How will the Humanities change the world?

A historical, geographical and political study

of the Russo-Ukraine War.
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In a world where international peace is promoted, conflicts can appear unprovoked and old
fashioned. However, this exterior cracks through the lens of the humanities, which concern
themselves with human beings, our culture and analytical inquiry. Inevitably, the humanities reveal
ancient and contemporary elements that have shaped modern-day conflicts. Realising that many
present-day conflicts are influenced by more than just current issues can provide valuable insight into
a country's motivations, and identify potential interconnections between prevailing and initial factors
driving modern hostilities. Humanities are therefore vital in understanding the world we live in, how

events have formed, and thus provide necessary tools to imagine the future.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is a prime example of an ongoing conflict moulded by current and past
events. The war in Ukraine is not only a response to NATO's expansion or an attempt to reverse the
disintegration of the Soviet Union. Some justifications lie in the more distant past and even in the
Earth's formation. Not only can it be explained by Putin's belief in their ‘shared birthplace’, Russia’s
imperial history and past influence over the area, but also by questioning whether geographical
factors, such as Ukraine's fertile soils, strategic location between Europe and Asia, and its virtually
flat topography, make an invasion by Russia, a vast country, host to an assortment of insufficient
farmlands, alongside inhabitable and impenetrable areas, inevitable. Especially when the control of
Europe's "breadbasket" has never been more attractive to Russia, as the climate crisis and growing
world population continue to deplete food supplies. Moreover, political ideology and opinion have
also shaped this conflict by providing Putin the opportunity to exploit political differences in Ukraine

to suit his motives.

The roots of Russia’s relationship with Ukraine, as affirmed by Putin?, can be traced back to the
founding of Kyivan Rus in 882 A.D. The first Slavic state, Kyivan Rus, centred around modern-day Kyiv,
is the origin of both Ukraine and Russia through the acceptance of the Orthodox Christian faith and
baptism of Volodymyr the Great®. However, Vladimir Putin’s declaration in 2021 that “Russians and
Ukrainians are one people, a single whole,”* and Kyiv is the “Mother of Russian cities"* is factually

weak. Firstly, Kyivan Rus was formed from a clash of Vikings in the north and the Byzantine Empire
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from the south during an epoch when neither Russia or Ukraine existed. Additionally, before Russian
rule in the 17th Century, the area known today as Ukraine was governed by multiple authorities,
such as the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, Poland and the Ottoman Empire. Putin’s assertion to Ukraine is
also slandered as the longest documented living inhabitants of Ukraine are the Greeks and Jews, not
the Russians®. Finally, the south of Ukraine, where the current Russian invasion is taking place, was
never incorporated into Kyivan Rus, and ruled by the Greek Empire and the Ottomans, only being
connected into modern-day Ukraine much later, suggesting Putin’s motives go beyond reuniting old
friends. The importance that Putin and other Russian elites pose to the idea of Russian-Ukrainian
unity helps explain the origins of the current conflict, notably why Moscow was willing to risk a
large-scale war on its borders when neither Ukraine nor NATO posed any military threat.” Although
Putin’s link is weak, as Russia and Ukraine didn’t exist in 988 A.D., it provides insight into Russia’s
acute infatuation with Ukraine. Thus, a historical perspective highlights that claims to a country from
another, such as Russia’s claim to Ukraine, ‘pushes resonant forces shaping history to be sidelined’.?
Putin manipulated the history of the past to suit his own narrative, accentuating the importance of
historical analysis on world issues to understand true intentions and discredit excuses made to
validate attacks.

"9 states

“Ukraine is important for Russia for two reasons. The first is to do with Russia’s imperialism,
Serhii Plokhy, who stresses the undeniable link between Putin’s invasion of Ukraine and Russia’s
imperial history. From 1533, geographical expansion has been at the forefront of Russian foreign
policy, an objective that clearly plays an important role today following the dramatic reduction of
Russia’s maps with the collapse of the Soviet Union. Additionally, Russia has no natural borders and
has responded to its lack of clear frontiers by a steady process of expansion. Russia’s intermittent
control over Ukraine originated in the 17th century, when Russian-Tsars and their allies conquered
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and annexed the eastern territory in today’s Ukraine. What is
more, the ‘Left Bank’ of Ukraine became a major economic centre for coal and iron under the reign
of Catherine the Great. The remaining territory around Lviv and Chernivtsi was under the rule of

Poland and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, until 1793, when it was taken over by the Russian Empire.

Despite undergoing a long process of Russification, cultural differences in Ukraine ran deep®®, further
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discrediting Putin's claim that the two countries are ‘a single whole’™’. Until the collapse of the Soviet
Union in 1991, Ukraine was a vital asset to Russia’s imperial success, and most crucially in allowing
Russia to grow as a world power. Moreover, Russia’s military strength was at its strongest after WW2
with 34 million men and women®?. However, it was short-lived, and by 1990 it had fallen to almost 4
million. For Russia, a past dominant military power, this loss was humiliating. Thus, it’s hardly
surprising that Russia chose to reignite its military force by attacking Ukraine, whose flat topography

makes a successful invasion seem effortlessly achievable.

