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Geopolitics of the Russian Occupation of Eastern Ukraine
-A Study in Political Geography-

Abstract

The Russian Federation occupies the largest portion of the geopolitical
“Heartland” region, bordered by Ukraine to the west. According to the
Russian geopolitical perspective, Ukraine lies within Russia’s vital sphere of
influence, serving as a buffer zone between Russia and Europe. It occupies
over half of the “Eastern Gateway” to Europe, functions as the primary transit
route for Russian oil and gas pipelines to Western Europe, and provides
Russia’s access to warm-water ports. Collectively, these factors define
Ukraine’s strategic significance and underpin the ongoing struggle for
influence over it.

As an independent state, Ukraine seeks closer ties with the West—a
development perceived by Russia as an existential threat. The potential
presence of NATO on its borders would render Russia vulnerable to land, sea,
and air threats while diminishing its global influence and status.
Consequently, Russia launched military operations (ongoing as of this
writing) and orchestrated referendums that altered Ukraine’s political map.
These actions raise critical questions about adherence to international law
principles safeguarding state sovereignty and territorial integrity, thus
highlighting the relevance of this study.

This study examines the historical dimensions of the Ukrainian crisis,

the geopolitical imperatives guiding Russia’s relations with neighboring
states, the role of geopolitical theories in shaping Russian strategic thinking
toward its periphery, and the significance of Eastern Ukraine to Russia—
alongside the implications for international security.
Methodologically, the study employs an integrated approach combining
historical, descriptive-analytical, and geopolitical methods, supplemented by
power analysis. Cartographic and statistical techniques were utilized,
supported by a range of sources and references documented at the end of the
research.

The findings underscore geography’s pivotal role in explaining
Russia’s behavior toward neighboring states. Geopolitics is the driving force
behind Russia’s policy of military intervention in Ukraine, prioritizing its
supreme interests—particularly securing its western borders—even at the
expense of Ukrainian sovereignty. This signifies a profound erosion of trust
between the Russian and Western power blocs.

Keywords: Geopolitics, Sovereignty, Lebensraum, Eastern Ukraine.
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