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Betraying Big Brothers:                                                                               
Comparing Civic Nationalism in Taiwan and Post-Euromaidan Ukraine

Wei Luo

At first glance, Russo-Ukrainian and cross-Strait relations have little in common. Beyond 
their geographic regions, Ukraine and Taiwan differ significantly in terms of the level of 
democratization and political support from third parties like the United States. However, 
with the rise of civic national identities in Ukraine and Taiwan from the late 1980s to the 
present, citizens have defined their identities against the cultural, ethnic, and linguistic 
identities of Russia and China, respectively. This is particularly true when one compares 
the two cases using constructivist and post-structural theoretical frameworks. In this 
sense, both Kiev and Taipei construct themselves as the civic democratic “us” pitted 
against the autocratic Moscow and Beijing. 

Introduction

In 2014, the world witnessed two major political events: the Euromaidan Revolution 
in Ukraine and the Sunflower Movement in Taiwan. The Euromaidan occurred within 
the context of an increasingly pro-West Ukrainian public and government struggling 
against Russian influence, driven by a hope to reshape Ukraine to be more in line with 
the liberal democracies of Western Europe. The protesters of the Sunflower Movement 
were skeptical of deepening economic integration with the perceived autocratic People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). At first glance, Ukraine and Taiwan seem incomparable, given 
that the two polities share few common historical, cultural, and political experiences. 
While Ukraine became a sovereign state in 1991, Taiwan’s political status remains unre-
solved. Yet, while Taiwan has successfully transitioned into a mature liberal democracy 
and one of the most developed economies in the world, Ukraine has a GDP per capita 
lower than those of China and Venezuela. Moreover, Ukraine’s elections and rule of law 
remain vulnerable to elite power abuse. According to Transparency International, while 
Ukraine ranks 120th out of 180 surveyed countries in the Corruption Perception Index, 
Taiwan ranks 31st.1 Additionally, while Ukraine was a constituent republic of the Union 

1  “Corruption Perceptions Index 2019,” Transparency International, accessed May 26, 2020, https://
www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2019/results.
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of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) from 1922 until 1991, the PRC has never ruled 
Taiwan. Taiwan has also long enjoyed far more political and military support from the 
United States, especially under the Trump Administration.2  

Although seemingly different, Ukraine and Taiwan are both hostile toward their more 
powerful neighbors, due to their respective economic dependency on Russia and China. 
In other words, Ukraine and Taiwan resent the economic dependencies that conflict 
with their security, ideological, and governance-related objectives. While Taiwan enjoys 
its status as a security partner of the U.S.-Japan alliance, it is dependent on the Chinese 
market. Similarly, while Ukraine has been engaged in a proxy war with Moscow over 
Eastern Ukraine and aspires to deepen cooperation with both the European Union (EU) 
and NATO, it is reliant on Russian energy imports.3 Moreover, as the Euromaidan and 
the Sunflower Movement have demonstrated, Ukrainians and Taiwanese increasingly 
prefer embracing their newfound civic national identities despite their historical, cultural, 
and linguistic ties with Russia and China, respectively.  

Thus, this paper will first lay out the constructivist and poststructuralist theoretical frame-
works. The paper will then provide a brief historical overview of the rise of civic identities 
in Ukraine and Taiwan. Next, I will apply constructivist and poststructuralist concepts to 
demonstrate how the rise of civic nationalism in Ukraine and Taiwan competes against 
ethnic nationalism in Russia and China within the context of international politics. 
In other words, I argue that Kiev and Taipei position their newfound civic identities 
against Russian and Chinese ethnic nationalism. Amid the global resurgence of ethnic 
nationalism today, Ukraine and Taiwan demonstrate that civic national identities are 
no less influential than traditional ethnic national identities. While the implications of 
shifting political identities in Ukraine and Taiwan are dynamic, civic nationalism also 
plays a major role in contributing to the ongoing armed conflicts between Ukraine and 
Russia in addition to perpetuating Taiwan’s unresolved political status. 

Theoretical Framework

According to scholar Jutta Weldes, politicians and individuals define “national interest” 
through a continuous historical process of representation in which they interpret the 
international context by drawing on and then re-articulating shared social meanings. In 
this process, they create or redefine specific meanings and identities for themselves and 
perceived others, allowing these individuals to construct the power relationship between 
“us” and “them.” Therefore, states and nations are “imagined communities” that determine 

2  Robert G. Sutter, The United States and Asia: Regional Dynamics and Twenty-First-Century Rela-
tions (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2020), 109-10; John J. Tkacik, Jr., “On Taiwan: The US and 
Taiwan: Prospects for 2020,” Taipei Times, December 23, 2019, http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/
editorials/archives/2019/12/23/2003728019.
3  Chen-Shen Yen, “The Implication of the Ukrainian Crisis to Taiwan,” Defense Security Brief 4, no. 2 
(May 2014): 14-15, http://nccur.lib.nccu.edu.tw/bitstream/140.119/70125/1/1317.pdf. 
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their national interests based on the constructed relationships with different “others.”4 
While Weldes focuses her argument on state actors defining national interests for their 
citizens, this essay will apply her interpretation of and approach to social constructiv-
ist theory in order to analyze the rise of civic nationalist “imagined communities” in 
Taiwan and Ukraine. In this sense, the Taiwanese and Ukrainian nationalist interests 
are constructed based on their recreation and redefining of their own civic nationalist 
selves in relation to the perceived ethnic nationalist Chinese and Russian “others.”