History’s importance lies in providing the context that leads to conflicts, which in the case of Putin’s
rationale for war in Ukraine, may have been classified as ahistorical for political means®. It is clear
that Ukraine’s history is intertwined with Russia’s, but it’s also crossed paths with Poland’s and the
former Ottoman Empire’s, making the question of ‘How far back should you trace claims?’
imperative. Additionally, a historical analysis of global crises allows patterns to be spotted, which will
be valuable in preventing or resolving international issues. History allows us to place ourselves in the
shoes of leaders, countries or other influential bodies that shape conflicts, equipping outsiders to
figure out past and future motives. Thus, humanities are crucial in putting the world's crisis into
perspective, and reaching to their roots in a way that implements our ability to sympathise with or

comprehend both sides of the conflict and understand their position in prevailing events.

Ukraine holds a critical position in European and World trade, further intensifying its value and
attraction for Russia. Ukraine’s rich black soil, Chernozem™, has helped it become the ‘breadbasket of
Europe’, making up 15% of world corn trade and 10% of world wheat trade™. Two thirds of Ukraine is
covered in its fertile soils, meaning it has the largest area of agricultural land in Europe. This
undoubtedly boosts the desirability of Ukraine to Russia, as only 10% of Russian land is suitable for
farming. Moreover, Russia’s agricultural sector underwent a decline in the early 1990s, as a changing
legal environment created pressure for reorganisation and restructuring after the loss of 34% of

Russia’s farmable land.*® With the addition of global agricultural decline, controlling the
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‘breadbasket of Europe’ would strengthen Russia’s global power and isolation from the outside

world, a crucial aspect of ‘Putinism’. */

Geographically, Russia also contributes to the conflict. The eastern part of Russia is vast and
uninhabitable, held back by the scarcity of railway tracks and roads, making it hard to transport
goods to the eastern ports. Even if there were good communication links, Russia lacks a reliable
warm water port - Russia’s largest port, Vladivostok, opens to Japanese controlled waters, and
western ports are frozen for up to 4-9 months of the year®®. Moreover, the shortage of railway tracks
also elevates Russia’s vulnerability geographically. With only two railway tracks, Trans-Siberian and
Baikal-Amur Mainline, taking 6 days to run east and west, and few routes running north to south,
Russia is vulnerable to Mongolia and China, unable to expand further into Asia.” Additionally, though

* 20 is full of oil, coal, gas and mineral wealth, most of its land is

Siberia, Russia’s ‘treasure chest
infertile or frozen, making it counterproductive. On the other hand, Ukraine has eighteen ports and
an extensive transport system connecting every major city and port. It sits on the “European Invasion
Superhighway" linking Europe and Asia, and with its only mountain range, the Carpathians, being
easily transferable, an army has no difficulty invading. Thus, there’s no wonder why Russia looks

yearningly at Ukraine.

The geographical lens discredits Putin's argument that the conflict is about uniting old friends. It
proves Ukraine's value for Russia’s economic position. The importance of Ukraine’s fertile soil and
opportune location are what draws Ukraine to Russia's attention. Moreover, Russia’s internal
geographical layout eliminates other potential targets, especially on its Asian border. As stated by
Napoleon: “If you know a country’s geography, you can understand and predict its foreign policy”**.
This is clearly true in regards to Russia and Ukraine, whose lack or abundance of crucial items needed
to create a stable state has shaped its role in history. Furthermore, geography’s nature also highlights

that a lack of human aid also leads to conflict. Evidently Ukraine’s mostly flat topography is a

consequence of the uneven crystallised base of the East European craton?. Thus, humanities allow

7 Bueno de Mesquita, B., & Smith, A. (2022). The dictator’s handbook the dictator’s handbook: Why bad behaviour is
almost always good politics. Public Affairs.

'8 Green, W. C. (1993). The historic Russian drive for a warm water port: Anatomy of a geopolitical myth. Naval War College
Review, 46(2), 80-102. http://www.jstor.org/stable/44642451

¥ Marshall, T. (2015). Prisoners of geography: Ten maps that tell you everything you need to know about global politics.
Elliott & Thompson.

2 Marshall, T. (2015). Prisoners of geography: Ten maps that tell you everything you need to know about global politics.
Elliott & Thompson.

* Weiner, E. (2022 February 28) Ru55|a Ukraine and the revenge of geography. GEN.

2 Stepan R. (2022). Ukralne the Land and its People: An Introduction to its Geography. Legare Street Press.


https://gen.medium.com/russia-ukraine-and-the-revenge-of-geography-85a6a9e0ea78
http://www.jstor.org/stable/44642451

us to appreciate that some factors driving conflicts are inescapable. This helps remove blame and

instead work towards solving crises together, using facts, not opinions.

