. Ukraine as a European country 

There were many differing views about whether Ukraine should be seen as a European 

country. Roman described it as European in the sense that Ukraine is not anything else, and 

therefore, European: 

 

Naturally, geographically and mentally we are a European country. That is, we 

are not an Asian country, not an Arab one. And we don't have our own path 

either. That is, to invent something completely new is unrealistic. That is, we are 

closest to Europe […]. 

 

Svetlana says that Ukraine is “definitely” a part of Europe, and Daria concludes that in the 

present day, “we are a part of Europe. We are more a part of Europe than… Than… Than 

what?” Apart from the elimination of all other options, participants pointed to a few other 

reasons or categories in which Ukraine is European. Zoya points to the historical factor, and 

that a “large part” (presumably the part of Ukraine which was once a part of the Austro-

Hungarian empire as well as Poland) of Ukraine was once “in Europe.” She also points to the 

ethnic mix of many European countries, with Poles in Belarus, and Hungarians, Poles and 

Romanians in Ukraine. Presumably these links, then, justify Ukraine’s position as a European 

country. Daria’s response is similar to this. She concludes that Western Ukraine, the former 

Austro-Hungarian part, has always been a part of Europe, whereas the other part which was in 

the Russian Empire has always been a part of Eastern Europe. This, according to her, has 

shaped the worldview of the people residing in both these parts in different ways. 

 

Elena and Sergey are both of the opinion that Ukraine is currently only geographically a part 

of Europe. Sergey says that the economical, mental, and cultural parts are missing, however. 

He says that: 

 

Culturally, maybe. We still have a long way to go to actually, de facto, become 

a part of Europe. I do not believe in fairy tales; I do not believe in magic. This is 

big work. There should be a plan, there should be a roadmap of how to build 
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[it]. […] This is a lot of hard work. Moreover, every citizen of Ukraine… If we 

want to change something, we must change ourselves, not wait for someone to 

give us something. No. This is a road to nowhere. 

 

Andrii describes Ukraine as naturally being a European country, but its connections with 

Russia throughout history has held the country back in comparison with Western Europe: 

 

Yes, Ukraine is a part of Europe (geographically it is the centre of Europe). 

There were times in Ukrainian history when the country was above the now 

highly developed states of Europe economically and culturally. But due to 

circumstances and being close to Russia, the development of Ukraine went 

differently than the development of the countries of Western Europe. 

 

Oleksandra points at Ukraine being the largest country in Europe, thereby implying that she 

sees it as a European country, but she says that its economy is not as developed as most other 

European countries. Ruslan agrees with Elena and Sergey, saying that Ukraine geographically 

is a part of Europe, but “not mentality-wise, not yet.” This mentality he describes as 

 

[T]here is no respect, for example, for laws, private property, the private life of 

citizens, their rights. That is the level of mentality, there is no respect. The main 

goal is to somehow survive because the country is not rich, as it were. And I 

would say that there are many people whose mentality is no lower than in 

Europe. These are the best guys, but they are ordinary people. They are not in 

power, and they do not have any influence on politics themselves. They live, 

they work, they bring up children, but they live, and they try to live like human 

beings. The question is that the authorities do not help them in this endeavour, 

but on the contrary. That is, they live in parallel. They have their own life in 

power, the people have their own. And they just do not intersect, they do not 

intersect. […] They do not hear each other and do not influence each other in 

any way. [T]hey do not affect the government or the elections ... This is a little 

bit different than in Europe, absolutely. 

 

This clearly shows the perception of Europe as a place where there is rule of law, and how 

this differs from the Ukrainian situation. There is a perception that Europe embodies these 
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values, and for a country to fully be a part of Europe, its people have to embody the perceived 

European mindset and values. Valentina however, as pointed out above, slightly 

contradictorily, sees Europe as a collection of civilised countries where there is rule of law, 

but she nonetheless sees Ukraine as a European country, despite these features often being the 

ones which Ukrainians point out as lacking in their country. It is likely that this is due to the 

fact that if Ukraine were not European, it would be in Russia’s sphere of influence, and this is 

something which the participants in this study do not want. 

