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	Endorsements by Scholars

“Many of the major trends of international politics in the twenty-first century are best seen from Ukraine. Understanding the Ukrainian revolution of 2013–2014, and the Russian invasion that followed, are absolutely essential to any informed discussion of the state of the world. This book, rich in chronology, evidence, scholarly analysis, and human insight, is a major step towards such an understanding. It should be widely read by those interested in Eastern Europe, the European Union, digital war, and the possibilities for new forms of politics.”

Timothy D. Snyder, Richard C. Levin Professor of History, Yale University 

 

“Wynnyckyj’s excellent book is a major contribution to the debate about the tumultuous events of 2013–14. It is even two books in one. The first provides the insights and detailed chronology of a well-grounded eyewitness that have been sorely missing in most accounts to date. The second adds an analytical perspective. Wynnyckyj argues that the Maidan was neither geopolitical, conspiratorial, or material; but ideational and a ‘great’, nation-building revolution, most like the American War of Independence, and an exemplar of heterarchical identities and mobilisations of broader relevance to all students of social change.”

Andrew Wilson, Professor of Ukrainian Studies, UCL School of Slavonic and Eastern European Studies

“Mychailo Wynnyckyj's magnificent account of Ukraine's 2014 Revolution of Dignity easily surpasses every other book on the subject and sets a standard of excellence that will be hard to beat. Wynnyckyj brings to his analysis a unique combination of viewpoints. As a Ukrainian Canadian who has made Kyiv his home, he offers the perspective of native Ukrainians. As a participant in both Ukrainian uprisings, those of 2004 and of 2014, he offers an insider's view. And as a superb scholar well-versed in Western social science, he can place the events he witnessed and made into a theoretical context that explains just why Ukraine's 2014 upheaval was of world-historical importance. Get rid of all your other books on the Ukrainian Revolution, read Wynnyckyj, and get ready to be enlightened.”

Alexander J. Motyl, Professor of Political Science, Rutgers University, Newark

 

“Back in early 2014, hundreds of people regularly read, examined, and shared Mychailo Wynnyckyj's blogpost 'Thoughts from Kyiv'. For the concerned contemporaries, it was a priceless source of information – a first-hand on the ground account of a truly historical drama, which opened with an inspirational and tragic EuroMaidan in Kyiv, proceeded with the Russian occupation of the Crimea, and culminated in the eastern bloodlands of Ukraine’s Donbas. By writing the Revolution of Dignity, the author allows today’s reader to relive the tumultuous, heart-breaking, and emotional story of Ukraine’s Maidan and Russia’s war. Friends of Ukraine shall find here the reason for being optimistic. Ukraine’s foes shall learn about her indestructible spirit.”

Vlad Mykhnenko, Associate Professor of Sustainable Urban Development, University of Oxford

 

“During the Maidan demonstrations and their aftermath, I eagerly awaited Mychailo Wynnyckyj’s blog updates—they offered what engaged intellectuals can do best. He not only communicated the ‘feel’ of revolution’s possibility, and anxiety, but also helped us to appreciate the broader conditions and more general significance of this great transformation in Ukraine. With time to reflect, Wynnyckyj has lost neither of these great qualities, but in this book added another we so desperately need. He has written a text inscribing Ukraine’s place in a global history and political philosophy that moves dignity and hope to the center of our time’s narrative, even when war and violence surround. This volume, then, is not only for those aware of Ukraine’s importance. His agent-centered account also could guide those looking to develop their own knowledge activism suitable for shaping alternative futures in other parts of the world. Ukraine, and Wynnyckyj, inspire.”

Michael D. Kennedy, Professor of Sociology and International Affairs, Brown University
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	Foreword:
Making the Revolution Happen

“Nothing has really happened until it has been described,” goes by far the best-known quotation lifted from the writings of Virginia Woolf. Mychailo Wynnyckyj has taken up the task of ensuring that the Ukrainian Revolution, known as the Revolution of Dignity or EuroMaidan, has indeed taken place. An active participant in the Maidan protests of late 2013 and early 2014, he began describing them at first in “real time” through his insightful posts on Facebook and has continued to do so in this book, which combines an eyewitness account of events with the interpretation of a Western-educated social scientist. 

Mychailo Wynnyckyj has impeccable credentials as both an activist and a scholarly analyst that go beyond his participation in the first stage of the revolutionary protests and commentary on them. His career as an activist began early. On one occasion, as an undergraduate student from Canada taking part in an exchange with the University of Dnipropetrovsk during the final months of the Soviet Union, he attached the blue-and-yellow Ukrainian national flag to his dormitory window—the first public display of the Ukrainian national symbol in a city that would not fully shed its Soviet legacy on the symbolic level until a quarter century later. As a consequence of the Revolution of Dignity, the city adopted a shorter form of its name, “Dnipro,” in 2016 to remove a reference to the Ukrainian communist leader Hryhorii Petrovsky, and the name of the Dnipropetrovsk region was changed to Sicheslav in 2019 to reflect its Cossack past. 

This revolutionary in terms of the symbolic meaning of the names change required a lot of time—a point that Wynnyckyj, as an analyst and scholar, raises in his account of the Revolution of Dignity. Apart from undergraduate studies in Canada and a short stint as an exchange student in Ukraine, his academic background includes two degrees from Cambridge University, first an MPhil in the sociology and politics of modern societies and, second, a PhD in economic sociology, as well as teaching at the Kyiv Mohyla University in Ukraine, where Wynnyckyj moved in 2003. A regular contributor to the Kyiv Post and other Ukraine-based media outlets, in this book he offers a unique perspective on the revolutionary events in which he took part.

As an activist and commentator, the author comes to the fore in the first part of the book, which is essentially an eyewitness account of events leading from the Kyiv Maidan of 2013 to its political victory in February 2014. This resulted in the ouster of President Viktor Yanukovych in the wake of the mass killing of protesters, followed by the Russian invasion and annexation of the Crimea and the subsequent destabilization and invasion of the Donbas, which led to the protracted and ongoing war in the region. Wynnyckyj allows us to hear the voices of the revolution as he quotes his own Facebook posts and those of his friends and acquaintances. The posts are embedded in the author’s reconstruction of events as they took shape on both sides of the revolutionary divide. 

Wynnyckyj never fails to indicate on whose side he was and continues to be—the side of the revolution. He is still engaged in the information war that began in 2013, rejecting the argument that Russian aggression against Ukraine was provoked or caused by NATO encirclement and the portrayal of Ukrainians as mere victims of the geopolitical struggles of others. He stresses the local roots of Ukrainian developments and the agendas of their participants, debunking the notion that most of the protesters were ideological nationalists. 

Making sense of the events of the Revolution of Dignity, rather than recounting and commenting on them, is the main task of the second part of the book. The key question raised there is whether the Maidan and its consequences qualify as a revolution. Since the author answers in the affirmative, there follows a new set of questions focused on defining the kind of revolution it was. In both parts of the book, Wynnyckyj focuses attention on the local agents of revolutionary change, discussing the broader significance of their actions and analyzing them with the assistance of key Western texts on the essence and variety of revolutions.

Like many books written in the previous century about the phenomenon of revolution, especially in Ukraine, this book begins with a quotation from Vladimir Lenin. But unlike books that became prominent during the rise of the Soviet Union and the Cold War, whose authors attempted to develop the ideas of the father of the Russian revolution or draw on them to legitimize their own views, this one rejects Lenin’s authority and seeks to chart a new course. If for Lenin the revolution was first and foremost about class struggle and changes in political structure, for Wynnyckyj it is about new ideas brought to life by revolutionary change. His main authority in that regard is not Theda Skocpol, with her focus of the transformation of societal and class structures, but Hannah Arendt, with her emphasis on the importance of ideas that lead to revolution and are further shaped by it. 

Wynnyckyj embraces Arendt’s definition of revolution as a violent act in which the participants are driven by the pathos of novelty. He is no supporter of violent methods of revolutionary struggle, considering them tragic and highly undesirable agents of change. This is apparent from his account of events on the Maidan and his highly emotional description of his children’s classmates, some of whose parents laid down their lives in the ensuing war. But he welcomes other markers of revolution identified by Arendt as he recognizes them in the Ukrainian events, especially the desire to “constitute an altogether different form of government, to bring about the formation of a new body politic, where the liberation from oppression aims at least at the constitution of freedom.” Wynnyckyj asserts that the revolution is in the process of realizing those goals—the events on the Maidan were only the beginning. 

The author regards the Revolution of Dignity as three revolutions in one: national, bourgeois in terms of changes to the economic and social order, and conceptual or personalistic. Unlike Volodymyr Vynnychenko, a leader of the Ukrainian Revolution of 1917 who wrote of his own experience as a rebirth of the nation, Wynnyckyj, an activist of a “leaderless” revolution, is ambiguous in defining the momentous upheaval on the Maidan, referring to it as a (re)birth. As he sees it, the revolution resulted from a protracted and regionally based process of Ukrainian nation-building. The new Ukrainian nation as he describes it is multiethnic and multilingual, not unlike the class of the Kyiv school that his children attend. The national solidarity produced by the events on the Maidan makes the Ukrainian Revolution comparable to the American Revolution and helps explain why the upheaval of 2014 was not followed by a reign of terror, which another theorist, Crane Brinton, identified as a marker of true revolution.

If there is an aspect of Wynnyckyj’s analysis that draws on Skocpol’s thinking and puts one in mind of Lenin, it is his definition of the Ukrainian Revolution as “bourgeois.” He notes the major role of the Ukrainian entrepreneurial class, which rebelled against the “neo-feudal” post-Soviet model of political rule embodied in the increasingly authoritarian regime of Viktor Yanukovych. In that regard, Wynnyckyj sees Ukrainians not only following in the footsteps of the great revolutions of the past but also making a new contribution. He argues that the revolution promises to deliver a type of economic and social liberalism that never gained a foothold in Europe because of the dominance of socialist ideas. Once again, he draws a parallel with the American Revolution, which, like the Ukrainian one, took place on the geographic periphery of the Western world and produced novel ideas that went on to change its center.

The third aspect of the revolution inspired by the Maidan, in Wynnyckyj’s opinion, has little or nothing in common with the major historical revolutions. It is associated with the particular Ukrainian understanding of the term “dignity” (hidnist'), which, unlike the English or French notion of “dignity,” is not rooted in the idea of equalizing individuals of diverse social rank but in a person’s comprehension of “their civic worth and civic responsibility.” For Wynnyckyj, this is a sign of the arrival on the European scene of “personalism.” which he defines as “a worldview that emphasizes the centrality of the socially embedded person.” By placing personalism rather than individualism at the center of its discourse, the Ukrainian Revolution, argues Wynnyckyj, has not only distanced itself from Enlightenment-era revolutions with their “individualistic” values but also introduced new values to the world it is striving to change.

Wynnyckyj argues that the Revolution of Dignity opens the door to a new set of ideas that will change the world and should therefore be treated on par with the American, French, and Russian revolutions. He contrasts the ideas and values promoted by the Revolution of Dignity with those declared officially by the European Union. If the EU seeks to deemphasize the significance of nations and national sovereignty, the Revolution of Dignity embraces them; it counters the EU orientation toward social-democratic models of economic order with a program of economic liberalism, and European “individualism” with its own “personalistic” understanding of dignity.

There are various ways to interpret the features of the Ukrainian Revolution as identified and discussed in this book. A conventional response in the Orientalist tradition would be that Ukraine is simply lagging behind and trying to catch up with Western and Central Europe, whose national and bourgeois revolutions were completed long ago. From this viewpoint, the “postmodern” aspiration to outdo the old European revolutions merely puts a brave face on Ukraine’s “premodern” identity, which prevents it from shaking off its traditional collectivism and embracing the individualism that made Europe so successful.

The importance of this book lies in its rejection of such conventional thinking and its search for different ways of explaining the “non-European” features of the pro-European revolution in Ukraine. Wynnyckyj’s emphasis on the novelty of its ideas corresponds to the “pathos of novelty” that Hannah Arendt identified as an indicator of true revolution—a revolution in the making, at least, as the Revolution of Dignity has yet to deliver on its promises. But then, if one trusts Virginia Woolf, nothing happens until it is described; hence writing about the revolution is akin to making it, and this book is part of that multifaceted process.