David Campbell takes the argument further by asserting that in order for states and 
polities to legitimize their existence, they require the existence of constructed “others” – 
especially malicious ones – to differentiate between “us” and “them.” Such differentiations 
allow individuals within their imagined community to define their collective security 
and danger in opposition to the representation and meaning of the perceived “others.”5 
In this sense, geopolitical rivalry becomes a social recognition of the difference between 
self-imagined communities and subsequent efforts by each imagined community to 
defend oneself against perceived threats from other imagined communities. In other 
words, states need constructed rivals to justify and consolidate their unique identities 
and existence. Therefore, the constructivist and poststructuralist frameworks argue that 
the very existence of autocratic and ethnic nationalist Russian and mainland Chinese 
“others” justifies the increasingly civic nationalist Ukrainian and Taiwanese “selves.”

When discussing the newfound civic identities in Ukraine and Taiwan, this paper will 
utilize Christopher Hughes’ definition of civic nationalism. Hughes argues that a civic 
nation is a political entity that stresses the legal-political equality of all members based 
on agreed-upon rules and laws in addition to a common civic ideology as opposed to 
ethnic nationalism’s emphasis on birthright, culture, and bloodlines. This concept of civic 
nationalism forms the theoretical backbone of Western liberalism.6

Historical and Political Backgrounds: Pathways to Civic Nationalism

Ukraine

While historians disagree on how closely Ukraine is culturally attached to Russia, Russian 
history began with the Kievan Rus’ (882-1240), which established its capital in Kiev 
and included territories that are now part of Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia. In addition, 
the Christianization of Kievan Rus’ in the tenth century established Eastern Orthodox 
Christianity in the region. This is why former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger argues 

4  Jutta Weldes, “Constructing National Interests,” European Journal of International Relations 2, no. 3 
(1996): 277, 284, 287-288.
5  David Campbell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity (Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 195-199. 
6  Christopher R. Hughes, “Negotiating National Identity in Taiwan between Nativisation and De-si-
nicisation,” LSE Research Online, September 2012, http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/37703/
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that many Russians today could never consider Ukraine a foreign country.7 From the 
beginning of the century to 1795, Imperial Russia gradually annexed territories compris-
ing of modern Ukraine by defeating the Swedish Empire in the Great Northern War, 
abolishing the Hetmanate, and partitioning Poland.8 The Russian Empire also annexed 
the Crimean Peninsula in 1783 after defeating Ottoman forces.9 Although Ukraine 
remained part of the Tsarist Empire and later the USSR, Ukrainian nationalists have 
attempted numerous uprisings in order to seek independence and resist Russification. 
Consequently, Ukrainians of the modern period have emerged linguistically and cultur-
ally different from Russia. 

Political scientist Olga Onuch traced the origins of modern Ukrainian political activ-
ism to the collapse of the Russian Tsarist Empire in 1917 and subsequent chaos of the 
Russian Revolution during the early 1920s.10 When opportunities arose, Ukrainian 
political groups pursued self-determination from Russia. For example, the Moloda Pros-
vita (Young Enlightenment) social movement organization, founded in 1922, resisted 
Russification through non-violent mobilization, such as organizing local Ukrainian-lan-
guage literary clubs. By 1936, it had created a strong political network of more than 
one million members.11 

Meanwhile, the 1930s witnessed the Holodomor, when Soviet leader Joseph Stalin 
forced Ukrainian peasants off of their farms and confiscated their livestock as part of 
the Soviet Communist Party (CPSU)’s collectivization campaign. Historians estimate 
that between 2.5 to 3.5 million Ukrainians died as a result of famine.12 In the words of 
former Ukrainian President Viktor Yushchenko, the Holodomor was “part of a campaign 
to crush Ukraine’s national identity and its desire for self-determination.”13 Thus, the 
Holodomor is an important part of modern Ukrainian national identity and a source 
of resentment toward Russian dominance. 