 

Elena also points towards the ”sovok1 mentality” as the main obstacle which needs to be 

overcome before Ukraine can truly become a European country. She further explains that this 

mentality is characterised by people, particularly the older generation over 80, expecting to 

receive pensions and benefits etc. from the state, and when this now no longer is the case, it 

concerns them greatly. She is however of the view that now that people need to take more 

responsibility for their own welfare, the state needs to provide especially the youth with more 

opportunities to make money themselves. 

 

4.6. The future 

Most participants expressed hopes and beliefs that Ukraine will become a member of the 

European Union in the future. They wanted no wars; to be a part of the global community; 

and for Ukraine to become a country with less lawlessness. Valentina says that she sees 

Ukraine’s future as “European, in the EU and NATO.” Oleksandra also sees Ukraine’s future 

as being in the European Union and NATO. She wants Ukraine to be “without war with 

Russia, with Crimea, being a part of the EU, a NATO member, [with a] developed economy 

[and] a high standard of living. No corruption, political and economic stability [and] a 

peaceful life.” Andrii believes in EU and NATO membership for the future, and that Ukraine 

will eventually become a highly developed country with a high standard of living. He wants 

no wars with or influence from Russia. Zoya has a fairly optimistic outlook on Ukraine’s 

future, believing that those processes that are needed to resolve things will occur eventually. 

Daria pointed out that these hard times that Ukraine is currently going through, and has gone 

through in the past, are all a part of a stage of growth which must be lived through before the 

country can become more developed and functioning. Being born and raised in the Donbas 

 
1 Sovok – from the Russian word for scoop; derogatory and referring to the Soviet Union or a person supporting 

the Soviet system 
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region, which is currently involved in a conflict with Russia, she emphasised the tension 

which had been building up in the country up until the 2013 Euromaidan events, and that this 

is the tension which has now been released. She also says that in 2012, on the eve of the 

Revolution of Dignity, she was praying that the country would be given another ten years of 

peace and calm so that another, post-Soviet generation could grow up and acquire a new 

mindset, which would be able replace the older generations and ensure long-term stability. 

This, according to her, unfortunately did not happen. Ruslan also says that he wants Ukraine 

to be both an independent and neutral country, and one which respects universal human 

values, and only after this would he want Ukraine to be considered for membership in “some 

kind of union.” Vadim is also optimistic and thinks that the new and young generation which 

will take over is more willing to fight corruption, which according to him is the main problem 

in Ukraine. Another optimistic participant is Svetlana, a resident of the conflict zone in the 

East. She says that “I believe in a bright future for Ukraine. It is my Motherland and I do not 

have any other.” It is possible however that the patriotism which she expresses is a 

consequence of the volatile situation in which she lives. She also points out that corruption is 

one of Ukraine’s main issues, and she hopes that one day Ukraine will be a strong, democratic 

state without it, and with clear separation of the branches of government. 

 

Sergey’s views on the near future are not very optimistic, as he does not sympathise with 

President Zelensky. He describes him as “incompetent,” and as someone who professes many 

beautiful words, but does not do enough to act on them. He does however believe that 

Ukraine will “enter Europe” (presumably meaning becoming a member of the European 

Union) within 10 years’ time. His wish is that Ukraine will become a country of beautiful 

cities with good infrastructure and a good educational system, and less of the fear and worry 

which is present in the country today. Neither Elena supports President Zelensky. She says 

that currently, Ukraine is not on any path at all. She voted for Poroshenko in the latest 

presidential elections and believes that Ukraine has taken a step back in its development. She 

sees corruption as the biggest problem in Ukraine today and does not know what it would take 

to stop it. She does however believe that the generation to which her grandchildren belong, 

born in the 2010’s, who have been able to see their parents work and earn honest money, will 

have a different mentality. She says that her own children, born just around the fall of the 

Soviet Union, who grew up seeing corruption and the seizing of capital and assets by the 

richest people, cannot bring about this mentality change themselves, since they have seen too 

much dishonesty. 
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4.7. NATO 

Almost all participants expressed support for Ukrainian membership in NATO. The support 

was most definitely higher for NATO membership than EU membership among the 

participants, which could most likely be due to the situation in Eastern Ukraine. Roman said 

that, although he is for Ukraine’s joining the EU, he is much more relaxed about that than he 

is about NATO membership. He says that “If we had joined NATO earlier, all this in the 