 

Serhii Plokhy

Harvard University

Cambridge, Mass.


	Preface

Our family’s apartment is located two subway stops from Kyiv’s Independence Square (Maidan Nezalezhnosti)—the epicenter of Ukraine’s revolution. For me, as for most of the 43 million residents of Europe’s largest country (in terms of land mass), the three-month period between 21 November 2013 and 22 February 2014 represented a roller coaster ride of euphoria and trauma. Individually, we experienced the essence of what it means to be human—dignity, self-sacrifice, pride, fear, sorrow, joy, communion. Collectively, we experienced a people becoming a nation. 

Then came the Russian invasion of Crimea, and the war in the Donbas. Although geographically removed (Kyiv is approximately 700 km from Donetsk), the violence touched our family directly: children of so-called “internally displaced people” became classmates of our kids (over 1.4 million IDPs were registered by Ukrainian authorities in 2015), and several of my friends and students volunteered to fight. Many returned from the war with limbs severed and/or psyches wounded irreparably. 

Throughout the three months of the Maidan protests I posted regularly to Facebook, and to an email distribution list (several of my “Thoughts from Kyiv” were subsequently published),1 trying to provide the English-speaking world with on-the-ground analysis of the situation in this seemingly forgotten European nation. On the night of February 18, during what seemed the darkest period of the previous three months, I wrote the following as a “status” post:

Feeling very sad and incredibly angry. My city burns tonight. The capital of the country that I love (my adopted home and the land of my ancestors), today lost any sense of innocence that may have been left here. Tonight, the center of Kyiv has become a war zone.

 

This place of peace, of multiple languages and religions, of intellectual vibrancy, of tolerance and mutual understanding, today is drenched in the blood of protesters whose only demand was to be led by a just and non-corrupt government.

 

As I write these words, the church tent on the Maidan where I have prayed for peace countless times during the past 2 months, burns—set on fire by riot police. Don't look for logic behind such an act—there is no logic that can explain the work of thugs taking orders from an uber-thug desperately holding on to power.

 

So far, we know of 10 confirmed deaths today (in addition to the 5 who died in January's clashes on Hrushevskoho St.) and hundreds injured. Tonight, we cry. We mourn those who innocently believed freedom could be won peacefully.

 

Tomorrow we'll regroup. There will be no more false beliefs. There will be no more negotiations. There is nothing to talk about. Tomorrow we'll take back our city and the day after we'll take back our country. There is no way that a few thousand riot police can hold back millions. God help them if they try...

 

To all my friends throughout the world: I ask for your prayers for those who lost their lives today, and for those whose lives will be lost in the coming days. Pray for those who are sped away in ambulances outside our windows. May their wounds heal quickly. Pray for the heroes who are desperately trying to stop the inevitable advance on Maidan tonight. They face thugs in police uniforms, armed with live rounds. Many will not return home tomorrow.

 

My world turned black and white today—there is no grey. Academic impartiality be damned. Evil must be stopped.

At the time I was expressing the emotions of many who had attempted to conjoin activism with commentary. We were experiencing history first-hand, and the status of bystander was simply not appealing. The text came quickly and easily. Tears flowed as I typed. 

The next morning, I ventured into the center of Kyiv and spent several hours on the burnt-out Maidan. I tried to support the protesters as much as I could, but I understood that my role was to chronicle their brave actions, and to relay their monumental task to the world. When the Kyiv phase of Maidan ended, and the Russian invasion of Ukraine began, I continued in this role, travelling to the Donbas several times—although never actually summoning the courage to get closer than 15km to the front line. Two years after the climax of the protests in Kyiv I wrote the following:

February 19 is a very emotional day for me.

 

Two years ago on this day, less than 3 meters from where I stood, a man was shot by a “Berkut” officer. We were on the burnt-out Maidan in Kyiv—unaware that within a few days all this would be over, and the next violent chapter in Ukraine’s modern history would begin.

 

One year ago, our family sat glued to the television screen. We watched thousands of men from Ukraine’s Army and Volunteer Battalions retreat from the northern Donbas city of Debaltseve. Within the paradigm of war, where every millimeter of territory gained or lost counts, this looked like a defeat. We now know that Putin’s victory was short-lived. Notwithstanding repeated attempts to move his forces further into the country, the line drawn by Ukraine’s troops after their withdrawal from Debaltseve has become the effective new border with Russia’s proxy “republics” in the Donbas. And the line has remained unchanged for a year.

 

Today was another day of emotions. I attended a commemorative ceremony at our children’s school in the Podil region of Kyiv. Two years ago, Oleksandr (Sashko) Plekhanov, a young architecture student who had graduated from our school just 4 years before, was shot dead by a sniper in the center of Kyiv. He was/is/always will be one of the Heaven’s Hundred. A stone plaque with his image was erected last year in the vestibule of the school, and photographs from his childhood in various classes and in the school yard hang near the entrance. Today the school remembered its former student with flowers, a solemn candle, and a brief student-led ritual.

 

The ceremony was organized by our son’s teacher. Grade 7. His class is typical of any class in Kyiv. There’s Sofia, whose grandmother still lives in Slovyansk (Donetsk oblast), who retold stories that “babushka” tells her of how Ukrainian soldiers liberated their town after two months of sheer hell of the “DPR”. There’s Vanya, who joined the class last year after his parents fled the city of Donetsk; he misses his old apartment in the city-center, but now he suspects his building is just rubble. And those are just the kids from refugee families.

 

Then we have Vlada whose father was a lawyer, and one of the co-organizers and then a field commander of the Azov battalion. He saw action near Donetsk airport in the village of Pisky, then in Shyrokino near Mariupol. Vlada is an orphan.

 

Nadia’s father is an explosives expert. She doesn’t want to talk about where he’s stationed, except that he received training in Yavoriv (Lviv oblast). Nadia’s father clears mines in the ATO.

 

Olya’s father was a medic on the Maidan. He volunteered for service in the Army immediately after Yanukovych’s flight. His unit liberated Popasna and Lysichansk (Luhansk oblast). He was taken prisoner by Russian regulars in August 2014 during the battle of Ilovaysk, spent several weeks in a Donetsk basement, and was then released in a prisoner exchange in October. He returned to the front in 2015 as a volunteer medic.

 

Our son’s class is no different from the others in our school. Our middle daughter (Grade 3) has 3 classmates whose fathers are currently at the front. My wife met two others during a recent parents’ meeting—both were decommissioned last year; both have missing limbs.

 

Today’s commemorative ceremony—nominally in remembrance of the Heaven’s Hundred, but in fact honoring all of Ukraine’s freedom fighters—took place in the open area at the entrance of our school (the vestibule). It was moving. The kids sang the Ukrainian anthem. They placed flowers to Plekhanov’s monument. They hummed the Maidan funeral chant “Plyve Kacha” [“The duckling swims”]. The texts they recited boiled down to one simple message: No matter what, we will overcome! Life is hard, and death is always just around the corner, but our cause is just, and our heroes never die. Words on paper can’t convey the emotions. The kids meant it!

 

As a social scientist I can’t avoid noting a fascinating moment of identity construction that I witnessed today. The vestibule of our school is home to two gold busts of Heroes of the Soviet Union. Both were students of the school; both died during World War 2. Between the two busts, the plaque on the wall lists the names of 31 individuals under the heading “Teachers and students of this school who were killed in battle for the freedom and independence of their Soviet motherland.” This plaque was the backdrop for our son’s class during today’s remembrance ceremony. For some reason the blue and yellow flag next to this plaque, and the flowers and candle beneath the monument to Plekhanov, and the kids’ blue and yellow drawings of Heaven’s Hundred symbolism—none of it clashed with the hammer and sickle on the plaque behind them. In fact, somehow, the seemingly contradictory historical representations seemed to complement each other. The names on the Soviet plaque reflect the ethnic make-up of Podil district in Kyiv: Mandryk, Kimmelblatt, Banvelman, Pavlovsky, Vynokurov, Bilan, Livshitz, Chaikovsky… No different today really: families speak Ukrainian, Russian, Hebrew at home, while they learn English, French and German at school. The language in the school yard is a mixture (Surzhyk) that is becoming increasingly Ukrainian with every passing year.

 

Today, the symbolism on the walls (whether of Soviet or of Maidan origin), was all Ukrainian—without contradiction. Most importantly, the faces of the kids—these were all Ukrainian. The trident, the flag, the language, the songs—these are now elements of their identity that each has personally suffered for. As adults they will not give them up lightly.

 

The faces of the kids I saw today (even those whose eyes filled with tears as they spoke of their fathers) looked forward, not backward. They honored their ancestors (whatever their ethnicity or historical uniform) for having defended their homeland. And for these kids Russia is now their lifelong enemy. I guess we should thank Mr. Putin for that. But I prefer to thank the fathers of our children’s’ classmates. Heroes—each of them. Plekhanov’s legacy lives on…

 

This nation is indestructible!

This book is about the indestructible Ukrainian nation. It is about a people transformed through revolution, and about the broader civilizational consequences of these events. Experiencing Maidan firsthand provided me with what social scientists call “thick data”, and it would be wrong to duck the opportunity to use this data to engage in scholarly theoretical debates that pervade my field of study. I do so on several occasions in the text. On the other hand, I am very conscious of the fact that my account of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity lacks “academic distance”—I simply cannot detach myself from my own experiences of both protest and war, nor can I claim neutrality with respect to those whose limbs, eyes, organs, and lives were lost defending their (my) country against invaders. My academic contribution is therefore, of necessity, biased.

But this book is not intended to be a purely academic text. First and foremost, I seek to relay the highly personalized, yet social; objectively dangerous, yet engendering feelings of complete safety; emotionally charged, yet intellectually stimulating events that I lived through during the Maidan protests and during subsequent months of war with Russia. I seek to demonstrate both the excitement of a successful popular uprising (passionate elation), and the experience of feeling threatened by violence (intense fear) resulting from war. However, in addition to personal reflections, this book also seeks to contribute to social science thinking about revolutions, human progress (modernity and post-modernity), and about the ideational vs. material roots of social change. I seek to dispel the numerous stereotypes about Ukraine that have been purposefully or inadvertently (I make no judgments as to motives) perpetrated by both journalists and academics. These include the myth according to which the Kremlin’s military aggression in Crimea and the Donbas was somehow justified by the threat to Russia posed by NATO’s eastward expansion a decade earlier.2 A word of warning: if you believe the change of political regime in Kyiv that resulted from the Maidan protests in 2013-14 to have been a “fascist coup”, or that Russia did not engage in an unprovoked invasion of the sovereign territory of Ukraine in February 2014, or that the Kremlin did not foster continuous war in the Donbas thereafter, you will not enjoy this book.

From this brief preface the reader will have concluded that the author is highly opinionated. Such an appraisal is accurate, but I assume a degree of empathy on the part of the reader. I will make every effort to back-up my opinions with facts and take full personal responsibility for any errors or misconceptions that may have creeped into the text because of my biases. 

 


1  	“Thoughts from Kyiv” were republished by http://ukiedaily.com, by http://circusbazzaar.com.

2  	Scholarly works that justify Russian aggression in Ukraine based on the myth of imminent NATO expansion eastward include Sakwa, Richard (2014) Frontline Ukraine: Crisis in the Borderlands, London: I.B. Tauris, and others.

Chapter 1—Introduction


 


Chapter 1:
Introduction

In late 2013 and early 2014, over multiple weeks in sub-zero temperatures, hundreds of thousands of protesters in Kyiv (and in other cities across Ukraine), displayed amazing levels of civic activism, restraint, self-organization, and spontaneous cooperation while demonstrating their individual and collective displeasure with their rulers. Their protest achieved its primary goal (the ouster of President Viktor Yanukovych), but victory came at enormous cost: three months of continuous blockade of the central area of Ukraine’s capital, and a climax during which over 100 civilians were gunned down by riot police and snipers. Over subsequent months, during Russia’s invasion and subsequent war with Ukraine, tens of thousands more were injured or killed, and almost 2 million displaced from the country’s eastern Donbas region (approximately 1.6 million moved to other areas of Ukraine; the rest to Russia). The Crimean Peninsula—an autonomous region within the sovereign territory of Ukraine—was annexed by the Russian Federation in an illegal act that substantively undermined political stability on the European continent. The Russian armed forces then flexed their muscles in Syria (with disastrous consequences for the people of Aleppo), and repeatedly threatened the airspace of several NATO countries. By the fifth anniversary of the start of the “Maidan” protests in Kyiv, evidence of significant covert intervention by Kremlin-backed hackers in the 2016 US Presidential election process had become public, and Russia’s use of an illegal nerve agent on UK soil had caused significant diplomatic tension with the West. Amid all the accusations and denials, the term “post-truth” came to epitomize the problems associated with analyzing global “hybrid” war.

