
Summary of the History of Crimea and Russia’s 2014 Takeover 

Introduction 
Crimea’s history is a complex tapestry of conquest, cultural shifts, and geopolitical contention, 

culminating in Russia’s annexation in 2014. Strategically located on the Black Sea, Crimea has 

been a prize for empires from antiquity to the modern era. Russia’s 2014 takeover, executed with 

military force and a controversial referendum, reflects both historical claims and contemporary 

ambitions. This summary traces Crimea’s past and analyzes the basis for Russia’s actions, using a 

three-tiered bullet structure and concluding with key takeaways. 

 
Detailed History and 2014 Takeover 

● Ancient and Medieval Periods 
○ Early Inhabitants and Greek Influence 

■ Archaeological evidence shows Crimea was inhabited by the Cimmerians and 
Scythians by the 8th century BCE, nomadic peoples displaced by later 
arrivals. 

■ Greek colonists established city-states like Chersonesus (near modern 
Sevastopol) in the 5th century BCE, integrating Crimea into Mediterranean 
trade networks. 

■ Key developments included the Bosporan Kingdom (4th century BCE–4th 
century CE), a Greco-Scythian state under Roman influence. 

○ Byzantine and Turkic Era 
■ After the fall of Rome, the Byzantine Empire controlled Crimea, Christianizing 

the region (e.g., Chersonesus as a bishopric by the 6th century). 
■ The Khazar Khaganate (7th–10th centuries) and later the Kipchak Turks 

dominated, with the latter paving the way for Mongol rule under the Golden 
Horde in the 13th century. 

■ The Crimean Khanate emerged in 1441 as a vassal of the Ottoman Empire, 
shaping the peninsula’s Muslim Tatar identity. 

○ Significance 
■ Crimea’s early history reflects its role as a cultural and strategic crossroads, 

attracting successive powers due to its Black Sea position. 
● Russian Conquest and Imperial Rule 

○ Catherine the Great’s Annexation (1783) 
■ Russia, under Catherine II, annexed Crimea from the Ottoman Empire after 

the Russo-Turkish War (1768–1774), formalized by the Treaty of Küçük 
Kaynarca. 

■ The Crimean Khanate was abolished, and Russia began settling ethnic 
Russians, reducing the Tatar population through emigration and repression. 

■ Sevastopol was founded in 1783 as a naval base, cementing Russia’s Black 
Sea ambitions. 

○ 19th and Early 20th Century Developments 



■ The Crimean War (1853–1856) saw Britain, France, and the Ottomans 
challenge Russia’s control, with Sevastopol’s siege a pivotal event; Russia 
retained Crimea despite defeat. 

■ After the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, Crimea briefly became an independent 
republic (1917–1918) before Bolshevik forces seized it in 1921, integrating it 
into the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR). 

■ Stalin’s 1944 deportation of Crimean Tatars (accused of Nazi collaboration) 
reduced their population from 25% to near zero, reshaping demographics. 

○ Significance 
■ Russia’s 18th-century conquest established a historical claim, reinforced by 

military presence and Russification policies over two centuries. 
● Soviet Era and Ukrainian Administration 

○ Transfer to Ukraine (1954) 
■ On February 19, 1954, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev transferred Crimea 

from the RSFSR to the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (UkrSSR), 
marking the 300th anniversary of the Pereyaslav Agreement uniting Russia 
and Ukraine. 

■ The transfer was administrative, justified by economic ties (e.g., Ukraine’s 
management of Crimea’s agriculture) and framed as a symbolic Soviet unity 
gesture. 

■ Crimea remained heavily militarized, hosting the Soviet Black Sea Fleet in 
Sevastopol under a joint arrangement. 

○ Post-Soviet Independence (1991–2014) 
■ After the USSR’s collapse in 1991, Crimea became part of independent 

Ukraine, though with significant autonomy as the Autonomous Republic of 
Crimea. 

■ Tensions emerged over the Black Sea Fleet (split between Russia and 
Ukraine in 1997) and pro-Russian sentiment among Crimea’s majority ethnic 
Russian population (58% by 2001 census). 

■ Ukraine’s 2004 Orange Revolution and NATO aspirations heightened 
Russia’s concerns about losing influence over Crimea. 

○ Significance 
■ The 1954 transfer tied Crimea to Ukraine legally, but historical Russian ties 

and post-Soviet disputes set the stage for conflict. 
● Russia’s 2014 Takeover 

○ Pretext and Build-Up 
■ The Euromaidan protests (November 2013–February 2014) ousted Ukraine’s 

pro-Russian President Viktor Yanukovych, prompting Russia to act to secure 
Crimea. 

■ Putin cited the need to protect ethnic Russians and Russian speakers 
(claiming discrimination by Kyiv’s new government) and preserve Russia’s 
historical rights. 