In addition to the Holodomor, Stalin, who accused the Crimean Tatars of collaboration 
with Nazi Germany, deported the entire Crimean Tatar population to Siberia and settled 

7  Henry A. Kissinger, “Henry Kissinger: To Settle the Ukraine Crisis, Start at the End,” Washington 
Post, March 5, 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/henry-kissinger-to-settle-the-
ukraine-crisis-start-at-the-end/2014/03/05/46dad868-a496-11e3-8466-d34c451760b9_story.html.
8  “Ukraine Profile – Timeline,” BBC, March 5, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-eu-
rope-18010123.
9  Mark Kramer, “The Transfer of Crimea from Soviet Russia to Soviet Ukraine, 1954,” Wilson Center, 
March 19, 2014, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/why-did-russia-give-away-crimea-sixty-
years-ago.
10  Olga Onuch, “The Maidan and Beyond: Who Were the Protesters?” Journal of Democracy 25, no. 3 
(2014): 60-62.
11  Olga Onuch, Mapping Mass Mobilization: Understanding Revolutionary Moments in Argentina and 
Ukraine (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 59-61.
12  Peter Finn, “Aftermath of a Soviet Famine,” Washington Post, April 27, 2008, https://www.washing-
tonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/04/26/AR2008042602039.html.
13  Viktor Yushchenko, “The Holodomor,” Wall Street Journal, November 26, 2007, https://www.wsj.
com/articles/SB119602928167703318.
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Crimea with ethnic Russians. In 1954, the CPSU transferred Crimea from the Russian 
Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) to the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic 
(UkSSR), leaving Crimea as part of Ukraine when the latter achieved independence in 
1991.14 Nevertheless, ethnic Russians still compose the majority of the peninsula’s popu-
lation.15 This ethnic composition later gave Russian President Vladimir Putin an excuse to 
utilize the Russian ethnic-nationalistic justification to annex Crimea following the 2014 
Euromaidan Revolution. For example, Putin claimed that the rights of Russian-speakers 
were being repressed. Thus, before the Euromaidan protests, the Ukrainian perception 
of a national community was predominately rooted in ethnicity and language, while the 
civic foundations of national identity were less developed.16

However, despite a history of ethnic nationalism based on seeking self-determination 
from their Russian masters, contemporary Ukrainian national identities are evolving away 
from purely ethnic and linguistic lines, especially since the 2014 Euromaidan protests. 
For example, in 2014, 22 percent of Euromaidan protesters were Russian speakers, and 
their demands—democratic rights, opposition to state-sponsored extrajudicial use of 
violence, and closer Ukraine-EU ties—were exactly the same as Ukrainian-speaking 
protesters. To the Euromaidan protesters, the European dream was not necessarily about 
joining the EU, but rather, standing with the EU values of the rule of law and freedom 
from elite corruption. In fact, the earlier 2004 Orange Revolution marked the first time 
that Russian and Ukrainian-speaking citizens joined together in demanding a more 
accountable government.17 Most protesters also came out to demand an end to former 
President Kuchma’s authoritarianism instead of expressing support for then-candidate 
Viktor Yushchenko, an ardent Ukrainian nationalist.18 Subsequently, when Yushchenko 
tried to promote Ukrainian ethnic culture and language at the expense of Russian ones, 
most Ukrainians rejected such an approach, which contributed to his downfall in 2010.19 

Furthermore, surveys conducted before and after Euromaidan demonstrated an enduring 
civic identity amongst Ukrainians. Prior to Euromaidan, roughly 91 percent of residents 
in southern and 72 percent in eastern Ukraine viewed themselves as Ukrainian, while 88 
percent and 93 percent in the same two regions considered Ukraine as their motherland.20 

14  The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was made up of 15 Union Republics, including 
the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR, which became Russian Federation after 
1991) and Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (UkSSR, which became Ukraine in 1991). Both were 
RSFSR and UkSSR were parts of the Tsarist Empire before the October 1917 Revolution. 
15  Linda Kinstler, “The Crimean Tatars: A Primer,” The New Republic, March 2, 2014, https://newre-
public.com/article/116814/crimean-tatars-primer-why-population-opposes-putin.
16  Karina V. Korostelina, “Ukraine: The Struggle for Power and Identity,” S-Car News, March 2014, 
https://activity.scar.gmu.edu/sites/default/files/March%202014-03.pdf.
17  Karina V. Korostelina, “Mapping National Identity Narratives in Ukraine,” Nationalities Papers 41, 
no. 2 (2013): 25-26. 
18  Onuch, “The Maidan and Beyond: Who Were the Protesters?” 45.
19  Korostelina, “Mapping National Identity Narratives in Ukraine,” 297.
20  Joanna Fomina, “Language, Identity, Politics – the Myth of Two Ukraines,” Institute of Public 
Affairs, April 2014, http://aei.pitt.edu/74064/1/Language_Identity_Politics_the_Myth_of_Two_
Ukraines.pdf.
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Following the Euromaidan Revolution, despite eastern Ukrainians’ dissatisfaction with 
the current government in Kiev, 58 percent of the Russian speakers in eastern Ukraine 
still wanted Ukraine to remain a united country, while only 27 percent supported seces-
sion. Overall, the majority of Ukrainians also have more favorable views of the West than 
of Russia.21 In this sense, as polls have shown, a growing number of Russian-speaking 
Ukrainians hope for a more democratic government and reject Moscow’s disregard 
for Ukrainian sovereignty. Although they speak Russian, they increasingly identify 
themselves with Ukraine rather than the Russian Federation. In sum, while traditional 
ethnic national identities based on shared ethnic and linguistic ties continue to exist, 
there has been a rise in the civic aspects of national identity in Ukraine since the 2014 
Euromaidan Movement. 