Maidan and the Russian invasion changed our world profoundly. This author’s first-hand experience of the Ukrainian revolution,1 which included both protests in the capital and other centers, and war in the eastern Donbas region, is presented in the first half of this book, where I offer a participant observer’s perspective on events. As noted in the Preface, for me Maidan was an emotional place—a place of euphoria, sadness, fear, anger, solidarity, and pride. It was a place where I experienced Humanity; where all was possible because there was “we”. It was also the place where I saw Death for the first time, and it was the place where I witnessed what has been cogently called “the Birth of a Nation.”2 Then, after 3 months of protest in freezing temperatures, just as we thought victory was ours, war broke out. In 2014 Russia inserted troops into Ukraine, sparking a military conflict that continues to this day. Ukrainians throughout the world banded together in resistance: volunteering, giving, displaying patriotic defiance. And simultaneously, we worked hard to change the country internally—many by taking up formal roles in government; others by becoming engaged in civil society; others still by working to change everyday practices to reflect the activism and values that engendered Maidan.

Revolutions are (by definition) complex. They usually involve violence, inevitably lead to circulation of a state’s political elite, and sometimes (in the case of “great” revolutions) result in more fundamental social change than would be expected from momentary political upheaval. An analytical frame for understanding Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity (a series of events that I contend constituted just such a “great” revolution) is expounded in the second half of the book. I am proud to have been part of these events and privileged to offer my interpretation of these processes from the perspective of a participant social scientist. 

Experiencing Maidan and the war

History books often present revolutions as abrupt events. In fact, revolutionary socio-political change, though rapid, takes time. The process involves elite circulation, restructuring of economic activities, reorientation of social relations, transformation of institutionalized ideas, norms and practices. For our family, the Ukrainian revolution began in late 2013, and in the years that followed, we experienced a rollercoaster ride of emotions and lifechanging experiences. In the beginning we commiserated with the students who had been savagely beaten by police in the early hours of 30 November 2013 (several had attended my lectures at Kyiv-Mohyla Academy just a few days before); we joined the awestruck million of our fellow citizens who filled the streets of Kyiv on December 1 (and again on December 8, and many Sundays thereafter) to show their displeasure at the brutality of the authorities. During those very early (and heady) days, in our hearts we knew the Yanukovych regime’s days were numbered, but that confident belief did not always make the journey any easier. 

Temperatures dropped, and the snow fell. “Euromaidan” transformed into “Maidan” with the “euro” prefix becoming increasingly irrelevant to the protesters—although remaining a convenient label for western journalists. We prepared for a drawn-out struggle. By mid-December we had pushed back an attempt by the regime to disperse our protest camp by force. As the slogan on Maidan proclaimed, each of us was just “one drop in an ocean”, but together we were unstoppable. We celebrated the New Year with several hundred thousand countrymen on Kyiv’s central square, and many million more glued to television screens, singing Ukraine’s national anthem in an act of defiance—emotional, peaceful, righteous protest. 

Then came the farcical assault on democratic norms when on 16 January 2014, a legislative majority in Ukraine’s Parliament (made up of Yanukovych-controlled MP’s) violated all procedural norms, and pushed through what we (Maidan activists and demonstrators) viewed as dictatorial laws: they banned public protest, the wearing of helmets and masks during demonstrations, road processions of more than five cars (essentially outlawing the AutoMaidan—see Chapter 3), and they legalized trials in absentia. The protesters’ reaction was swift. Three days later, the country that had prided itself on being the only post-Soviet state that had avoided political violence during the two decades that followed the collapse of the USSR, lost its innocence: tyres burned, Molotov cocktails flew, tear gas and bullets (first rubber, and then real) went into play. Then came the first deaths in the city-center, followed quickly by kidnappings and beatings on the outskirts of the capital. 

Hopes for a peaceful solution were raised when US and European politicians became involved as brokers in negotiations between the Yanukovych regime and opposition politicians, but all that was dashed on 18-20 February 2014. First riot police and paid thugs attacked peaceful demonstrators near the Parliament buildings; then they attempted to clear Independence Square by force, and finally snipers were deployed onto the rooftops of buildings in the city-center. With pinpoint accuracy their high-powered rifles targeted the necks, heads and hearts of protesters armed with wooden shields and (in a few cases) shotguns or pneumatic pistols.

On 22 February we thought the worst was over. The regime crumbled. We celebrated victory, and simultaneously mourned the deaths of the Heaven’s Hundred—Ukraine’s now-mythical heroes who sacrificed their lives during the climax of the Kyiv phase of the Maidan protests. Meanwhile, Yanukovych fled: first from Kyiv to Kharkiv and then to Donetsk, only to be extracted to Russia via Crimea on a vessel of the Russian Black Sea Fleet.3 Little did we know (or expect) that even before the President’s ouster, the Kremlin had already launched preparations for the seizure of Ukrainian territory, and organization of its aggressive response to the victory of Maidan.

The second half of the story of 2014 continued into 2015 and beyond. The massacre on Maidan was followed by the Russian military being called to action in Crimea: first to support a self-proclaimed Crimean “government” (established by a minority of elected local leaders—see Chapter 5), and later, to clear the peninsula of Ukrainian troops. On 18 March 2014, the Russian Federation proclaimed Crimea to be a constituent part of its territory (i.e. officially announced its annexation), thereby violating a fundamental principle of the international order—the inviolability of inter-state borders. Western economic sanctions against the Russian Federation, and political isolation of the Kremlin followed.

As it happened, the Crimean affair turned out to be just the start of the Kremlin’s anti-Maidan reaction. Within weeks, Russian Special Forces were again active in Ukraine fostering armed conflict in Donetsk, Luhansk, Slovyansk, Mariupol, Horlivka, Kramatorsk, and other towns in the Donbas region. There, during the spring of 2014, protesters egged on by Russian intelligence officers,4 proclaimed the “Donetsk” and “Luhansk People’s Republics” to be independent of Kyiv. Russian troops and heavy artillery poured into the region—a fact that was documented by multiple social media sources, and later confirmed by NATO. In July 2014, Ukrainian forces advancing against the separatists were repeatedly shelled from Russian territory. 5 

As if to dispel any doubts as to direct Russian involvement, on 17 July 2014 Malaysian Airlines flight MH17, travelling from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur, and overflying Donetsk oblast at an altitude of over 10 km (over 33 000 feet), was shot down by a Russian manufactured high-tech BUK surface-to-air missile killing all 298 passengers and crew on board.6 Five weeks later, as Ukrainian troops advanced on the crash site in a pincer movement aimed at cutting off separatist fighters and Russian Special Forces lodged in the city of Donetsk from supply channels crossing the Russian-Ukrainian border, Russian Army regulars crossed into Ukraine northwest of Rostov-on-Don to engage the Ukrainian army advancing in a north-easterly direction from Mariupol.7 The two sides met near the town of Ilovaysk with the professional Russian army inflicting massive casualties on its poorly trained and underequipped Ukrainian volunteer adversaries.8 

Scrambling to avoid further humiliation and territory loss, Ukrainian President Poroshenko travelled to Minsk Belarus to meet with his Russian counterpart in the presence of German Chancellor Angela Merkel and French President Francois Hollande. The meeting resulted in an agreement that came to be known as Minsk-1 (signed on 5 September 2014) which nominally instituted a ceasefire. But combat on the frontlines died down just slightly and for a very short time. By January 2015 hostilities had again intensified: the southern city of Mariupol was shelled by Russian multiple-launch “Grad” rockets; formerly liberated areas of the Donbas (including Donetsk airport) were again occupied by Russian-backed “separatist” irregulars. Artillery barrages and renewed troop movements near the town of Debaltseve foreshadowed another direct military engagement between Ukrainian forces and Russian regulars.9 

In an attempt to halt a full-scale Russian invasion, a second round of high-level EU-brokered talks was held in Minsk in February 2015, leading to yet another “peace” accord—this time signed personally by the Russian, Ukrainian and French Presidents, and by the German Chancellor. Although few in Ukraine judged Minsk-2 to be any more permanent than Minsk-1, the avoidance of full-scale invasion allowed Ukraine to strengthen its defenses, mobilize, equip and organize its armed forces, and to access training and equipment from several NATO countries.10 Most importantly, a relative pause in hostilities allowed the country’s leadership to shift attention to long-delayed domestic problems. Reform of the police, state procurement, higher education, and energy sectors followed. Judicial reform stalled—a fact that resulted in a number of Yanukovych-era officials avoiding prosecution (most fled to Russia after having been granted bail, or after having received warning of their impending arrest).11 But on the positive side, relative “peace” brought much needed economic reform, and a reorientation of Ukraine’s exports from east to west. Economic growth was finally restored in 2017 after three years of catastrophic decline. 

The Minsk-2 peace agreement may have reduced the intensity of war, but it did not lead to real peace. On the contrary: throughout 2015 news broadcasts reported 1-3 Ukrainian soldiers killed per day in artillery barrages across the line of contact in the Donbas; an additional 3-5 were reported injured daily. By mid-2016, after 6 months of low intensity conflict (15-25 artillery incidents per day), fighting again intensified (daily artillery incidents numbering up to 100); Russia massed troops and equipment along the Ukrainian border, poured massive reinforcements (armor, tanks, artillery, personnel) into the Donbas. Renewed invasion was somehow avoided. Nominal “peace” along the contact line (now fortified by a network of trenches) continued to be maintained throughout 2017-2018, but with both sides experiencing casualties from regular artillery and small arms skirmishes. At time of writing, the official death toll during 4 years of war between Russia and Ukraine (from April 2014 onward) had topped 10 thousand. Continued shelling along the contact line left no doubt that the death-toll would continue to rise over subsequent months. 

In 2014-15 Putin’s plan, apparently, was to split Ukraine in two by establishing “Novorossiya” on the territory of its 8 eastern and southern oblasts (regions). However, despite enormous resources poured into propaganda (in the region and worldwide), the Kremlin’s portrayal of the Kyiv-based revolutionaries as representing a “fascist junta” convinced far too few to matter. A majority of Ukraine’s ethnic Russians and Russian-speaking Ukrainians did not identify with Russia, nor with the “Russian World” (Russkiy mir) civilizational project offered by the Kremlin. Instead, throughout Ukraine’s southeast, ordinary citizens and regional elites mobilized an astonishingly effective line of defense against Moscow’s subversive activities. Tens of thousands of volunteers from across the country (a majority of whom were Russian-speakers) mobilized spontaneously and volunteered to fight against what were widely perceived as the forces of a foreign invader. In the end, Ukraine’s territorial loss due to Crimea’s annexation and the ongoing war in the Donbas amounted to a mere 7%.

Agency on the frontier of Europe

This book is not about the roots of Russian aggression in Ukraine. Nor is it about the geopolitics of the region. Although these topics are touched upon, this book is primarily about the domestic transformation of Ukrainian society through what has come to be known as the Revolution of Dignity. I adopt an agent-centered analytical approach: in contrast to those who would interpret the Maidan protests, and the subsequent Russian-Ukrainian war as manifestations of a geopolitical conflict between Russia and the West (EU, NATO, G7, etc.),12 I argue that understanding events in Ukraine during and after the Maidan protests requires appreciation of the role of local agents. For them, Maidan and war in the Donbas represented ideational struggles related to Ukraine per se. Although, their revolution catalyzed broader civilizational change that has had, and I contend will continue to have, global consequences, for the protesters, volunteers, and activists—and indeed for the population as a whole—the regional and/or global significance of Ukraine’s political struggles, and the fundamental importance of their country in the broader European context were at best a secondary concern.