■ By late February 2014, Russia had prepositioned forces under the guise of 
military exercises and leveraged its Black Sea Fleet presence. 

○ Military Operation and Referendum 



■ On February 27, 2014, unmarked Russian troops (“little green men”) seized 
Crimea’s parliament, airports, and military sites, supported by local 
pro-Russian militias. 

■ A March 16 referendum, held under occupation and boycotted by Tatars and 
pro-Ukrainian groups, reported 97% support for joining Russia; it was widely 
condemned as illegitimate by the UN (Resolution 68/262). 

■ On March 18, Putin signed a treaty annexing Crimea, claiming it as a federal 
subject of Russia, ending its 60-year Ukrainian status. 

○ Significance 
■ The swift, hybrid operation showcased Russia’s military strategy and 

exploited Crimea’s unique vulnerabilities (e.g., Russian majority, naval base). 
● International and Regional Fallout 

○ Global Response 
■ The UN General Assembly, EU, and US denounced the annexation, imposing 

sanctions on Russian officials and entities; over 100 countries upheld 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity. 

■ NATO bolstered its eastern flank, while Russia framed sanctions as Western 
aggression, deepening global divisions. 

■ Legal challenges persist, with the International Criminal Court investigating 
the takeover as a potential war crime. 

○ Crimea Under Russian Rule 
■ Russia invested heavily in infrastructure (e.g., the 2018 Crimea Bridge) and 

militarization, while repressing dissent (e.g., Tatar activists jailed). 
■ Ukraine cut water and power supplies to Crimea (e.g., North Crimean Canal 

closure in 2014), straining the peninsula’s economy and prompting Russian 
countermeasures. 

■ The annexation fueled the Donbas war, escalating the broader 
Russo-Ukrainian conflict. 

○ Significance 
■ The takeover reshaped Black Sea geopolitics, straining Russia-West relations 

and solidifying Crimea’s role as a flashpoint. 

 
Key Takeaways 

● Historical Precedent as Justification 
○ Takeaway: Russia’s 2014 annexation leaned heavily on its 230-year claim to 

Crimea, originating with Catherine II’s conquest and reinforced by Soviet-era control. 
Putin’s rhetoric framed it as a return to historical norms, ignoring the 1954 transfer’s 
legal basis. 

○ Implication: Historical narratives remain powerful tools for modern territorial 
ambitions, though they often mask strategic motives like securing the Black Sea 
Fleet. 

● Strategic Importance of Crimea 
○ Takeaway: Crimea’s Black Sea location and Sevastopol’s naval base were central to 

Russia’s takeover, ensuring military dominance and access to warm-water ports. 
Losing it to a NATO-aligned Ukraine was intolerable for Moscow. 



○ Implication: Geostrategic assets often outweigh ideological or ethnic justifications in 
territorial conflicts, a pattern evident since antiquity. 

● Hybrid Warfare Success 
○ Takeaway: Russia’s use of unmarked troops, local proxies, and a staged 

referendum demonstrated the effectiveness of hybrid warfare, achieving annexation 
with minimal initial resistance. The operation exploited Crimea’s pro-Russian 
leanings and Ukraine’s post-Maidan chaos. 

○ Implication: Hybrid tactics blur traditional war definitions, complicating international 
responses and setting a precedent for future interventions (e.g., Donbas). 

● Ethnic and Cultural Manipulation 
○ Takeaway: Putin’s claim of protecting Russian speakers capitalized on Crimea’s 

58% ethnic Russian population (per 2001 census), a legacy of Soviet Russification. 
Yet, the repression of Tatars and Ukrainians post-2014 undermines this narrative. 

○ Implication: Ethnic pretexts can legitimize aggression domestically but alienate 
minorities, fueling long-term instability. 

● International Law vs. Power Politics 
○ Takeaway: The annexation violated the 1994 Budapest Memorandum (guaranteeing 

Ukraine’s borders for denuclearization) and UN Charter, yet Russia’s veto power in 
the UN Security Council shielded it from decisive action. Sanctions hurt but didn’t 
reverse the takeover. 

○ Implication: Great power status often trumps legal norms, exposing the limits of 
global governance in territorial disputes. 

 
Conclusion 
Crimea’s history—from ancient Greek colonies to Russian imperial rule, Soviet administration, and 

Ukrainian autonomy—reflects its enduring strategic and cultural significance. Russia’s 2014 

takeover exploited this legacy, combining historical claims with modern military tactics to reclaim 

the peninsula amid Ukraine’s pro-Western shift. The operation’s success hinged on Crimea’s 

Russian majority, Sevastopol’s naval role, and Kyiv’s vulnerability post-Euromaidan. However, it 

triggered global backlash, regional conflict, and unresolved tensions. The takeaways highlight how 

history, strategy, and power dynamics intertwine, offering lessons for understanding Russia’s 

broader ambitions and Crimea’s contested future. 

 