Taiwan

Taiwan came under Chinese cultural influence in 1662, after Ming loyalist Zheng 
Chenggong ousted the Dutch from the island amid the chaos resulting from the Manchu 
conquest of the Ming Empire.22 However, it did not take long before Zheng’s nascent 
kingdom in Taiwan succumbed to the Manchu Empire in 1683. During this period, 
many ethnic Fujianese and Hakka immigrated to Taiwan from Mainland China, forming 
the bulk of Han Chinese settlements on the island. The Manchu Qing ruled Taiwan for 
more than two hundred years before its defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-
5), whereupon it ceded the island to Japan in the Treaty of Shimonoseki.  Japan then 
governed the island until the end of World War II.  

A new Taiwanese identity developed under Japanese rule, which introduced the concepts 
of the modern nation-state and national identity. Japanese colonial rule unintentionally 
created a “shared sense of space, culture, and centralized bureaucratic administrative 
system” on the island.23 The Japanese colonial regime also severed Taiwanese business 
and familial ties with China, in addition to establishing a unified system of education, 
commerce, agriculture, and laws based on those of the modern Japanese state. At the 
same time, however, since they were never given equal treatment by the Japanese, the 
Taiwanese developed a collective self-identity based on the experience being “neither 
Japanese nor any longer Chinese.” By the 1930s, this collective identity evolved into 
calls for Taiwan to become a modern independent nation-state.24

21  “Despite Concerns about Governance, Ukrainians Want to Remain One Country,” Pew Re-
search Center’s Global Attitudes Project (blog), May 8, 2014, https://www.pewresearch.org/glob-
al/2014/05/08/despite-concerns-about-governance-ukrainians-want-to-remain-one-country/.
22  Ho-fung Heng, “Maritime Capitalism in Seventeenth-Century China: The Rise and Fall of Koxin-
ga Revisited,” University of California-Riverside Working Papers, October 2000, https://irows.ucr.edu/
papers/irows72/irows72.htm.
23  Timothy Ka-ying Wong, “From Ethnic to Civic Nationalism: The Formation of Changing Nature 
of Taiwanese Identity,” Asian Perspectives 25: no. 3 (2001): 179-180.
24  Wong, “From Ethnic to Civic Nationalism: The Formation of Changing Nature of Taiwanese 
Identity,” 180-182. 
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Following the establishment of the PRC on the mainland in 1949, the Kuomintang 
(KMT) government retreated to Taiwan, so the island officially remains the Republic of 
China (ROC). During the Korean War, the United States backed away from the 1943 
Cairo Agreement and arranged for Japan, under the 1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty, 
to renounce its claim to Taiwan without stating to whom the island would be returned 
to. However, since both the PRC and the ROC objected to such an arrangement, the 
sovereignty status of Taiwan remains unresolved today.25 

In Taiwan, KMT supporters were mainly Chinese Mainlanders who fled China after 
1949. The term “Mainlander” (Waishengren) is still used today to describe these Main-
land Chinese and their descendants. In 1947, after a Taiwanese uprising against KMT 
corruption, as many as 20,000 aborigines, Fujianese, Hakka, and Mainlanders deemed 
“Communists” were killed by ROC troops. This incident, known as the 228 Incident, 
marked the start of the White Terror. During this forty-year period, the KMT imposed 
martial law and cracked down against local political opposition, which included both 
CCP sympathizers and pro-independence activists. The White Terror contributed to 
what Malte Philipp Kaeding describes as a “sub-ethnic cleavage” between Chinese 
Mainlanders and Taiwanese, as both are Han Chinese descendants.26 Although the 
White Terror ended in the 1980s, it remains an important Taiwanese pro-independence 
justification, reminding the Taiwanese of the Chinese political culture of violence, whether 
such violence was carried out by the KMT or the CCP.27 Despite imperfect analogies, 
similar to how Ukrainians associate the Holodomor with Russian political culture, many 
Taiwanese associate the White Terror—and by extension, Mainland Chinese rule—with 
oppression and authoritarianism.28

In 1981, Beijing proposed the Nine-Point unification plan of “one country, two systems.” 
Under this plan, Taiwan would maintain a high degree of autonomy as a special admin-
istrative region of the PRC and be permitted to retain its own defense force. However, 