On the other hand, as sociologist Michael Kimmel has pointed out, “an analysis of revolution, however morally compelling, must rest on more than the ideational objectives of the participants.”13 This advice is taken seriously in the chapters that follow. Understanding Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity requires a process perspective that admits both domestic agency, and multi-dimensionality. The values, interests, and actions of the protagonists are important to constructing an accurate narrative of the course of events of Ukraine’s revolution, but this effort behooves both local and international contextualization. In other words: elites matter, geopolitics matters, grassroots agents matter, but what matters most are the historically situated ideas that unite and/or divide all of the above. During periods of relative stability, these ideas define the institutions of a given social system or (at a macro level) civilization. They infuse legitimacy into everyday social practices, defining the proper forms of social interaction, the acceptability of political and economic structures, the validity of decision-making procedures, etc. But when the prevailing ideas underpinning order in a society come into question, political and social upheaval commonly ensues. When new ideas regarding the proper form of organization of society are both the catalyst and ultimate product of a cataclysmic event, social scientists refer to such an occurrence as a “great” revolution.14 

In the mid-18th century, at the start of the historical process that has come to be known as the civilizational shift to modernity,15 few would have predicted that the epicenter of this “great” revolutionary transition would be the backwater colonies that later became the United States. Arguably, it was the civilizational marginality of the American revolutionaries that facilitated their substantive contribution to the development of social institutions, philosophical senses, and identity constructs that shaped the evolution of what has come to be known as the “West”. Frontier status was an advantage. I contend that in the early 21st century, the epicenter of an analogous civilizational discontinuity (both geo-political and ideational) was located not in the center of Europe, nor in North America, but on the periphery of western civilization: in a frontier country on the eastern fringes of the EU where one would hardly expect changes of such magnitude to occur.

European historiography is remarkably western-oriented. The region east of the border of the former USSR is studied as a place of long military campaigns (e.g. Napoleon, Hitler), and heinous crimes against humanity (e.g. Holocaust, Holodomor), but not one where events of civilizational significance for the rest of Europe are meant to occur. Thus, according to the narrative espoused by many European and North American observers of global politics, Ukraine’s Maidan represented a kind of modern equivalent of the assassination of Crown Prince Ferdinand of Austria prior to the start of the First World War. In the context of the emergence of very real dangers to the West posed by a resurgent and/or unstable Russia, Kyiv (the focal point of the Ukrainian revolution) was a kind of modern Sarajevo—significant for its catalytical effect on subsequent events, but marginal as a determinant of global outcomes. 

This perspective misses the mark. As in the American case almost 250 years before, the protagonists of Ukraine’s revolution generated ideational (and especially discursive) novelty that could only have been created and articulated on the margin of European civilization. This novelty, I argue, referenced the next stage of development of modernity as a civilizational project (see Chapter 10), but also contradicted several of the foundational principles of the EU (e.g. reduction of the importance of “nation” as a political identity marker; hegemonic institution of social market policies). At the height of the protests, and especially during the most challenging periods of the war with Russia, many Ukrainians believed themselves to be defending (or even advancing) “European civilization.” French playwright and philosopher, Bernard-Henry Levy, speaking from the Maidan stage on 9 February 2014 said as much: “…the real Europe is here…and Kyiv is the continent’s capital…”16 Belief in the broader significance of the social phenomenon Levy witnessed was shared by those who heard him on Kyiv’s Independence Square that day. Sadly, in later months the idealistic message became overshadowed by the geopolitical (territorial, separatist) narrative inherent to the military conflict that followed. 

The Ukrainian revolutionaries’ radical break with the “Russian world” was perceived as a “correction” of the flow of history,17 and a return to Europe. Ukraine’s political and economic disassociation from its former metropole in Moscow was framed as a “civilizational choice”, and it elicited a violent reaction from the Kremlin. Throughout the Russian-Ukrainian war that followed the victory of the Maidan protests, in everyday discourse, Ukrainians persistently claimed to be defending “European civilization” from the “Mordor” of Putin’s Russia.18 One author described the conflict between Kyiv and Moscow a as a war between the “world of roads” and the “world of borders.”19 From this perspective, the fundamental difference between the nominally “European” and “Russian” civilizational spaces involved perceptions of the means to collective wellbeing: through openness, communication and trade, or through building fortresses to protect from dangerous intruders. 

Ironically, given the refugee crisis that gripped Europe in 2015-16, characterizing “European civilization” as unquestionably open to the outside world may have been dubious, but as was seen on multiple occasions during the Revolution of Dignity, it was the ideational meaning of symbols, rather than their actual institutional manifestations that engendered mobilizational power. In other words, for Ukrainians, “Europe” was a symbol, rather than a central demand.20 European institutions (i.e. the procedural instantiations of values in EU structures) and European civilization—the totality of culture (including values) and way of life of the continent—were two very different things. The former was distant. The latter was here and now, and worth fighting for—particularly when the alternative was the Russian World (Russkiy mir), as it was officially labelled by President Putin. 

Regardless of the objective validity of Ukrainians’ image of this “European home” there is little doubt that the conflict between Russia and Ukraine was (and remains) a conflict of values and ideas. Indeed, Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity represented a demonstrative shift in values (cosmology, ideological beliefs) the significance of which stretched far beyond Ukraine and surpassed the realities of actually-existing Europe.

Was the Maidan a revolution?

In the social science literature on revolutions, two classic works stand out: Hanna Arendt’s On Revolution and Theda Skocpol’s States and Social Revolutions. The first presents an idealist conception of social change, according to which the proliferation of new ideas regarding the proper form of organization of society is identified as both the catalyst and ultimate result of political upheaval. According to Arendt, powerful ideas such as political freedom, economic liberty, fraternal (national) community, and representative government acted as drivers for the progenitors of the American and French revolutions,21 and gained global currency as founding principles for state governance in the modern world in their wake. By contrast, Skocpol emphasizes the largely material (structural) causes and consequences of political revolutions, focusing on the political-economic (class) relations that such social upheavals reconstitute.22

I am convinced: to understand Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity, one need read less Skocpol and more Arendt. The Kyiv-based phase of Maidan was driven by idealism (verbalized in terms such as dignity and national liberation; symbolized in countless emotionally stimulating ways, some of which will be described in subsequent chapters); Putin’s military aggression in Crimea and the Donbas was driven by idealism (gathering the “Russian” lands, consolidating and protecting the “Russian World”, etc.). Material interests were secondary as progenitors of protest—notwithstanding both Ukrainians’ dire material conditions under Yanukovych, and the desperate economic state their country spiraled into after his ouster. Had material interests been the prime motivator of President Putin’s actions in Ukraine in the aftermath of the Maidan protests, the industrial infrastructure of Donbas would not have been destroyed as part of the “separatist uprising” there, the Crimean economy would not have been allowed to decline precipitously, and the Kremlin would never have thumbed its nose at the world in the face of the West’s debilitating economic sanctions.

As Arendt pointed out, revolutions are characterized by violence, but their protagonists are driven by a pathos of novelty, a broad-based feeling of building a new society that is to replace the old—even at the expense of their own wellbeing:

Only where this pathos of novelty is present and where novelty is connected with the idea of freedom are we entitled to speak of revolution. This means of course that revolutions are more than successful insurrections and that we are not justified in calling every coup d’état a revolution or even in detecting one in each civil war… (O)nly where change occurs in the sense of a new beginning, where violence is used to constitute an altogether different form of government, to bring about the formation of a new body politic, where the liberation from oppression aims at least at the constitution of freedom can we speak of revolution.23

In this book I argue that the “formation of a new body politic” aimed at the “constitution of freedom” in multiple dimensions, captures precisely the aims of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity. 

However, fulfilling this pathos of novelty was (is) not a matter a single act or event. Revolutions take time, and any truly revolutionary process inevitably encounters opposition. In the Ukrainian case, this counter-revolutionary opposition was not only supported by Russia, but was in fact directed by officials and agents receiving orders from the Kremlin (as has become clear from intercepted emails and documentary evidence).24 In the aftermath of Yanukovych’s ouster, the Russian government’s motives for invading Ukraine were widely debated,25 but consensus quickly emerged that one of the primary drivers of the Kremlin’s aggressive policies was its need to contain (and discredit) the Maidan revolution—a social phenomenon antithetical to the “managed democracy” (in fact—authoritarianism) underpinning the Putin regime. Russia’s goal seems not to have been the restoration of Yanukovych as President, but rather a restoration of the vassal status of Kyiv vis-à-vis Moscow—an essential prerequisite of Russia’s reinstatement as a “great power” on the global stage.26 

Ironically, the fact that Russia invaded Ukraine in the aftermath of Yanukovych’s ouster in 2014, may have been a blessing for the Maidan revolutionaries. If one follows Crane Brinton’s classic The Anatomy of Revolution (a comparative study of the “stages” revolutionary social transformations have tended to follow in history), after the overthrow of Yanukovych’s “Ancien Regime” in February 2014, and the election of President Poroshenko (a clear “Moderate”) in May 2014, the natural lifecycle of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity should have entailed an “Ascension of extremists” (i.e. overthrow of Poroshenko) followed by a “Reign of Terror” (i.e. dictatorship). Throughout 2015 many in Ukraine predicted a “Third Maidan” (referencing 2004 and 2014 as the first two)27 possibly involving violence against the country’s numerous “oligarchs” and others who had been more or less prominent in politics during the previous post-Soviet decades.28 Had Ukraine’s revolution not become (in the words of Crane Brinton) “predominantly a territorial and nationalistic revolution,” thereby approximating the American case rather than the English, French or Russian revolutions that the classic author described as having all had “a social or class rather than territorial or nationalistic basis”,29 one could have expected some form of Reign of Terror to have emerged in Ukraine. 

As it happened, patriotism seems to have trumped the Ukrainian population’s desire for vengeance against members of the ‘ancien regime’. Crowd-funded grass-roots organizations purchased, packed and delivered aid to the troops; volunteer battalions (most of which were later integrated into a reconstituted Ukrainian Army and National Guard), vocally, visibly, and materially supporting the seemingly sacred cause of defending the country’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. Under such circumstances, little social energy was left for a “Reign of Terror.” When evidence emerged in 2018 of a planned coup attempt by MP Nadia Savchenko—a Ukrainian Army officer who has been captured and jailed in Russia in 2015, then released and awarded the “Hero of Ukraine” medal in 2016—Ukrainians’ reaction was sooner ridicule and outrage than support.30 Clearly, even the country’s most active citizens—many of whom voiced regular and vocal disappointment as to the pace of reforms under Poroshenko—had little appetite for repression and/or despotism. 

The intensity of the patriotism exhibited by Ukraine’s population in the wake of Russia’s aggression surprised many and was widely misinterpreted in the West as reflecting a turn by Ukrainians towards “radical nationalism.” Although national liberation was a central component of the discourse of the protesters on Maidan, and later of the volunteer battalions fighting in the country’s east, the Revolution of Dignity was about much more. Amidst the tents, barricades facing police lines, speeches from the stage, songs and poetry heard in unlikely places, and never-ending negotiations between the opposition party leaders and the regime, people’s value systems changed; the terminology used in their conversations transformed; the symbols they used to express themselves began to morph. The Maidan was a collective social actor that spoke in multiple voices—none of which was really in synch with any group within Ukraine’s established political elite. To simplify this phenomenon to a classic “protest movement”31, or to a coup d’état driven by “right-wing nationalism”32 would be to reduce Maidan to an absurdity that it certainly was not.

Unlike the “revolutionary coup d’état”33 of 2004, when the country experienced a rotation of elites supported by popular protest, but minimal actual social or political change thereafter, in the aftermath of the Maidan protests of 2013-14, Ukraine’s economy and society transformed dramatically: sectoral and regional political economies shifted, foreign trade partnerships were transformed, the banking sector cleansed. New faces, drawn from the country’s “bourgeois creative class” (see Chapter 9) entered government service. Many became civil servants on a quasi-voluntary basis, and so were unable to last long in their positions on the limited salaries offered by the state, but nevertheless their short-term effect was to create an “internal Maidan”34 in many ministries, in the General Prosecutor’s office, in the General Staff of the Armed Forces, and in the Presidential Administration. The reform program that they instituted gained massive financial support from international donors and laid the foundation for a new Ukraine—one that may well evolve (ironically) into a very unEuropean bourgeois (rather than “social”) market economy.