Political division in Ukraine has also driven the Russian invasion. The political crisis in Ukraine can be
explained by ‘centuries of battles over Ukraine’s precarious position between east and west’?. By the
late 1600’s, eastern Ukraine fell under Russian imperial rule, much earlier than western Ukraine. On
the other hand, western Ukraine was under the shifting control of European powers like Poland and
the Austro-Hungarian Empire until the end of World War One, explaining their support for more
western-leaning politics. The Russian Civil War saw most of Ukraine conquered by the Red Army, with
Galicia incorporated into Russia as a result of the Second World War, creating pro-Russian sentiments
in the east. The divided East-West split of Ukrainian nationalism can also be explained by large
numbers of Russian and Soviet citizens imported into Ukraine after Stalin’s orchestrated famine in
1932-3 resulted in the starvation of millions of Ukrainians.?* After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991,
these legacies of history created lasting fault lines. Evidently, Viktor Yushchenko, a Russian-leaning
politician, was supported more by people in the “Left Bank” who view Russian and Soviet rule with
sympathy. Whereas, Valeriy Pustovoitenko, who sees Russian-Soviet rule as a tragedy, was popular in
the “Right Bank”%. Thus, Ukraine’s fractured nature further facilitated an invasion of a power-hungry
state. This is evidenced on 24th February 2022, when the onslaught of Russian troops attacked from
the Northeast, an area of Ukraine with deeper Russian sympathies than the Southwest, suggesting

that Putin is exploiting Ukraine’s political division to benefit his motivations.

Despite evident divisions, Ukraine’s political mindset has begun to shift to a more nationalistic tone,
expressed through the return of the Ukrainian language. Following the Russian invasion, language
has been central to “Ukraine’s attempt to free itself from the stifling and frequently deadly embrace
of its larger neighbour”?®. Since the 16th Century, Russia has exerted a repressive regime known as
Russification on the states of its previous empire to establish Russian dominance and hegemony. The
spread of the Russian language has been used to unite all these “brotherly peoples”, and establish an
integrated society where Moscow is the pinnacle of all human endeavour, and the people of the

former empire. In Ukraine, the Ukrainian language was banned outside the home by Russia, and until

% Conant, E. (2023, February 24). Russia and Ukraine: the tangled history that connects—and divides—them. National
Geographlc

z Aﬂneevsky, . (2015, October 9) Winter on Fire: Ukraine sf/ghtforfreedom Netflix.
https://www.netflix.com/gh/title/80031666
% Stout, J. (2023, Autumn 6). War of the words. Prospect Magazine , 41-42.


https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/80031666
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/140129-protests-ukraine-russia-geography-history
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/russia-and-ukraine-the-tangled-history-that-connects-and-divides-them
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/russia-and-ukraine-the-tangled-history-that-connects-and-divides-them

recently speaking Russian in public has always been the norm. However, after the war in Donbas in
2014, and the subsequent election of leaders, such as Petro Poroshenko, who won by a landslide,
followed by Volodymyr Zelenskyy®’, represented a growing sense of unity. Interested in fortifying
Ukrainian nationhood, Ukrainian citizens began drifting back to their native language, mirroring the
1920’s avant-garde movement, where Ukrainian writers tried to destroy the “pernicious myth”? spun
by Moscow that Ukraine was a “less complex, less academic, [and] less intellectual” *’language. Many
forces have shaped Ukraine’s national identity, such as the influence of Russification and its constant
change of leadership between different states. Ukraine’s previously heavy Russian influence has not
only been crucial in making it an attractive country to invade, but has also ignited its recent mission

to further strengthen its own ‘self’ to push out intruders.

A political viewpoint can highlight the contemporary impact of events on citizens and the
development of countries socially and politically. In the case of the Russian-Ukraine War, a political
lens is necessary to explain Putin’s military strategies of invading on the Northeastern border of
Ukraine, and somewhat supports his idea that Ukrainians and Russians are the same people.
Furthermore, historical context facilitates an understanding of the political polemic. A linguistic lens
brings to light the cultural and nationalistic impacts Putin’s war has had on Ukrainian society. Thus,
understanding the personal impact conflicts have on people, alongside political views, provides an

insight into the direction conflicts may take, facilitating the possibility of settling disputes.

It is clear that the humanities bring to light that people, politics and the world cause conflicts and
feel their impacts. By clarifying the ebbs and flows which have caused frictions to appear, the
humanities will change the world through understanding what drives conflicts and identifying
patterns, which can be implemented to prevent them. However, the humanities also show that some
things may be inevitable, such as the geographic factors which have driven the Russo-Ukraine War.
Although the decision to go to war ultimately resides in humans, these decisions are carved from
things that have happened in the past or developed throughout the world - as evidenced above.
Additionally, humanities aren’t just instruments of criticism. They carry the knowledge needed to
imagine a better world, particularly through their emphasis on analysing situations to make a
difference. Humanities study humans and how our actions shape and change the world. Crucially,

this discipline provides a scope for reflection and improvement. Thus, humanities will change the

% Walker, S., & Luhn, A (2014, May 25). Petro Poroshenko wins Ukraine pre5|dency, accordlng to exit poIIs The Guardian.

8 Stout J. (2023 Autumn 6). War of the words. Prospect Magazine , 41-42.
¥ Stout, J. (2023, Autumn 6). War of the words. Prospect Magazine , 41-42.


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/25/petro-poroshenko-ukraine-president-wins-election

world by deepening our understanding of global issues and creating empathetic problem solvers who

use the past and present to prepare for the future.
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