Donbas might not have happened.” Daria also agrees that joining NATO is a much more 

pressing issue than joining the EU. She sees its technology as very important and vital to 

Ukraine because of its war with Russia, and furthermore, she sees that if every country were 

to join NATO, then there would be no one with whom to go to war. Zoya on the other hand 

sees NATO as a natural consequence of a future joining of the European Union. She also 

expresses the need for Ukraine to join NATO as a way to resolve the war in Eastern Ukraine, 

with the resources that the alliance provides, as the war has, according to her, gone on for too 

long with too many casualties occurring. Sergey and Elena both also support NATO 

membership on the grounds that the help of the alliance would be very useful in the conflict in 

the Donbas and would provide protection from Russia. Sergey says that from his connections 

as a volunteer in the military, he has heard positive things about the military technologies and 

philosophies of NATO, and that this would “help us completely separate from Russia. Russia, 

in my view, is the number one terrorist. They finance all problems in the world, all problems.” 

Andrii says that NATO membership is useful for Ukraine as collective security is more 

reliable than, presumably, Ukraine being on its own militarily. Oleksandra also says that 

Ukraine needs NATO membership to be able to cope with the Russian army. 

 

Vadim emphasised the importance of Ukraine to NATO, instead of the common view of it 

being the other way around. He holds the opinion that Ukraine is vital for all problems around 

Europe and Russia, and that “[NATO] cannot develop without Ukraine.” 

 

Ruslan was one of the few participants who did not support Ukrainian membership in NATO. 

He feels that the country has better prospects as a neutral country. 
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5. Discussion 

 

In this section I will discuss my results and bring them into a wider discussion of what the 

participants see in Ukraine’s future, and how this relates to recent developments in the 

European Union. I will also give some predictions on what Ukraine’s future might look like 

and give suggestions for further research. 

 

What should firstly be addressed is the homogeneity of my results and the group of 

participants. Overall, the results of the interviews did not vary much depending on from 

which region the participants were. The only region which did somewhat stand out was the 

South, where the majority did not want Ukrainian independence during Soviet times. The 

majority there also did not want to travel abroad. However, all these participants supported 

the Revolution of Dignity, and they all but one is now for Ukrainian membership in the 

European Union. All participants except one are also positive to NATO membership for 

Ukraine. All participants view Europe and the European Union as a collection of countries 

with a good standard of living, rule of law, and lack of corruption. This shows that either 

these results and my participants can be seen to represent the general views of the Ukrainian 

people, or, as was mentioned in the Methodology section above, the snowball method led to 

pro-European Ukrainians recommending I contact their friends, who also then tended to be 

pro-European. It may also be that past Soviet experiences, the war experience with Russia, as 

well as Ukraine’s general development since the fall of the Soviet Union have contributed to 

these pro-European, anti-Russian views among the entire Ukrainian people, or at least among 

a large share of them. The EU Neighbours East study from 2020, for example, showed that 

51% of Ukrainians have a positive view on the EU, and 35% have a neutral view (EU 

Neighbours East, 2020, p. 8). Those with a negative view were not reflected in my study. It is 

however also interesting to note that the study conducted by Korosteleva and White found 

that the rate of European self-identification in the Western part of Ukraine was only slightly 

higher than in the rest of Ukraine, at 7% as compared to 3% (2006, p. 197). This lack of 

regional differences was reflected in my study. However, they found that 13% of inhabitants 

in the East identified as Soviet citizens, as compared to 1% and 4% respectively in the West 

and Centre (including the South) (2006, p. 197), which is a more significant difference. Since 

these results predate the Revolution of Dignity, it is likely that this reflects the same regional 

tendencies which I saw when analysing attitudes during the Soviet era, and that, as Bureiko 
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and Moga argued (2019, p. 137), the 2013-14 events along with the war in Donbas has made 

the Ukrainian identity more civic. This has likely smoothed out a lot of tendencies and 

differences. 