According to Hannah Arendt, “pathos of novelty” is a hallmark of “great revolutions.” The Ukrainian case is no exception. Nominally barricaded from the outside world during the Kyiv protests, the Maidan became a space for intellectual exchange; for the formation of new ideas, their discussion, acceptance/rejection, and popularization. During the freezing winter months beginning in December 2013, and lasting well into March 2014, it was a place where new paradigms were constructed, molded, and engendered in discourse, symbols, and other communicative artefacts. After Yanukovych’s ouster, the topic of discussions shifted to defense, activism, volunteering, and the institutionalization of reform ideas. At time of writing, this process was far from over. Ukraine’s social transformation continues, and (as argued in Chapter 10) its essence seems to exemplify the shift from sensate to idealist values described by the sociologist Pitirim Sorokin as constituting a fundamental dynamic that embodies humanity’s transition from modernity to some form of post-modern.

If what constitutes a “great” revolution is demarcated in its effect on human development, and more specifically, on the elaboration of new senses, new paradigms, new conceptual archetypes of human behavior and organization then, I argue, Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity (including both the protest phase and the ensuing war) are to be treated on par with those of 1776-89 in the United States, 1789-1814 in France, and 1917-33 in Russia. These comparisons will be elucidated in more detail subsequently.

Outline of the book

This book is somewhat eclectic. Although recounting events that surprised the world and led to a redefinition of Europe’s political landscape may be the purpose of the “Maidan Diary” presented in chapters 2-4, and of the “Eulogy to Novorossiya” (i.e. Russia’s failed counter-revolution) expounded in chapters 5-6, my overall intent in this book is not simply to chronicle the most significant events of the Ukrainian revolution. In Part II (chapters 7-11) I present an analysis, according to which the Maidan is embedded in a broader social science theoretical perspective. I suggest that the significance of what came to be known as the “Revolution of Dignity” was (is) not limited to Ukraine, but in fact reflected an ongoing fundamental civilizational shift with consequences far beyond eastern Europe. Understanding the significance of this transformation requires examination of the events of Maidan and the Russian-Ukrainian war in multiple dimensions.

Firstly, I argue that Ukraine’s Revolution Dignity represented a profound rejection of the previously taken-for-granted assumption underpinning (ironically) the EU project, according to which “modernization” should of necessity be accompanied by a decline in the importance of “nation” as a locus of solidarity. In Chapter 8, in the context of appreciating Maidan as a “trajectory correcting” event for Ukraine that actually strengthens (rather than contradicts) historical European civilizational development trends, the centrality of symbolic allegiances is examined. Solidarity was crucial to the success of Ukraine’s revolution. It was manifest in a previously unseen “de-statized” pride in belonging to an idealized nation that I suggest has confusingly been labelled “political nationalism” when in fact its true essence approaches “apolitical patriotism”—a form of territorial identity that transcends ethno-linguistic differences but is simultaneously ambivalent to the institutions of the state.

Secondly, I submit that in reacting to the neo-feudal oligarchic regime which had developed in Ukraine on the ashes of a collapsed Soviet system, Maidan spawned the (re)birth of entrepreneurial/bourgeois self-reliance as a formative paradigm of political programming—a form of liberalism that had never previously gained traction on the European continent (unlike in North America) due to the traditional influence of socialist ideas. As witnessed by the ideological preferences of many of the Maidan activists who volunteered for government service following the collapse of the Yanukovych regime (see Chapter 9), economic (neo)liberalism may yet have a future in Europe—although in a modified form that is likely to find expression in new (possibly distinctly Ukrainian) forms of socio-economic organization.

Thirdly, I argue that the naming of Ukraine’s revolution was no accident. The symbolism and discourse generated by the protesters represented a novel reformulation of latent conceptual contradictions inherent in European modernity—one of which is the fundamental concept of human dignity. Specifically, the Enlightenment tradition in western Europe led to the individual becoming enshrined in both law and ethics, and material criteria of his/her wellbeing becoming the basis for judging the performance of social, political and economic institutions. The Maidan protests represented a social phenomenon that did not fit the paradigm. Long-term collective solidarity, material sacrifice, leaderless agency, and popular sovereignty reflect personalism rather than individualism—a fundamental shift from sensate to ideational values with a heavy emphasis on the transcendent-social aspect of the human condition that has yet to find incarnation in lasting political or legal institutions. Nevertheless, it was these values that the Maidan protesters identified as being “European”, and for which they sacrificed.

Part I – A chronicle 

Understanding the complex social movement which engendered and fed the Maidan protests for over three months during the winter of 2013-2014 is no easy task. The catalyst for protest was the Yanukovych government’s abrupt policy shift with respect to the Ukraine-EU Association Agreement. Few at the time believed these demonstrations would result in a change of government. None foreshadowed Russia’s reactionary invasions of Crimea and the Donbas. 

Regional ethno-linguistic differences had been central to Ukraine’s political discourse during the previous two decades, and certainly presented challenges to state-building, but the threat of mass social unrest was considered miniscule. For all of Ukraine’s problems, its population was generally considered passive and tolerant; the geopolitical context was stable. On the other hand, some limited signs of discontent with the status quo were prevalent prior to November 2013: the late 2010 “Tax Maidan” protests (numbering several thousand), the July 2012 student hunger strikes in Kyiv against the passage of a new “Law on languages” (peaking at several hundred protesters), the mass demonstrations (over 10 thousand) prompted by a gang-rape by police officers which led to the burning of the police headquarters in the village of Vradiyivka (Mykolayiv oblast in southern Ukraine) in July 2013. In retrospect, some basis for popular revolt may have been present in Ukrainian society, though not detected until later.35 Among the seeds of revolution one may identify university students who had grown up idolizing the student protests of 1990—an event that was taught in Ukrainian schools as having precipitated the country’s independence. And many more remembered having lived through the Orange Revolution of 2004 as children and craved a chance to experience similar heroics now that they had entered university themselves. Understanding these antecedents, and the character of the first phase of the protests, will be the task of Chapter 2.

Policy change with respect to European integration sparked the initial protest, but after the late-night attack by riot police on peaceful student demonstrators on 30 November 2013, the fundamentals of the movement changed. Kyiv’s previously passive, self-absorbed, apolitical residents took to the streets en masse. Journalists filming the demonstrations were beaten by police. Within days, the protests became entrenched. The city-center transformed into a fortified protest camp surrounded by barricades manned by young and middle-aged representatives of Ukraine’s working class and unemployed, who received regular financial, material, and moral support from Kyiv’s professional classes. This motley and heterogeneous encampment (unsuccessfully attacked by the regime on December 11) subsequently became the focal point for a vibrant community of activists, radicals, entrepreneurs, white collar professionals, and liberal romantics who mixed naturally with dispossessed vagrants.36 As discussed in Chapter 3, students were largely sidelined during the second phase of the Maidan protests, and the same occurred with established political opposition figures. Kyiv’s business community, public sector workers, pensioners, and white-collar administrators all seem to have spontaneously organized. A single charismatic leader was conspicuously absent. Although it seemed like “civil society” was appearing before our eyes, a more accurate characterization of the mood of the protesters would be “affective idealism”—repeated outbursts of pent up collective emotion (both positive and negative), patriotism, and a romanticized desire to change their government. 

In mid-January, the peaceful nature of Maidan changed suddenly. As discussed in Chapter 4, during the third phase of protest, the demonstrations rapidly spiraled into violence. After Ukraine’s Parliament passed a series of laws that limited the right to assembly, Molotov cocktails, tear gas, rubber bullets and water canon (in sub-zero temperatures) went into play. The regime’s response to the demonstrators became uncompromising: several Maidan activists were abducted and left to die in the snow in fields and forests outside of Kyiv after having been savagely beaten; video footage of Mykhailo Havryliuk, the protester with a Cossack hairstyle who had been captured by police, stripped naked and paraded in the snow in freezing temperatures to the delight of several officers dressed in riot gear, went viral. While the Maidan in Kyiv radicalized, protest camps in several other cities sprang up (predictably in the west, but notably also in the eastern and southern regions), and local elites were pressured to take sides. In an atmosphere of seeming collapse of all state institutions (e.g. police officers in Lviv simply refused to report for duty), EU leaders brokered a peace agreement between the nominal opposition leaders and the regime, but the de facto leaderless Maidan demonstrators rejected the deal. With snipers on the rooftops of government buildings in Kyiv with orders to shoot, it seemed Ukraine was destined to descend into chaos.

On 22 February 2014, Ukraine awoke to the shocking news that Yanukovych had fled the capital. Parliament quickly convened and passed a resolution entitled “On self-withdrawal of the President of Ukraine from performing his constitutional duties and on setting early elections of the President of Ukraine.” Given that Ukraine’s Constitution does not allow for “self-withdrawal” by the President, a legitimacy crisis ensued, and was not effectively resolved until 25 May with the election of a new President.37 The power vacuum needed to be filled quickly due to the immanent counter-revolutionary threat emanating from Russia first in Crimea, and then in the Donbas. Shielded by an impressive global propaganda campaign, “little green men”—the euphemism that came to be used to identify Russian Special Forces personnel active on Ukrainian territory—facilitated an effective coup d’état in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and supervised an illegitimate and falsified “referendum” that purportedly demonstrated the overwhelming desire of the Crimean population to join Russia. The peninsula was annexed to the Russian Federation, but the attempt to stage a similar “separatist uprising” in Ukraine’s eastern and southern oblasts (in the regions Putin later referred to as “Novorossiya” or “New Russia”) failed. With the post-revolutionary government in Kyiv facing hybrid war both on its borders and in the court of international public opinion, the Ukrainian state effectively collapsed, but its people responded with grass-roots activism (forming volunteer battalions, supplying materiel to troops engaged in combat, neutralizing possible subversives) at a level that surprised even the keenest observers of Ukrainian society. The highly tense 3-month period spanning the final days of February until the end of May is reviewed in Chapter 5.

President Poroshenko was elected on 25 May 2014 with an unprecedented plurality: no Ukrainian presidential candidate had ever been able to win a majority in all of Ukraine’s regions. In many ways this was symbolic of the completion of the national-awakening aspect of the Maidan revolution, and indeed the groundswell of patriotism that characterized Poroshenko’s first year in office was also reflected in the composition of the new Parliament—elected on 26 October 2014. However, the Kremlin-sponsored insurgency in the Donbas continued. For months, tens of thousands of Russian troops massed along Ukraine’s eastern border, and men and materiel were poured into the Donbas. Despite the downing of MH-17, and the deaths of almost 300 civilians; despite the flagrant invasion of Ukrainian territory by Russian regulars near Ilovaysk in August 2014, and cross-border artillery shelling of Ukrainian troops before that; despite the bombing of civilian areas in Mariupol, and despite multiple violations by the Russian side of cease-fire agreements signed in Minsk, western support for Ukraine was largely limited to the imposition of economic sanctions against Russia, and diplomatically worded declarations of concern. In Chapter 6 the main battles of the Russian-Ukrainian war are chronicled, and the “moderate reforms” that the two post-Yanukovych Ukrainian governments (led by Prime Ministers Yatseniuk and Hroysman) are reviewed. Under extraordinarily difficult economic circumstances, and under constant threat of further invasion by the largest army in Europe, Ukraine managed to implement a number of fundamental reforms—though the pace of their implementation was decidedly slower than had been expected (demanded) by Maidan activists. In the Donbas, the military conflict gradually stabilized, but four years into the war with Russia, Ukrainians could see no end to fighting along the length of the front, and no prospects for returning sovereignty over Crimea. 