25  Andrew J. Nathan and Andrew Scobell, China’s Search for Security (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 2013), 214-215; The U.S. State Department testified to Congress in 1969 and 1970 that “in 
neither [the Japanese Peace Treaty of 1951 nor the Treaty of Peace between the Republic of China 
and Japan of 1952] did Japan cede this area [of Formosa and the Pescadores] to any particular entity. 
As Taiwan and the Pescadores are not covered by any existing international disposition, sovereignty 
over the area is an unsettled question subject to future international resolution. Both the Republic of 
China and the Chinese Communists disagree with this conclusion and consider that Taiwan and the 
Pescadores are part of the sovereign state of China. The United States recognizes the Government of 
the Republic of China as legitimately occupying and exercising jurisdiction over Taiwan and the Pes-
cadores.” In Congressional Research Service, China/Taiwan: Evolution of the ‘One China’ Policy – Key 
Statements from Washington, Beijing, and Taipei (Washington, DC: CRS, 2011), 7-8. 
26  Malte Philipp Kaeding, “Identity Formation in Taiwan and Hong Kong – How Much Difference, 
How Many Similarities?” in Taiwanese Identity in the 21st Century: Domestic, Regional and Global 
Perspectives, eds. Gunter Schubert and Jens Damm (Routledge: London, 2011), 258-279.
27  J. Michael Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan (New York: Dow Jones & Company, 
2014), 181-183.
28  Benjamin Yeh, “Chiang Statues Become Target as Taiwan Confronts History,” Yahoo News, 
August 2, 2015, https://news.yahoo.com/chiang-statues-become-targets-taiwan-confronts-histo-
ry-073347864.html.
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ROC President Chiang Ching-kuo responded with “no negotiations, no compromise, 
and no contact.” Instead, Chiang moved forward to democratize Taiwan by allow-
ing elections for the Legislative Yuan and the creation of the opposition Democratic 
Progressive Party (DPP). By finally lifting martial law in 1987, Chiang re-legitimized 
Taiwan’s international standing through democratization, allowing Taiwanese “to have 
a stronger bargaining chip” as Beijing continues to demand unification.29

Following Chiang’s lifting of martial law, Lee Teng-hui, who identified himself as 
“Taiwanese” despite being a KMT member, became President in 1988 and won Taiwan’s 
first democratically-held election in 1996. According to Lee, although the ROC was 
established on the mainland in 1912, its separation from the mainland since 1949 
should allow it to have a “special state-to-state relationship” with China. In 2000, Chen 
Shui-bian became the first DPP candidate to win the presidency. Despite loosening 
trade restrictions with Beijing, Chen remained fervently pro-independence. In response, 
Beijing passed the Anti-Secession Law in 2005, officially legalizing military operations 
against Taipei should the latter seek de jure independence.30 

Following the electoral victory of KMT candidate Ma Ying-jeou in 2008, Taipei and 
Beijing resumed cross-Strait direct flights.31 In addition, Taipei and Beijing signed the 
Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA) in 2010. In the same year, 
exports to China accounted for 41.8 percent of Taiwan’s overall exports, and cross-Strait 
trade accounted for 27 percent of Taiwan’s foreign trade, making Taiwan increasingly 
economically dependent on China. Under ECFA, Taipei reduced tariffs on 267 items 
from the mainland, while Beijing reduced tariffs on 539 imported Taiwanese items.32

Despite the enhancement of economic ties, Taiwanese political identities remain incom-
patible with those of Mainland China. According to a 2017 poll conducted by the 
Taiwan Brain Trust, 54 percent of Taiwanese support independence and 57.5 percent 
identified themselves as “Taiwanese.” Only 14 percent of correspondents believed that 
Taiwan should be part of China.33 Therefore, despite Beijing’s hope of utilizing economic 
interdependence to foster a Chinese identity, money has failed to buy loyalty to the CCP 
and Chinese ethnic national identity.34 

The expression of Taiwanese civic identity and fear of Chinese influence reached a 
boiling point in March 2014, when student activists occupied the Legislative Yuan in 

29  Nathan and Scobell, China’s Search for Security, 223-224.
30  Nathan and Scobell, China’s Search for Security, 303-304. 
31  Alan Cowell, “China and Taiwan Agree to Resume Talks on Direct Flights,” New York Times, May 
29, 2008, https://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/29/world/asia/29iht-29taiwan.13310869.html.
32  “ECFA signing scheduled for June 29,” Taiwan News, June 25, 2010, https://www.taiwannews.com.
tw/en/news/1299089. 
33  “Most Taiwanese Consider Taiwan, China Separate Countries, Poll Suggests,” South China 
Morning Post, June 21, 2017, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2099286/
most-taiwanese-consider-taiwan-china-separate-countries.
34  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 73-75, 142-144. 
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the Sunflower Movement to protest the proposed 2013 Cross-Strait Services Trade 
Agreement (CSSTA), signed in China. Student activists and DPP politicians feared that 
the CSSTA would open Taiwan’s service sector to Chinese investors and make Taiwan 
even more dependent on Chinese economic influence, jeopardizing Taiwan’s liberal 
democracy and de facto independence in the long run.35 Also, many feared that allowing 
China more access to Taiwan’s telecommunications market could lead to national security 
risks should an armed conflict break out.36

Thus, the Sunflower Movement was the result of the rise of Taiwanese “civic national-
ism.” For more and more contemporary ROC citizens, an independent and democratic 
nation-state named “Taiwan” is more important than the traditional ethnic or sub-ethnic 
identities.37 For instance, on the 25th anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen Massacre in 
2014, while most Taiwanese were sympathetic to the victims, they believed that the 
tragedy was a “foreign” one.38 Therefore, Mainlanders, Fujianese, aborigines, and Hakka 
have become more united in fostering a civic Taiwanese identity based on political 
participation by all ROC citizens. 