 

5.1. Summary 

I set out to find out what the regional differences regarding EU attitudes among the Ukrainian 

population aged 45 or over were, but I did not find any significant regional differences. The 

reasons for that have been described above, but I will in this section give a short summary of 

my main findings from this study. 

 

I found that most participants wanted to or did travel abroad during Soviet times, and those 

who did not want to, or who did not think much about it, were all from the South. Six 

participants in total did not want Ukraine to become independent or did not understand the 

issue or engage in it at the time. Three of these were from the South, two from the Central 

region, and one from the East. Now, however, they expressed no major desire to go back to 

the days of the Soviet Union, although Zoya, for example, did point out some issues such as 

poverty, pensions, and homelessness, which have all appeared in greater scale in independent 

Ukraine. 

 

All participants supported the Revolution of Dignity, and almost everyone wants Ukraine to 

join the EU. One person in the South does not want Ukraine to join the EU until it is ready, 

which he does not see happening soon. Others instead see that the EU will help Ukraine to 

develop and expressed no fear that it might not be ready enough. All participants speak highly 

of both the EU and European countries in general. They see them as countries with a high 

standard of living, functioning democracy and rule of law, as well as a lack of corruption. 

Some did however point out issues relating to, for example, the Eurozone, immigration, and 

bureaucratisation. Many participants spoke positively of the inherently good thing which it is 

when states unite in a union. This view might be influenced by their Soviet background. All 

participants agree that Ukraine is geographically a part of Europe, but the views differ as to 

whether they are mentally or culturally European. All participants except one, again in the 

South, had a positive view on an eventual NATO membership for Ukraine. 

 



 46 

In short, the responses from the participants in the South stood out as relating to their views 

on Ukrainian independence and a desire to travel abroad during the times of the Soviet Union. 

They were however more similar when it came to issues facing Ukraine today, as well as to 

NATO and EU attitudes. 

 

5.2. What will Europe be like once we join and what will happen to us? 

 

5.2.1. Poland 

One thing which came up in discussions with my participants was the issue of how the 

European Union is changing. There are issues present in Europe now which might impact 

Ukraine if the country joins the organisation. It is for example interesting to note how 

Ukrainians look to Poland as a role model, or an example of what it could be like in Ukraine 

if the country joins the EU. This is an interesting example to look at because of Poland’s 

recent authoritarian developments and its turn away from European Union-regulations. This 

shows that the situation is more complex than perhaps how Ukrainians see it. There are 

reports about how two very different strands of Polish politics are developing, for example, as 

relating to a controversial media law initiated by the ruling right-wing PiS-party, which faced 

extensive popular protests (Nattrass, 2021, August 12). I am not trying to suggest that my 

participants are naïve, and it is highly understandable that they view the European Union as a 

key to further development of their country, but it is likely that if Ukraine were to join the EU 

at some point, it will not be as smooth of a process as some participants are expecting. If one 

was to think about what could happen to Ukraine the day it joins the European Union, it is not 

unlikely that it might follow in the footsteps of for example Poland and develop a divisive 

political situation. 

 

The issue which will face Ukraine then, once and if the country becomes a member of the EU, 

is how the country will react to the realities of being an EU member state. For example, there 

are many different views in Europe about the future of the EU, and Poland and Hungary 

among others are opposing further EU involvement in their internal affairs. For example, 

Poland, Lithuania and Latvia are currently (as of August 2021) preparing for the possibility of 

Afghan and Iraqi refugees arriving to their borders through Belarus by demanding support 

from Frontex, the European Union’s border agency, in order to turn refugees away upon 

arrival (Stickings, 2021) It is highly likely that if Ukraine were to join the EU, it would also 



 47 

become a transit country, or even destination country, for non-European refugees. A fear of 

this situation was already expressed in one of the interviews: Sergey said that he had heard 

stories from acquaintances in Germany about how the increasing presence of people with 

non-European background has made their cities more insecure. It is therefore likely that 

joining the European Union will not only bring about the positive change of which these 

participants dream, but it will surely bring new issues into Ukrainian society, with which not 

all citizens will be happy. It is likely that this will bring about a whole new previously unseen 

dimension of Ukrainian politics, comparable to the development of, for example, Orbán’s 

Fidesz party in Hungary. I would argue that the participants seem slightly unaware as to what 

problems might face the country once and if they join the EU. Another fear which one 

participant expressed was that Ukraine will not be ready to join the European Union in the 

near future, and that it therefore would be a bad idea to join. I would argue that this illustrates 

the belief that Ukraine is somewhat behind in its development, both practically and in terms 

of being ‘European’ and it is not ready for those demands which the EU will put on it. 