Part II – Understanding the revolution and its aftermath

The social (cultural and structural) transformations spawned by events in Kyiv in 2013-14 were multi-facetted, deep, and at times obscured by more pressing superficial political events. The purpose of Part II is to contribute to unraveling the complexity of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity: a transformation that I argue was simultaneously national, bourgeois and post-modern in character. In these three dimensions Maidan reflected a moment of historical completion (correction), a moment of political birth (transition), and an idealist naissance of novel senses. In Chapters 8-10, each of these dimensions of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity and Russia’s violent counter-revolutionary reaction will be dealt with in turn. 38

However, before developing our own analytical frame, we begin (in Chapter 7) with a critical examination of more established approaches to analyzing the Maidan protests and their aftermath. Sadly, the most popular (and wrong) descriptions of the “Ukraine Crisis”—a label that relegates Ukrainians to the status of objects of great power politics—are Russo-centric.39 According to these accounts, the Maidan protesters were nothing more than puppets in a geopolitical game, and Putin’s invasion of Ukraine was a (legitimate) reaction to a supposedly aggressive West. Such analyses are not only offensive to Ukrainians (i.e. deny their agency), they are largely inaccurate in their interpretations of facts: the 2014 protests in Kyiv posed no objective threat to Moscow—except in the mind of Vladimir Putin and those in the Kremlin who sought to restore Russia’s imperial hegemony in the region. The Maidan represented a multi-facetted domestic revolution: national, socio-economic, and ideational. As a revolution (rather than just a protest) Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity followed a defined lifecycle that began (rather than ended) with Yanukovych’s ouster. The protagonists of the violence (and their more moderate supporters) were not acting on anyone’s orders: theirs was an (idealistic) leaderless agency aimed at achieving revolutionary change within their own country. Tragically, their desire for domestic change engendered international consequences—local war and a broader recalibration of the balance of power on the European continent. It is this multi-faceted revolutionary process that will be the subject of examination in subsequent chapters.

The most obvious lens through which to interpret the Maidan protests and the subsequent war with Russia is that of nation-building. Accordingly, the multiple expressions of grassroots patriotism witnessed during the 2013-14 protests, and subsequently in Ukrainians’ response to Russia’s invasion, may be understood as phenomena comparable to the 1848 “Spring of Nations” in Eastern Europe—reactions to post-Soviet neo-colonialism. However, the national dimension of Ukraine’s revolution is controversial: both Maidan protesters and volunteer battalion fighters often adopted symbolism used by the WWII Ukrainian Insurgent Army and Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists—organizations that were vilified in Soviet historiography for having apparently collaborated with Nazi Germany. In Chapter 8, we examine the national dimension of the Ukrainian revolution, questioning the accuracy of the portrayal of the protesters and volunteer defenders of Ukraine’s territory as “radical nationalists”. A new Ukrainian nation (defined territorially rather than ethno-linguistically) seems to have been (re)born during the Maidan protests, and hardened in ensuing months by Russian aggression. I argue that this (re)birth represented the completion of a multi-year process of nation-building that finally established a distinct polity—a necessary precondition for the further development of durable social institutions.

In Chapter 9 we turn to the socio-economic aspect of Maidan. This second dimension of Ukraine’s revolution belies prevalent social science views, according to which revolutions are instigated by or for the benefit of the working class. In fact, I argue, Maidan constituted a protest of Ukraine’s nascent “bourgeois creative class” against post-Soviet “neo-feudalism”. The drivers of the protests, and the main protagonists of reform after the ouster of Yanukovych, were representatives of a new socio-economic group that had appeared in Ukraine well before the events of 2013-14 but had been hardly noticed by observers. This author’s research (conducted at the turn of the millennium) showed Ukraine’s socio-economic structure as having bifurcated during the early post-Soviet period: on the one hand the state had become captured by “oligarchs” who used their access to political leverage to monopolize significant portions of the country’s industrial and agricultural sectors, establishing corrupt hierarchical structures engineered to strip assets and funnel wealth to offshore havens; on the other hand, Ukraine’s domestic economy had evolved with services growing to contribute over 60% of GDP. Entrepreneurial companies embedded in this services sector spawned a new socio-economic “class” of urban professionals, concentrated in Ukraine’s large cities, and engaged in education, IT services, entertainment, finance, consulting, etc. It was this “bourgeois creative class” that rebelled against the neo-feudal structures and practices of the Yanukovych regime: they organized the AutoMaidan, and they financed the volunteer movement when the country’s territorial integrity came under threat. In the aftermath of regime change, they entered government demanding “liberal” reforms: minimization of the state, replacement of the previous system of clan decision-making with meritocracy, fundamental changes to the country’s judicial, police, education, health care and tax systems.

The political program of Maidan’s main protagonists (Ukraine’s “bourgeois creative class”) was not simply a reflection of socio-economic interests. Indeed, I argue that the third dimension of Ukraine’s revolution was conceptual (ideational). The Maidan was a declaration of dignity: a reflection of a shift of values from a state-centered Soviet-era heritage and paradigm to a nominally “post-modern” worldview. Superficially, one can declare that such a worldview cannot tolerate a regime that tortures and maims its own citizens. This is of course true, but more fundamentally, the “habitus” of Ukraine’s bourgeois “creative class” accessed deeper philosophical notions: Maidan became a producer of phenomenological senses that represented novelties not only for Ukraine. They were new for Europe as well. I submit that in this respect Ukraine’s revolution represents a possible step forward for what has come to be known as “western” civilization. This aspect of the contribution made by the Maidan to broader philosophical (ontological) discourse is the focus of Chapter 10.

In Chapter 11 we sum up the argument of the book, namely that the Maidan was a triple revolution (patriotic, bourgeois, and phenomenological), and offer some thoughts as to the priority areas of the country’s development given these dimensions. We also elucidate the long-term threat to Europe presented by Russia, for whom Ukraine is a battlefield in a broader civilizational war. The events of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity laid bare the previously latent “Russia problem” for which the West has yet to find a solution—one that of necessity must be multifaceted: political, military, economic, intellectual and moral. Ukraine is likely to be the epicenter of both the search for solutions and their implementation.

The underlying thread that ties all the chapters of this book together is the claim that Revolution of Dignity was a catalyst, or at least a punctuation mark, in a process of transformation that affected a broader geography than just that of Ukraine. This claim is somewhat presumptuous. Nevertheless, we might recall that in history, events of global significance often began with seemingly peripheral incidents: the assassination of Austrian Crown Prince Franz Ferdinand in the backwater city of Sarajevo in 1914 is one example; the Boston Tea Party protest leading to the establishment of the United States is another. In late 2013, few would have predicted that a sudden government about-face on what amounted to a free trade deal between Ukraine and the EU would start a mass uprising, nor by any means a revolution. Certainly (despite arguments to the contrary),40 this agreement was not the cause of the subsequent war between Russia and Ukraine, nor of the Kremlin’s later aggression in other places (e.g. the bombing of Aleppo in Syria, covert intervention in the 2016 US election, use of chemical weapons agents in the UK in 2017, etc.). But in retrospect the analogy to other seemingly peripheral historical pivot points is obvious: the Yanukovych regime’s refusal to sign the Ukraine-EU Association Agreement as planned in November 2013 seems to have catalyzed a series of events that not only changed Ukraine, but profoundly affected the structure of relations between the West and Russia with broad institutional consequences. Indeed, what came to be known at the “Ukraine Crisis” gave birth to disagreement between the US and Europe (and within Europe) as to the future of NATO and spawned global debate as to the effectiveness of the UN. 

Multiple aspects of the 21st century’s new realities were brought forward by the Revolution of Dignity with consequences far beyond the East European regional or even global geopolitical contexts. The process was accompanied by violence, and five years after the start of Moscow’s war in Ukraine, the violent “clash of civilizations” (though not in the sense intended by Huntington) between Russia and the West seems far from over. More violence seems likely, in a wider geography, until a new civilizational order is established on the ruins of the old.
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Part One—A Chronicle 


 


Chapter 2:
Antecedents of Revolution

Throughout its post-Soviet history—prior to late 2013—Ukraine’s society had been, for the most part, civically inactive: seemingly resigned to authoritarianism (except during the Orange protests of 2004); regionally divided with ethno-linguistic cleavages apparently accentuated by differing interpretations of history and geopolitical preference; incapable of consolidated political action because of pervasive divisions within its political elite. According to the commonly accepted narrative, Ukraine is a divided country split along ethno-linguistic lines. Apparently (so said the Ukraine experts prior to Maidan),1 residents of the predominantly Russian-speaking eastern and southern regions of the country preferred closer integration with Russia, whereas the predominantly Ukrainian-speaking west was pro-EU. Given these conditions, the speed and scale at which the (Euro)Maidan protests organized throughout Ukraine in November-December 2013 was astounding. Their duration, and then the unity of Ukrainians’ reaction to Russian interference in their affairs, dumfounded many. 

Accounting for how Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity began (describing its precursors and antecedents) will be the task of this chapter. In hindsight, the (Euro)Maidan should not have been as bewildering as it was for many observers of Ukraine. Shock is often a result of stereotype, simplification, and acceptance of half-truths that inevitably evolve into fallacies. We begin our story with the most fundamental of stereotypes surrounding Ukraine: that it is a cleft polity, regionally split, and historically passive. We then examine the “student factor” of the early demonstrations—its roots in previous Ukrainian protests. Finally, some personal reflections on the author’s experiences of the early days of the Maidan are outlined. Certainly, in retrospect, some of what Ukraine lived through in late 2013 was predictable. Unfortunately, few anticipated eventual descent into violence, but fewer still foresaw (or recognized) the vastly improved country that emerged because of revolution.

Ukraine’s regional cleavages

Unsurprisingly, a country the size of Ukraine (over 43 million inhabitants; landmass of over 600,000 sq. km.) exhibits regional diversity. Throughout the 2000’s, during numerous elections, candidates and parties that promised increased integration with Russia persistently polled higher in the east and south where the majority of the population speaks Russian in their everyday interactions. Accordingly, if given the choice, Russian-speakers were said to prefer eastward rather than westward political association/integration. However, as became obvious during the crucial months of 2014 when Ukrainians in the south and east chose loyalty to the Ukrainian state over the “Russian World” (Russkiy mir), manifestly rejecting Putin’s “New Russia” (Novorossiya) project, the equation of language preference with political identity proved a fallacy.

When asked to name their ethnicity during the 2001 census, a clear majority (77.6%) of Ukraine’s population identified themselves as ethnic Ukrainians; 17.3% identified as ethnic Russians, and only 4.9% as representing other ethnicities. When asked as to their “native” language, 85.2% of ethnic Ukrainians (nationally) named the Ukrainian language, and 95.9% of ethnic Russians named Russian. Aggregating these numbers: 67.5% of the country’s population claimed to consider Ukrainian to be their native language, while 29.6% were Russophone—including both Russian-speaking ethnic Ukrainians, and the vast majority of ethnic Russians.

Data collected through surveys painted a more equivocal picture. Throughout the 1990’s and the early 2000’s, the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS) conducted multiple surveys of representative samples of Ukraine’s population, using questionnaires that queried multiple topics. Each interview began with a question as to the respondent’s language preference for the survey,2 and then an additional question on ethnicity. In all KIIS surveys, almost one third of respondents consistently registered as ethnic Ukrainians who preferred to speak Russian in their everyday interactions (ethnic Russians preferred to speak Russian in over 95% of cases). Furthermore, Russian-speaking Ukrainians tended to be concentrated in the eastern and southern regions where there were also higher concentrations of ethnic Russians and other minorities (e.g. Greeks, Armenians, Crimean Tatars, etc.)—as shown in Table 1 below. 

 




	Ethno-linguistic identity


	Region3





	West


	West-Central


	East-Central


	South


	East





	Ukrainian-speaking ethnic Ukrainian


	92.1%


	72.8%


	41.2%


	17.1%


	12.3%





	Russian-speaking ethnic Ukrainian


	1.9%


	16.5%


	44.3%


	42.8%


	49.4%





	Russian-speaking ethnic Russian


	1.7%


	6.0%


	9.2%


	26.4%


	30.2%





	Other (incl. Ukrainian- speaking ethnic Russians)


	4.3%


	4.8%


	5.4%


	13.6%


	8.1%






Table 1: 	Ukraine’s ethno-linguistic identity by region4

Given that language is a primary determinant of identity, these data led many (including, it would seem, the Kremlin) to assume that the predominantly Russian-speaking residents of Ukraine’s southern and eastern regions identified more with Russia than with Ukraine. This proved a mistake: when the question of joining Russia finally became concrete, the regions’ choices proved different. The Russian-speaking Ukrainian patriot who hailed from Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv, Mykolayiv and/or Kherson, became the bulwark of Ukraine’s defense against Russian invasion (see Chapter 8). It would seem that the pro-Ukrainian choice of the former Soviet republic’s southern and eastern regions—in evidence during the 1 December 1991 referendum to confirm the Ukrainian Parliament’s Declaration of Independence from the USSR—in fact reflected the regions’ real identity choice. In subsequent years it had been downplayed. 