Theoretical Application

Theoretical Application to the Rise of Civic Nationalism in Ukraine

When applying the constructivist and poststructuralist concepts to Ukraine, Russia 
is clearly the imagined “other.” While the Ukrainian construction of “self ” is evolving 
from an ethnic nationalistic identity to a more civic one, Russian aggressions toward 
Ukraine have further consolidated this trend. Historical traumas like the Holodomor 
also remind Ukrainians about the perceived dangers of Russian autocratic political 
culture. Ukrainians now believe that civil dignity and freedom from political dictatorship 
are “basic human rights worth sacrifice[s],” while Russia still represents passivity and 
“blind obedience to state authority.”39 Thus, for most post-Euromaidan Ukrainians, it 
is a struggle to preserve a “self ” characterized by an imagined civic community with an 
aspiration for liberal democratic governance against the autocratic, corrupt, aggressive 
Russian “other.” Through historical “reciprocal interactions,” Russia has also proven to 
be a hostile “other” in the minds of civic nationalistic Ukrainians. Such hostility and 
aggression demonstrate the fault line between the post-Euromaidan Ukrainian civic 
nationalism and Russian ethnic nationalism. 

However, despite the rise of civic identity in Ukraine, Russia has never perceived its 
power relationship with Ukraine as “us” versus “them.” The vast majority of Russians 

35  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 250-255, 260.
36  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 302. 
37  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 8, 144. 
38  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 375-376. 
39  Elena Minina, “Why Do Russians Support Interventions in Ukraine?” Al Jazeera, March 
29, 2014, https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2014/03/why-do-russians-support-in-
terv-2014328174257483544.html.
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still perceive Ukraine as a Slavic Orthodox “fraternal nation,” despite Ukraine’s status 
as an independent, sovereign state. This ethnic nationalist construction also allows the 
Kremlin to justify military interventions in Ukraine to protect “Russians.” Therefore, 
the annexation of Crimea and interventions in Eastern Ukraine are framed as “moral” 
obligations to defend Russia’s “fraternal brother” against the ultranationalist “other” 
actors within Ukraine, especially those who are perceived by Moscow as rejecting their 
Russian ethnic and cultural roots in addition to betraying the Fatherland. The Russian 
media has also been successful in mobilizing domestic support by drawing historical 
analogies between Ukrainian right-wing groups and the Nazis. As such, over 94 percent 
of Russians backed the annexation of Crimea.40 

Since the Russian imperial complex still influences Russian perceptions of its near-
abroad, the Kremlin believes that it should have the responsibility in preserving stability 
and security in all post-Soviet spaces, including Ukraine, to prevent the infiltration of 
Western liberal ideas.41 In fact, even Russian politicians perceived to be liberals, like 
former Deputy Prime Minister Anatoly Chubais, believe that Russia’s main goal over 
the next three decades should be to “reestablish” a liberal “Russian empire” by linking 
itself to Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan through a single market.42 Hence, from the 
Russian perspective, the real “others” are the ones trying to pull Ukraine out of Russia’s 
orbit, such as pro-West Ukrainians and NATO.     

In order to legitimize Russian attitudes and actions toward post-Euromaidan Ukraine, 
Russia utilizes media outlets to label pro-West Ukrainians and Euromaidan protest-
ers as “fascists” and exaggerate the ultranationalist influences within the Euromaidan 
Movement. By utilizing the term “fascist,” the Russian state-controlled media outlets 
draw historical analogies to the 27 million Soviet citizens and soldiers killed by the 
Nazis in World War II. As a result, while Russian-speaking and Ukrainian-speaking 
Ukrainian citizens have collectively developed a civic national identity, Russia still applies 
an ethnic nationalist framework to its relationship with Ukraine. If the rise of civic 
identity continues in Ukraine while Russia promotes its ethnic-centric identity, the 
contemporary division based on the representation of “self ” and “other” will continue 
to pull the two countries apart. 

