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V

Preface

In this book, Kristina Schäfer analyses the construction of national iden-
tity and belonging of internally displaced persons in Ukraine who have 
fled from the territories occupied by Russia to other parts of Ukraine. The 
qualitative data collection of narrative interviews with internally displaced 
persons took place before Russia’s full-scale attack on Ukraine. However, 
the study has been of particular, downright tragic urgency since February 
2022. It is a great benefit that this study has been revised and updated in 
response to the Russian aggression and is now being published as a book.

Three aspects in particular should be emphasized that make this book 
a must-read for anyone who wants to better understand the transforma-
tion of belonging and national identity in Ukraine. Firstly, Schäfer suc-
ceeds in providing an overview of the complex initial situation of national 
belonging and identity in Ukraine that is both broad and focused on the 
essential aspects. Secondly, the book skillfully brings together the socio-
logical and theoretical literature on belonging and national identity, thus 
demonstrating the analytical added value of an entangled perspective 
in this research area. Thirdly, this approach does not only highlight the 
changes in belonging and national identity in Ukraine, but also brings to 
light the process of change itself.

In particular, the book reveals that references to national belonging and 
identity in Ukraine are not limited to cultural and historical links. Rath-
er, the alienation from Russia goes hand in hand with a strengthening of 
civic references, in which democracy and the turn towards the European 
Union play an important role. However, the fact that this is by no means 
an ethnically exclusive model of national belonging and identity must be 
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understood as a further aspect of the growing distancing from Russia — 
which has been reinforced and intensified by the Russian invasion.

Last but not least, there is another great merit of this study. Kristina 
Schäfer has achieved the rare feat of presenting a book that will appeal to 
very different readers. The book is an asset both for social science experts 
in the field of national belonging and identity studies and for readers who 
would like to gain a broad overview of belonging and national identity 
in Ukraine.

Bielefeld, December 2023 � Prof. Dr. Andreas Vasilache
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stützt haben. Ohne die persönliche Vermittlung hätte ich weder ukraini-
sche Binnenvertriebene kennengelernt, noch hätten sie mit mir so offen 
und ehrlich gesprochen, denn Vertrauen war der Schlüssel zu erkennt-
nisreichen Interviews.

Herzlich danken möchte ich auch meinen Interviewpartner*innen, die 
sich auf das Interview eingelassen haben, mir von ihrem Leben erzählt 
haben und mir damit wichtige Einblicke für die Beantwortung meiner 
Forschungsfrage gewährt haben. Ihr habt mir Euer Vertrauen geschenkt, 
denn es ist nicht leicht über intime und aufwühlende Erfahrungen wäh-
rend eines Kriegs und umkämpfte Themen wie die ukrainische Identität 
zu sprechen. Ihr habt mir damit ein großes Geschenk gemacht, das ich 
würdigen will: Dank Euch konnte ich einen Beitrag dazu leisten, zu ver-
stehen, wie die ukrainische Identität gegenwärtig konstituiert ist und wel-
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XV

Abstract

In the wake of the Soviet Union’s dissolution in 1991, the former Soviet 
republics were confronted with the task of consolidating themselves as 
independent nation-states. In the context of their nation-building, they 
had to outgrow the Soviet identity and instead create a new meaningful 
bond of social cohesion and anchor it sustainably in their societies. The 
case of Ukraine demonstrates the difficulties it faced in creating and main-
taining its own national belonging, considering the country’s long histo-
ry of foreign rule and recent political struggles.

Based on narrative biographical interviews with Internally Displaced 
Persons from the conflict region of the Donbas, this master’s thesis ana-
lyzes how their national belonging is constituted and how it has changed 
during their lives, with particular focus on the impact of the Donbas conflict.

My analysis shows that contemporary Ukrainian national belonging is 
based on a mixture of identity markers, namely, among others, Ukraine’s 
language, culture, historical memory, a pro-democratic attitude, and pro-
Ukrainian activism. At the same time, contemporary Ukrainian national 
belonging is also based on emancipation from Russia, which is seen as a 
threat to Ukraine, which the aforementioned markers of belonging help to 
facilitate. However, Ukrainian national identity does not necessarily exclude 
other ethnic, religious, and local identities. Lastly, Ukrainian belonging 
seems to have been strengthened by the ongoing conflict between Russia 
and Ukraine, which escalated into war in 2022.

The loss of Crimea to Russia, the outbreak of the armed secessionist 
conflict in the eastern Ukrainian Donbas region in 2014, and Russia’s war 
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against Ukraine in 2022 demonstrate the costs of creating and strength-
ening Ukrainian belonging.
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