In fairness to observers of Ukraine who misconceived differences in political preference for identity cleavage, the unanimity of the Ukrainian polity demonstrated during the independence referendum in 1991 (a vote that transcended ethnic background, region, and linguistic preference, when voters registered overwhelming support in all regions—91% nationally—including majority votes in the Crimean peninsula and the port of Sevastopol) did not translate into unity with respect to domestic political issues thereafter. In 1994, within three years of the USSR’s collapse, regional ethno-linguistic cleavages became the dominant feature of Ukraine’s electoral geography when the largely Russian-speaking Leonid Kuchma (the former director of the “Pivdenmash” rocket factory in the east-central city of Dnipro, who had served briefly as Prime Minister in 1993) squared off with the Ukrainian-speaking incumbent Leonid Kravchuk in a pre-term Presidential election. Kuchma won by securing the votes of the eastern, southern and east-central regions (see Map 1). Ethnic Russians and Russian-speaking ethnic Ukrainians dominated the pro-Kuchma vote, and it was assumed (wrongly) that President Kuchma would adopt pro-Russian foreign, economic and cultural policies once in office.
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Map 1:	1994 presidential election results by region

In fact, Kuchma adopted a “dual-vector” foreign policy while downplaying the language issue. The country’s Constitution, adopted in 1996, proclaimed Ukrainian as the sole state language, but also guaranteed “the free development, use and protection of Russian, and other languages of national minorities” (Article 10). During the 1990’s and early 2000’s, a policy of “soft-Ukrainianization” in schools was instituted—often justified as an affirmative action mechanism aimed at reversing decades of Soviet-era russification. Textbooks and teaching materials were published in Ukrainian, and prestigious universities began requiring Ukrainian literacy for entry. The use of Ukrainian by urban residents gradually increased—partly due to the requirement that all administrative paperwork be filed in the state language; partly as a byproduct of very gradual and non-coercive nation-building policies aimed at increasing the prestige of Ukrainian as a language of urban interaction.5

The influence of such policies was particularly weighty in the traditionally agrarian regions of left-bank (i.e. east of the Dnipro river) regions of central Ukraine. Although the language of conversation in the central part of the country remained primarily Russian or surzhyk (a mixture of Ukrainian and Russian),6 by the mid-2000’s, bilingualism in everyday interaction (i.e. one person speaking Ukrainian and the other Russian, and neither feeling the need to switch) became common social practice in Kyiv, and in smaller urban centers in the region (e.g. Sumy, Cherkasy, Kremenchug, Poltava).7 This gradual shift in linguistic patterns seems to have been reflected in Ukraine’s electoral map, and may have played a role in the electoral success of the Ukrainian speaking candidate Viktor Yushchenko, over his Russian-speaking opponent, Viktor Yanukovych in 2004.

Orange Revolution

The Presidential election of 2004 was overtly not about language.8 The campaign eventually boiled over into what became known as the Orange Revolution (named after the color of Yushchenko’s campaign) after confirmed reports of widespread electoral fraud resulted in mass protest in Kyiv that captured global headlines for several weeks in late 2004. At the time, the protests seemed to represent an awakening of civil society, but also a dangerous geographical split of the country’s electorate.

Viktor Yushchenko (the “west-central” region candidate) was largely viewed as a pro-EU reformer and campaigned on a record of having served as both a successful Prime Minister under Kuchma (2000-2001), and prior to that as the Chair of the National Bank (1993-1999) responsible for the successful introduction of the Hryvnia (Ukraine’s post-Soviet currency). His opponent was Viktor Yanukovych, the former governor of Donetsk oblast (1997-2002), and in-post Prime Minister (2002-2005)—an individual who had been twice jailed for violent crimes during the 1980’s, and whose links to Donbas-based oligarch Rinat Akhmetov were poorly concealed. The two Viktors clashed in two rounds of voting, with Yushchenko gaining a slight lead in the first round (39.9% vs. 39.29%), and then officially losing to Yanukovych in the second round on 21 November 2004. However, the results announced by the Central Election Commission were immediately contested by Yushchenko’s legal team in Ukraine’s Supreme Court. Hundreds of thousands of his supporters (displaying their candidate’s campaign color—Orange) took to the streets of Kyiv, demonstrating their outrage at having their votes “robbed” through mass falsification during ballot counting.9

Throughout the election campaign, Yanukovych’s Russian advisors (“political technologists” led by Muscovite Marat Gel’man)10 had positioned their candidate as the leader of the Russian-speaking industrialized, working-class east, and portrayed Yushchenko as the son of a Ukrainian-speaking “fascist”11 whose western electoral base sought to exploit the economic benefits produced by the east. Maps were published covertly by the Yanukovych camp, and distributed as supposedly originating from Yushchenko, displaying “three Ukraines”—first-class (west and center), second-class (south), and third-class (east). When mass protests erupted in Kyiv, with thousands of demonstrators chanting “Yushchenko!”, the Yanukovych team responded with a show of popular support in the Donbas: on 28 November 2004 a Congress of Deputies from the Eastern and Southern Regions was organized in the Luhansk oblast town of Severodonetsk. Although separatist slogans were muted, candidate Yanukovych famously (in Russian) rhetorically asked when the western “goats would stop interfering in our work” (“Kogda eti kozly perestanut meshat’ nam rabotat’?”). Kharkiv governor Yevgeniy Kushnariov then roused the crowd by proclaiming that his city would always have its own government (“U nas vsegda budet’ Kharkovskaya vlast’!”—“We will always have Kharkiv rule!”). Regional passions were clearly stirred by the campaign, and the language issue (coupled with differing interpretations of controversial historical events—particularly focused on WWII) was conveniently exaggerated as a means of mobilizing support.

However, given the contrast between the top two candidates in 2004—with Yanukovych enjoying the status of heir-apparent despite his criminal past, and Yushchenko having been poisoned during the campaign, and then having the results of the run-off vote falsified to his detriment—simplifying that year’s Presidential election to a contest between regions with varying language preferences is clearly too broad-brush. Nevertheless, Russian President Vladimir Putin seems to have interpreted the Orange protests primarily in these terms: as a western inspired coup d’état aimed at depriving Russia of control over territory largely inhabited by its sootechestveniki (compatriots).12 Had the Kremlin (and western observers) been more astute, they would have realized that calls for greater regional autonomy in these regions reflected the aspirations of local elites who, in turn, politicized language and identity issues (including memory politics) to their advantage. Regional ethno-linguistic difference was not a grass-roots issue, but rather an elite-manufactured straw man that served the short-term agendas of those who propagated it.

After the events of late 2004 had run their course, Ukraine’s regional elites returned to their power games within a Kyiv-centered paradigm, never overtly calling for a break-up of the country (except in Crimea where openly pro-Russian parties were more vocal—although never polling more than single digit support). Had the twin issues of language and identity reflected fundamental regional cleavages—not mere window dressing—calls for separatism voiced during the Severodonetsk conference in 2004, may have had some chance of success. As it happened, competition between regional elites for power in Kyiv resulted in never-ending debates over language and memory—not vice versa. Instead of establishing a basis for separatism, Ukraine’s ethno-linguistic differences proved epiphenomena of regional elite contestation within a unified context of political nation. This reversed causality seems to have been missed by many observers of Ukraine.

To be fair to those who misinterpreted the significance of language to Ukraine’s regional political reality in 2004, throughout their respective political careers Yushchenko (largely) spoke Ukrainian, and Yanukovych (largely) spoke Russian. Furthermore, the bases of their support could not have been more clearly polarized: during the “third round” of voting, held on 29 December 2004 and witnessed by thousands of international election observers,13 Yanukovych was able to garner over 90% support in Donetsk and Luhansk, whereas Yushchenko polled 90% and more in four western oblasts (Lviv, Ternopil, Ivano-Frankivsk, and Volyn). Significantly however, the line that had traditionally separated Ukrainian-speakers in the western and west-central regions from Russian-speakers in the east, south, and east-central regions shifted, with east-central voters in Sumy, Chernihiv, Poltava and Kirovohrad oblasts (regions that had voted for Kuchma a decade earlier) preferring Yushchenko to the Donbas-born Yanukovych.

[image: ]

Map 2:	26 December 2004 presidential election “3rd round” results by region

The Yushchenko Presidency (2005-2010) is widely considered to have been a failure for Ukraine. A key component of the settlement that the future President was persuaded to accept in December 2004 as part of the political solution to the crisis (i.e. the price of a Parliamentary decision authorizing a repeat run-off vote), was a change in Ukraine’s Constitution. Specifically, the powers of the Presidency were reduced in favor of a revitalized executive chaired by a Prime Minister responsible to Parliament. As a result, the subsequent five years of Yushchenko’s presidency transformed into successive periods of “co-habitation”14 with the President first engaging in open conflict with his former ally and Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko, and then (due to his administration’s mismanagement of coalition talks following successive Parliamentary elections) being forced to share power with his former rival Viktor Yanukovych when the latter’s Party of Regions gained a plurality in Parliament. By 2008, when the remnants of Ukraine’s formerly “Orange” forces were able to regain a majority, and Tymoshenko was again confirmed as Prime Minister, the animosity between her and Yushchenko made effective governance impossible. Throughout this time, the political cleavage between the east and south (monolithically supportive of Yanukovych and his Party of Regions), and the now disunited western and central regions (some supporting Yushchenko’s “Our Ukraine” and some Tymoshenko’s “Batkivshchyna” Party) remained the dominant feature of Ukraine’s political landscape.

The January 2010 Presidential run-off, contested by former Prime Ministers Yanukovych and Tymoshenko largely confirmed the cleavage line electorally dividing the country: Tymoshenko won overwhelming support in the west, polling over 85% in Lviv, Ivano-Frankivsk and Ternopil and significant majorities in the central regions (50-70%), but in her native Dnipropetrovsk, and in neighboring Zaporizhzhia support dropped to below 30%. In contrast, Yanukovych won near unanimity in his native Donetsk (90%), and in neighboring Luhansk oblast (89%), with support in the other southern and eastern oblasts ranging between 60% and 75% (78% in Crimea). 
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Map 3:	2010 presidential election results by region

Although still interpreted as contest between rival ethno-linguistic regions, the 2010 Presidential race foreshadowed a much more worrisome tendency in Ukrainian politics. Throughout the previous two decades, regional elites (particularly from Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv and Odesa) had competed for command over resource allocation by vying for control of key positions in Kyiv. A consequence of this competition was a semblance of low-level equilibrium in Ukraine’s economy, and a balance of power in the center that had been maintained skillfully by Kuchma, and less skillfully but still effectively by Yushchenko. However, a key facet of this elite jockeying was a fundamental consensus: once in Kyiv, regional elites became ‘nationalized’; they assimilated into the political culture of the capital and adopted the rules of the game of national politics. The exception to this rule were the regional elites of Donetsk who had flirted with national government in the past, but with the ascension of Yanukovych to the Presidency, were now poised to assert their own identity and governance practices on the country as a whole.

The Yanukovych presidency

Having won the Presidency in February 2010 in an election declared free and fair by international observers, Yanukovych proceeded to consolidate his gains by filling key executive posts throughout the country exclusively with officials from his home region. It was in January of 2011 that I first heard the following joke:

You know, even the homeless in Donetsk are afraid. Black cars have been seen cruising the city streets. They stop and grab whomever they can get their hands on! The next day you’re shipped off to some Ukrainian region to head up the oblast administration, militia, tax inspectorate, or some other government office!