 

5.2.2. Brexit and European issues 

It is also interesting to look at the issue of Brexit as well as the EU’s perceived unwillingness 

to let more countries join. Brexit was only briefly mentioned by some of the participants in 

passing, which could point towards a feeling that the path which the U.K. has taken is 

irrelevant to Ukraine. When a country is not even a member yet, it is unimaginable that it will 

ever face the issue of leaving. Participants discussed how the European Union is very useful 

for new, poorer member states, but its regulations could become a burden once a country 

develops and involves itself more deeply in the union, as pointed out by Roman. Another 

participant, Zoya, pointed out that there is a power imbalance between the more and less 

powerful states in the union. This shows that there is an awareness of the complexity of the 

EU, but these issues are seen as relatively minor by the participants, which points to the 

overall very positive view on the EU. Zoya and Vadim’s quotes in section 4.4.3 above points 

to this – they both recognise that there are issues with efficiently running such a large 

organisation of so many different members, but they think that the idea is inherently very 

good. Perhaps this points to the idealism of the states which are not yet members, as opposed 

to the member states which have already joined and start to see the everyday issues more 

clearly. This was clearly seen in the U.K.’s departure from the European Union after a 

referendum, when arguments such as complicated bureaucracy and labour migration were 

brought forward against EU membership. The attitudes of the participants can be put into the 
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theory developed by Boomgaarden et al.’s theory on EU attitudes (2011, pp. 241-266). In 

short, they differentiate between attitudes towards the benefits of EU-membership and 

attitudes towards the community and values embodied by the EU. Their framework also 

specifies whether the attitudes are directed towards the organisation’s institutions and 

governing bodies, or towards the European community or the concept of Europe. As 

suggested above, it is evident from the results relating to EU attitudes that the participants 

express support both towards the European community and people, and towards the 

institutions of the EU. As regards the first category, there is however an emphasis on support 

towards the benefits of EU membership. Those few concerns which were brought up in the 

interviews, such as bureaucratisation, the single currency and immigration, are directed at the 

institutions. What can be concluded from this is that the support is directed at both the 

institutions and the community, but the support is concentrated towards the utilitarian benefits 

of membership, and not so much the sense of community which the European Union 

represents. 

 

5.3. Abstract Europe vs. Concrete Europe 

Following from the last section, it is difficult to differentiate for sure where the support is 

directed, since there are such positive views on the general concept of Europe and what it 

represents. It is further complicated by the fact that the concepts of ‘Europe’ and the 

‘European Union’ are so blurred together and mixed in the participants’ minds. The interview 

question “What, in your opinion, is Europe” was often answered with a description of what 

the European Union is, which clearly illustrates this tendency. Participants would describe 

Europe as a place where there is rule of law, democracy, a high standard of living and no or 

little corruption. It is however also interesting to see how participants view Ukraine as a 

European country. Valentina, for example, sees Europe as being defined by these things, but 

she nonetheless sees Ukraine as a European country, despite these features often being seen as 

lacking in Ukraine. As described above, participants used various justifications and 

explanations for how Ukraine is a part of Europe. This is interesting in many ways, especially 

how they often eliminated all other options, such as Asia and the Arab world, and it would 

often come down to history and geography. Most participants did agree that there was some 

sort of mental component missing. To truly become European, Ukrainians need to embrace 

some sort of European mentality, which could be said mainly exists in the minds of those who 

are not yet a part of the European Union. Some EU citizens would surely agree that there is a 
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European mentality, but many would also probably point out differences between, for 

example, the Nordic member states and the Mediterranean member states. This indicates that 

there is an idealised or abstract view of the concept of Europe among Ukrainians, that is only 

being prevented by the ‘Soviet mentality’ often brought up in the interviews. This Soviet 

mentality allegedly must ‘go away’ before Ukraine can truly become a European country. 