Theoretical Application to the Rise of Civic Nationalism in Taiwan

The division between Russia and Ukraine is similar to current cross-Strait relations 
between Taiwan and Mainland China, especially in how the Taiwanese civic nationalist 
“self ” positions itself. For example, despite the PRC’s hope that economic interdependence 
could eventually lead to peaceful unification, civic nationalism in Taiwan—as demon-
strated by the Sunflower Movement and popularity of President Tsai Ing-wen—has 

40  Minina, “Why do Russians support interventions in Ukraine?”
41  Andrei Tsygankov, Russia and the West from Alexander to Putin: Honor in International Relations 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 415. 
42  Oleksandr Sushko, “The Dark Side of Integration: Ambitions of Domination in Russia’s Backyard,” 
The Washington Quarterly 27, no. 2 (2004): 119-131. 
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shown that more and more Taiwanese view further economic ties with the authoritarian 
and state-supported ethnic nationalist PRC with skepticism. While most Taiwanese 
do not reject economic ties with the Mainland, they do fear that Taiwan’s hard-won 
de facto independence and democratic political system will become vulnerable to the 
PRC’s authoritarian government if they continue to be economically dependent on the 
Mainland.43 

As such, the contemporary Taiwanese self-imagined community is based on both the 
post-1930s sense of self as “neither Japanese nor Chinese” and the post-1980s liberal 
democratic reform.44 This can be attributed to the rising civic nationalism that unites 
most ROC citizens, including former Mainlanders. In this sense, mainland China is 
Taiwan’s constructed “other,” representing traditional Chinese authoritarian political 
culture, especially its perceived suppression of civil liberties and propensity for political 
violence. Additionally, since the PRC has never officially renounced the use of force in 
resolving the question of Taiwan’s sovereignty, continuous integration with the hostile 
autocratic “other” legitimizes Taiwan’s civic nationalism, similar to how the Kremlin’s 
aggression against post-Euromaidan Ukraine consolidates the civic identity in Kiev. This 
is why the perceived authoritarian China was the protesters’ ultimate target during the 
2014 Sunflower Movement. Moreover, the very existence of a hostile PRC seeking to 
eventually expand its autocratic rule to Taiwan further enhances the legitimacy of the 
protesters in Taiwan as defenders of the island’s post-1987 civic nationalism. 

In contrast, the CCP bases its unification policy on the politics of ethnic nationalism. 
In the words of former CCP General Secretary Hu Jintao, unification between the 
mainland and Taiwan is the “shared desire” of all “descendants of the Yellow Emperor.”45 
The essence of the CCP’s argument is that since the majority of ROC citizens are Han 
Chinese, Taiwan’s separation from the mainland cannot be justified. The CCP leadership 
also identifies itself as “wielding dominion” over all individuals of Chinese ancestry, 
“regardless of what passport they hold or territories they reside.” If an ethnic Chinese 
citizen does not behave according to the CCP’s principles, he or she could be considered 
a “traitor.” Based on this state-sponsored and ethnic nationalist logic, most Taiwanese 
and overseas Chinese should theoretically be loyal to the CCP and its state-promoted 
ethnic nationalist discourse. Therefore, if the CCP calls for “rejuvenation” of the Chinese 
nation and unification with Taiwan, the PRC would at least expect rhetorical support 
from Taiwanese and overseas Chinese. 

This narrative is related to the rise of geopolitik nationalism, which evolved from ethnic 
Han Chinese nationalism. The Chinese geopolitik nationalist “self ” calls for the recognition 
that only military and economic power counts in international affairs, not international 

43  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 72-76. 
44  Wong, “From Ethnic to Civic Nationalism: The Formation of Changing Nature of Taiwanese 
Identity,” 180-182. 
45  Hughes, “Negotiating National Identity in Taiwan Between Nativisation and De-sinicisation,” 21.
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rules and norms.46 Therefore, in order to achieve the long-term goal of the “rejuvenation” 
of the Chinese nation, many nationalistic scholars in China have called for a revival of 
the military spirit to defend perceived Chinese interests, including militarily preventing 
Taiwan from seeking independence. In this sense, the Chinese ethnic and state-sponsored 
“self ” is tied to its nation, achieving great power status, and unification with Taiwan. 

In addition to the ethnic definition of the Chinese “self,” a “victim mentality” runs deep 
within the Chinese political discourse given China’s traumatic experience at the hands 
of European and Japanese imperial powers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.47 
Therefore, the contemporary Chinese imagined community is based on a combination 
of achieving great power status and remembering victimhood at the hands of former 
imperial powers. In addition to Japan being the historical belligerent “other,” many 
Chinese believe that American political elites want to separate Taiwan from China 
“either permanently or, failing that, for as long as possible” in order to contain a rising 
China.48 Thus, similar to how Russian policymakers vilified NATO, China’s constructed 
“other” is the contemporary U.S.-Japan alliance and its support for Taiwan’s de facto 
separation from China.49 

Civic Nationalism in Ukraine and Taiwan Versus State-Supported Ethnic Nationalism 
in Russia and China