This is also interesting since there are many different countries in the EU, and many people in 

the non-post-communist countries would certainly say that the post-communist countries have 

a different mentality even today. They are nonetheless still members of the EU, and they are 

still seen as European countries by most people. I therefore argue that this view of Europe is 

abstract and idealised, and it does not coincide with the reality of Europe. There is also a view 

that Ukraine’s Russian history has held the country back on its path towards its ‘natural’ state 

as being a part of Europe. Zoya says that Western Ukraine was European when it was in the 

Austro-Hungarian empire. This implies that when it became a part of the Soviet Union, it was 

no longer European. This shows the binarity of the two opposites, Europe and Russia in the 

participants’ minds. It is likely that they view for example the Baltic States as examples of 

how a country becomes European. This way of emphasising in what ways Ukraine is 

European, and what things are lacking and which they must strive towards, is likely part of a 

‘survival strategy,’ - a way to gain approval among the European community, which means 

the country will get more support against Russia. 

 

5.4. On the cusp of becoming European since 2013 

For example, Daria said that the Baltic States were not a part of Europe when she visited them 

during Soviet times. It is therefore likely that the process of joining the EU is part of the 

Ukrainian process to become a natural part of Europe, and a way to distance itself from the 

Russian sphere of influence. I would suggest that this is part of the same existential struggle 

which explains the high support for NATO – by becoming a natural part of Europe, approved 

by the stamp of EU membership, Ukraine is protected against Russia by the rest of the 

European community. This, as well as the process which Ukraine has been going through 

since the Revolution of Dignity, is interesting to analyse through Mälksoo’s application of the 

concept of liminality to international relations. Sergey argued that the Euromaidan protests 

were the birthplace of Ukrainian civil society, and others supported the protests and 

participated to make Ukraine closer to Europe. The support also reflects what the Self-

Categorization Theory clarifies (Mols & Weber, 2013, pp. 508-509), in that the participants 



 50 

came together with other pro-European Ukrainians to fight for EU membership, which would 

benefit their group. The perceived benefits of joining a supranational organisation would 

benefit the in-group, and there was no contradiction seen. This again also reflects the issue 

with the selection method used in this study, in that I only interviewed people in the pro-

European group of Ukrainians. Mälksoo argues that the concept of liminality can be applied 

to exactly these types of situations, and it is clear that the participants viewed the Revolution 

of Dignity as a point when Ukrainians tried to move away from its Soviet and Russian past 

towards Europe. It is also clear that this process has brought with it much hope about the 

future of Ukraine in the EU. It has however not been an easy road forward for Ukraine since 

the revolution, and the war marks yet another contentious point of insecurity and instability. It 

is clear that the revolution marked a point where a lot of things were destabilised, and an 

opportunity to build up the country in a new way appeared. This period in Ukrainian history 

clearly illustrates a time when the country is trying to define its place more clearly in Europe 

and shake off its Soviet past. 

 

5.5. NATO 

The issue of Ukraine joining NATO is very interesting in multiple ways. As recently as in 

June of 2021, NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg as well as US President Joe Biden 

gave very vague promises of Ukraine joining the organisation at some distant time in the 

future (Gould, 2021). The results from this study show that Ukrainians want membership in 

the organisation as a way to help fight its war with Russia. They see the organisation as a 

guarantor for what could most likely be an existential anxiety about the survival of their 

homeland. As Roman’s quote goes, “if we had joined NATO earlier, all this in the Donbas 

might not have happened.” This points to the very practical aspects of NATO membership in 

the Ukrainian mindset; probably much more practical than the views of EU-membership. The 

participants saw practical benefits of EU-membership, but they also saw it as a strive towards 

Europe. This comparison also begs the question of what the main focus is for the Ukrainian 

people currently: economic development and rule of law or geopolitical safety from Russia? I 

would argue that the results from this study points towards the war in the Donbas and 

geopolitical safety being the most pressing issue for the Ukrainian people. It is possible that 

the participants view acceptance into the European Union as a stepping-stone towards NATO-

membership; if they are approved by one “Western” organisation, this is seen as a highly 

valuable stamp of approval, paving the way towards membership in other organisations. The 
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support for NATO in this study could be compared to what White et al. found in 2007, when 

it was at 19% (2010, p. 354). Based on the results from my study, that number is probably 

significantly higher today. 

 

This also highlights the question of what NATO represents as opposed to the European 

Union. Although the participants express support for both the practical aspects of membership 

with both organisations, it is evident that the reasons for supporting NATO-membership 

emphasise the meaning this would have for the ongoing war in the Donbas. Although reasons 

for joining the European Union often emphasised its usefulness in working towards 

eliminating corruption, it also ranged to more broad reasons such as freedom and rule of law. 

This could be because the European Union embodies the abstract concept of Europe, whereas 

NATO’s Euro-Atlantic range is more concrete and arguably less symbolical. NATO, in this 

sense, is more focused on hard power-politics whereas the EU is more focused on soft power. 

NATO is seen as being capable of protecting Ukraine’s existence, which is currently being 

threatened, and therefore about protecting the security of Ukraine in a different sense than the 

EU would be able to. Furthermore, many of these participants viewed membership in the EU 

as a stepping-stone towards NATO membership, which was generally seen as a more pressing 

issue. These responses indicate that the meaning of Ukraine joining EU is largely that it is a 

step towards eventually becoming accepted by NATO. The question is: if Ukraine is not 

allowed to join any of these organisations in the near future, how will the country develop and 

bridge those regional gaps, which, although not evident in this study, surely exist. I would 

argue that the Donbas and- Crimea-situations have led to Ukraine facing a deep existential 

crisis, and the participants in this study are setting their hopes to these two organisations 

somehow being able to solve most, if not all, issues facing Ukraine today. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

This thesis set out to find the answer to the question of how the participants in this study, 

Ukrainians born after 1978, view the European Union according to in which region they 

reside. I found that there were no significant regional differences in their attitudes, and that 

those experiences they had during the Soviet era have not in a significant way impacted their 

views. Instead, I found that the events of the Revolution of Dignity in 2013-2014 and the 

Russian occupation of Crimea and the war in Donbas which ensued, have had a more 
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significant impact on the participants and have most likely aided in creating a more civic 

national identity in Ukraine. I found that the participants had an overall positive view of the 

European Union and NATO, and a negative view on Russia. They see these two Western 

organisations as a way to come closer to Ukraine’s ‘natural’ state as a truly European country, 

and as a way of distancing itself from Russia, as well as security guarantors. 

 

Although I did not find any significant regional differences, most likely due to the selection 

process, I found some interesting tendencies which should be studied more extensively in 

future research, with or without a regional perspective. For example, it was interesting to 

investigate what Ukrainians expect from the EU and NATO and what they think that these 

organisations can do for Ukraine. In a time of a changing Europe and a multitude of 

challenges facing the EU, such as conflicts about what its migration policies should look like 

and how much the organisation can intervene in national politics, and finally Brexit, it is 

interesting to compare the slightly idealised image of the EU which Ukrainians have, to the 

EU’s citizens’. Furthermore, it is interesting to consider whether this will impact the EU 

accession process for Ukraine, if the performance of the EU does not live up to the 

expectations of the country’s citizens. In the end, it is a question of to what extent these 

attitudes are influenced by the situation in Donbas and Crimea, as well as the reality of how 

much the EU and NATO are willing to do to resolve these issues. 

 

7. List of interviews 

 

7.1. West 

• 2021-02-21: Vadim, age 58 (interpreter) 

• 2021-03-15: Andrii, age 68 (e-mail) 

• 2021-03-19: Oleksandra, age 67 (e-mail) 

 

7.2. Centre 

• 2021-03-03: Daria, age 59 (in person) 

• 2021-03-03: Elena, age 59 (in person) 
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7.3. East 

• 2021-03-14: Svetlana, age 59 (e-mail) 

• 2021-03-14: Valentina, age 45 (e-mail) 

 

7.4. South 

• 2020-09-15: Roman, age 46 (in person) 

• 2020-09-15: Zoya, age 62 (in person) 

• 2020-09-15: Sergey, age 61 (in person) 

• 2020-09-15: Ruslan, age 58 (in person) 
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