Based on the cases of identity constructions above, it is clear that when applying construc-
tivist and poststructuralist approaches to Russo-Ukrainian and cross-Strait relations, 
there are comparable aspects. For both Ukraine and Taiwan, the younger generations’ 
civic sense of nationalism is based on participatory and inclusive politics, along with 
aspiring to and preserving hard-won liberal democratic governance. Furthermore, this 
civic nationalism is gradually replacing existing ethnic nationalism. Therefore, despite 
the cultural roots of Kievan Rus’ and Qing China’s possession of Taiwan, the Ukrainian 
and Taiwanese “selves” are evolving away from their historical and cultural centers of 
Russia and China, especially the latter’s’ perceived authoritarian political cultures. As a 
result, amidst the clash between civic and traditional ethnic nationalist identities, the 
majority of post-Euromaidan Ukrainians and post-1990s Taiwanese do not want to 
reunite with their so-called “motherlands,” allowing one to draw analogies and compare 
the rise of civic identities in Ukraine and Taiwan. 

Unlike changes in Ukraine and Taiwan, contemporary Chinese and Russian self-iden-
tities remain rooted in ethnic—and to a lesser extent, geopolitical—nationalism. As 
the annexation of Crimea demonstrates, Putin’s claim of protecting Russian-speaking 

46  Christopher Hughes, “Reclassifying Chinese Nationalism: The Geopolitik Turn,” Journal of 
Contemporary China 20, no. 71 (2011): 607-608. 
47  Shogo Suzuki, “The Importance of ‘Othering’ in China’s National Identity: Sino-Japanese Relations 
as a Stage of Identity Conflicts,” The Pacific Review 20, no. 1 (2007): 32-33.
48  Nathan and Scobell, China’s Search for Security, 215.
49  Susan Shirk, China: Fragile Superpower (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 182.
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Ukrainians from pro-West Ukrainians and NATO is based on ethnic lines. For China, 
the idea that Taiwan should be part of China since most Taiwanese are Han Chinese 
descendants, also demonstrates the ethnic characteristic of the PRC’s self-identity. Thus, 
while Ukraine and Taiwan are not necessarily the “others” for Russia and the PRC, 
pro-West Ukrainians and pro-independence Taiwanese are the traitors siding with the 
real “others,” such as NATO and the U.S.-Japan alliance. Therefore, based on construc-
tivist and poststructuralist analyses, contemporary Russo-Ukrainian and cross-Strait 
relations are comparable in the sense that the civic identities of Ukraine and Taiwan 
are increasingly pulling them away from Russia and China.

Conclusion

Due to differences in sovereignty status, history, and culture, Taiwan and Ukraine seem 
quite dissimilar at first sight. However, when one examines the relationships from 
constructivist and poststructuralist perspectives, both Ukraine and Taiwan pit their 
evolving civic identities against their powerful neighbors’ state-promoted ethnic defi-
nitions of nationalism. As both the Euromaidan Revolution and Sunflower Movement 
demonstrated, civic identity and nationalism that are based on aspirations for liberal 
democracy are much more salient in contemporary Ukraine and Taiwan. Historical events 
like the Holodomor and 228 Incident also remind Ukrainians and Taiwanese that their 
powerful neighbors’ autocratic political cultures are dangerous “others.” Therefore, the 
most significant aspect among the relations of Ukraine with Russia and Taiwan with 
China is the comparable rise of Ukrainian and Taiwanese civic identities against the 
Russian and Chinese traditional notions of ethnic national identity.

While this paper analyzes the similarities between the rise of civic identities in Ukraine 
and Taiwan, it does not reject the fact that there are still radical ethnic and sub-ethnic 
nationalist elements within Ukraine and Taiwan’s struggles against the perceived Russian 
and Chinese “others.” Civic and ethnic nationalism usually coexist in a spectrum. Thus, 
similar to Ukraine, not all pro-independence Taiwanese support a civic identity, especially 
those who associate the 228 Incident with anything “Chinese’’ and still hold on to what 
Kaeding calls a “sub-ethnic” Taiwanese nativist identity. Such sub-ethnic Taiwanese 
nationalism could potentially wreak havoc on the Taiwanese civic nationalism, making 
the island a less tolerant political space.50  

In this sense, such evolving political identities and their implications on contemporary 
international relations are remaining topics that need to be addressed by further research. 
Additionally, civic and ethnic nationalism usually coexist on opposite ends of a spectrum, 
and it is very possible for nations built around civic identities to slide toward ethnic 
or sub-ethnic notions of “us” versus “them.”51 If either Ukraine or Taiwan slides back 
towards ethnic or sub-ethnic nationalism, especially ones characterized by Russophobic 
and Sinophobic violence, Moscow and Beijing could potentially take advantage of such 

50  Hughes, “Negotiating National Identity in Taiwan Between Nativisation and De-sinicisation,” 17, 
21. 
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illiberal politics. Given the fluid political context, future research should continue to 
investigate the implications of the evolving political identities in Ukraine, Taiwan, Russia, 
and Mainland China in driving contemporary international politics. 
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