As the Ukrainian saying goes “in every joke, there is only a bit of joke.” President Yanukovych relied heavily on the loyalty of individuals who came from his region and who were socialized in the same milieu. Loyalty to the authoritarian ruler seemed to have been assumed if one hailed from Donetsk oblast (and better still, from Yenakiyevo or Horlivka—two towns northeast of Donetsk, where Yanukovych was born and raised). Not surprisingly, the regime experienced a shortage of human resources very soon after coming to power. Financial flows were concentrated in the hands of a few trusted allies who topped the hierarchy responsible for extracting billions through graft and extortion. After the Yanukovych presidency ended, its total cost (over 4 years) to the Ukrainian economy was estimated at up to 100 billion USD.15

Viktor Yanukovych did not stumble into authoritarian kleptocracy accidentally. Before moving to Kyiv in 2002 as the heir-apparent of former President Kuchma, he transformed the position of Donetsk oblast governor into that of “coordinator” of the activities of several Donetsk-based financial-industrial groups. These included MetInvest (ferrous metals), and DTEK (energy generation, Russian abbr. for: Donbass Fuel-Energy Company), both controlled by Ukraine’s richest “oligarch” Rinat Akhmetov through his System Capital Management holding company, the business empire of the Kluyev brothers, including UkrPidshypnyk—a privatized Soviet-era industrial concern, ActivSolar—Ukraine’s largest investor in solar energy, Vistek—manufacturer of welding electrodes, and that of the Landyk family (most notably the “Nord” refrigeration plant). During the 1990’s, with the support of local government (including Yanukovych), and not without participation from organized crime groups,16 these companies became effective monopolies in their respective sectors. Their assets included ferrous metal production, energy generation and distribution, industrial manufacturing, and banking, as well as control over nominally state-owned coal mines of the Donbas region. Their “strategic” status as large employers enabled them to secure subsidies and tax breaks from the central government. These were promptly skimmed off by “clan” members. Kickbacks from state contracts were laundered on a grand scale. According to insiders, the corporate culture of the Donetsk “clan” was strictly hierarchical, and Yanukovych himself was not unwilling to resort to physical force to make his will understood.

Having grown out of these Donetsk regional roots, and finally reached the top of the all-Ukrainian political hierarchy in January 2010, President Yanukovych sought to institute a very clear chain of command—even changing the political rules to suit his needs when necessary. Early in 2010, members of Yanukovych’s legal team introduced the so-called “administrative reform” which centralized the executive branch, and greatly increased the President’s powers with respect to appointments and dismissals.17 Then in October 2010, the Constitutional Court ruled that the amendments to Ukraine’s Basic Law that had been adopted in 2004 during the Orange Revolution, had been passed with procedural irregularities, and therefore were invalid. Although procedures certainly were violated (the 2004 amendments were passed quickly to avoid violence on the streets of Kyiv), the second part of the Constitutional Court’s decision raised many eyebrows: in addition to ruling the amendments invalid, the court ordered the immediate re-enactment of the original 1996 text of the Constitution. In this way, Yanukovych was made effective head of Ukraine’s executive branch—a fact that amounted to a coup d’état since his electoral mandate did not presume such powers.18 But given the lack of unity in the opposition ranks at the time, few questioned the court’s decision. 

Constitution-changing was not the only area in which Yanukovych spawned controversy. On 21 April 2010 in Kharkiv, Ukraine’s newly elected President signed an agreement with the Russian Federation according to which its lease of the port of Sevastopol (scheduled to expire in 2017) was extended to 2042. The lease extension for the base of the Russian Black Sea Fleet would be compensated with payment of 100 million US dollars per year, and a one-year 30% discount on the price of imported natural gas. When Parliament convened to ratify the agreement, many MP’s saw it as a sell-out to Russia, but despite a violent brawl,19 the ratification vote passed with the support of Yanukovych’s Party of Regions, the Communist Party, the Lytvyn Bloc, and several former-Orange defectors who had switched sides after the 2010 elections.

By early 2011, Yanukovych’s consolidation of power entered the next logical phase: repression of opposition figures. In May of that year, former Prime Minister (and rival Presidential candidate) Yulia Tymoshenko was charged with abuse of power, and after a very public trial, sentenced in August 2011 to a seven-year term. The charges were politically motivated, and the judge was obviously biased, but public demonstrations in support of Tymoshenko were small. The former Prime Minister was unpopular among many for her perceived mismanagement of the economy in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, and for epitomizing the perceived failures of the “Orange” elites during the Yushchenko presidency. Nevertheless, her trial was widely condemned in western diplomatic circles as testament to Ukraine’s authoritarian development trajectory.20 By throwing Tymoshenko and several officials from her government team into jail, Yanukovych sent a public message to the country (and to the world) as to who was now “boss” in Ukraine. 

However, being boss did not entail commanding respect from the population. The President’s lack of popularity was particularly noticeable in Kyiv during rush-hour periods when traffic on the northern approaches to the capital was blocked for up to 40 minutes at a time twice daily to allow the President’s motorcade to travel between his residence in Mezhyhiriya (16km from the city limits) and the city center. Kyiv drivers trapped in the gridlock would continuously sound their horns in protest, producing a noise that could be heard many miles away. When asked by the press how he justified creating a daily inconvenience for Kyiv’s residents, Yanukovych mused that it would likely be more convenient for all if he were to travel by helicopter. In January 2011 a luxurious Augusta 139 was leased for him at a cost to the Ukrainian taxpayer of 1 million USD per year.21

Despite being extremely unpopular in Kyiv, throughout the first years of his Presidency, electoral support for Yanukovych’s Party of Regions in the Donbas, in Kharkiv in the east, and in Ukraine’s southern regions remained high.22 As shown on Map 4, the Party of Regions won a resounding victory during the October 2012 Parliamentary elections in the Donbas (Donetsk and Luhansk regions) and in the Crimea, and a plurality throughout the south-east. Despite running with its leader in jail, Tymoshenko’s “Batkivshchyna” (Fatherland) Party finished first throughout the center and western regions, except in Lviv oblast where they were outpolled by the right-wing Svoboda Party, and in Zakarpattya where local elites threw their support behind Yanukovych. The major electoral story, however, was the persistent split in Ukraine’s electoral map: the line between majority Party of Regions (Yanukovych) support and majority “Batkivshchyna” (Tymoshenko/Yatseniuk) support ran exactly through the same geographic regions as the division between Yushchenko and Yanukovych in 2004, and largely reflected the linguistic preference cleavages reported in surveys.
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Map 4:	2012 parliamentary election results by region

The persistence of Ukraine’s cleft electoral geography hides the underlying story behind the 2012 election, namely the entry into Parliament of a majority of “newbie” MP’s: 233 of the 450 deputies elected in 2012 had no previous parliamentary experience.23 They represented a broad spectrum of political views. On the one hand, the right-wing “Svoboda” (Freedom) Party, for the first time, gained enough votes to organize an independent faction consisting of 36 deputies—primarily from Ukraine’s western regions. A new centrist opposition party UDAR (Ukrainian Democratic Alliance for Reforms) led by former boxer Vitaliy Klitschko polled a respectable 13.96% nationally which translated into 42 seats. With its nominal leader Tymoshenko in jail, Batkivshchyna now came to be led by former “Front of Change” leader Arseniy Yatseniuk and fielded 99 MP’s. Together, the three opposition parties gathered 177 MP’s (117 of which were “newbies”) while the Party of Regions and Communists together made up a majority of 240 MP’s (an additional 27 nominally independent deputies generally voted with the pro-Presidential majority until early 2014).

The 2012 Parliamentary elections seemed to have convinced Yanukovych that his regime was permanent, and unthreatened. With the opposition forces split between three parties, his regime became increasingly blatant in instituting a kleptocracy that enriched the inner circle around the President (what came to be known as “The Family”). The scale of theft was made fully public only in 2014 after Yanukovych’s flight to Russia, but even while in office he enjoyed flaunting his personal wealth.24 Investigative journalists reported the President’s misdeeds regularly, but with little effect except to increase the outrage of those who already opposed the regime. With multiple opposition party leaders jockeying for the status of Yanukovych’s main rival in the 2015 Presidential election, interpersonal rivalry resulted in problems with organizing public protests against the regime’s excesses. From the outside, Ukrainian society looked passive and serene.

Gradually increasing discontent

Memories die hard. Even a decade after the 2004 Orange protests, deep disappointment in their results translated into widespread suspicion of anyone organizing or engaging in public demonstrations of discontent. Ukrainians felt used by Yushchenko and his immediate inner circle who were said to have profited personally from the efforts and sacrifices of their supporters but had done little to improve their lives in return. Organizing street protests in such conditions proved difficult. In the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, levels of discontent with the status quo in the country rose dramatically, but protest sentiment channeled into the 2009-2010 Presidential campaign. People gathered for mass rallies to protest Ukraine’s poor economic performance under Prime Minister Tymoshenko, and the main beneficiary of this discontent turned out to be Yanukovych. 

The new President’s team encountered their first extra-Parliamentary protests in late November 2010 during the “Tax Maidan” when small business owners pitched tents on Kyiv’s Independence Square to demonstrate their dissatisfaction with the Tax Code newly introduced by the government of Prime Minister Azarov. The proposed legislation would have increased fiscal pressure on small businesses significantly. Most controversially, the government proposed cancelling the simplified tax regime for “private entrepreneurs” (small business owners with up to 10 employees) who had paid a set sum monthly since the system was introduced in 1998. To diffuse the crisis Yanukovych and Azarov staged a “good-cop vs. bad-cop” show with the President publicly chastising the PM for his plan to squeeze small business and “extracting” a promise from him to rescind the flat tax cancellation plan. In the end, the promise was kept only partially: the set-rate tax was replaced with a low fixed percentage (5%) on revenue, while social security remittances were increased dramatically. Yet, the regime’s promise to concede to the demands of the “Tax Maidan” diffused the situation at the time. After the demonstration dispersed, its organizers faced prosecution on trumped up charges of causing damage to public property.25

In mid-2012, Ukrainians’ discontent with the Yanukovych administration rose sharply26 when controversial changes to Ukraine’s “Law on Languages” that effectively reversed the soft Ukrainianization policy of the previous two decades were passed by Parliament. A hunger strike was organized in Kyiv’s city center with protesters and prominent Ukrainian musicians appealing to the President to veto the amendments,27 but this time Yanukovych refused. Popular discontent was channeled away from the streets to the polling station (Parliamentary elections were held in October 2012) where the President’s Party of Regions benefitted from a well-organized political machine, concentrated electoral support in the heavily industrialized eastern regions, and a pervasively divided opposition. The language issue dissipated in the aftermath of the election. Indeed, the new language law giving individual oblasts, cities, and towns the right to proclaim a “regional” language to be used on par with Ukrainian (effectively instituting Russian as a second state language in these regions) was welcomed in the eastern and southern regions. It was hated in the west and center, but not enough to spark protest. At the time it was understood that if protests were to be effective, they would have to originate in Yanukovych’s electoral stronghold in the east and/or south of the country, and their catalyst (if they were to occur at all) would not be language or taxation, but something more fundamental.

In March 2012, several thousand outraged citizens staged a protest in Mykolayiv (southern Ukraine) in front of the local prosecutor’s office in the wake of the gang rape and burning to death of 18-year old Oksana Makar. The demonstrations were sparked by the fact that two of the three youths suspected of perpetrating the crime had been sons of local government officials and had been immediately released from custody after their arrest. Within a week, rallies in support of the Mykolayiv protesters were organized in other southern and eastern Ukrainian cities—Kharkiv, Odesa, Donetsk, but dissipated after Yanukovych called cameras into the Presidential Administration to publicly berate Prosecutor General Pshonka for having allowed things to get out of hand. The President then dispatched Interior Minister Zakharchenko to Mykolayiv “to deal with the situation.” From the perspective of Kyiv, the problem was resolved.

However, by the summer of 2013, police violence and perceived lawlessness (particularly on the part of local government officials and their children—known by the derogatory term for dandies “mazhory”) again tested the loyalty of Yanukovych supporters in the south. Here, local authorities (often consisting of imports from Donetsk region) were consistently seen as blatantly disregarding legal and social norms in their interactions with ordinary citizens.28 When in July 2013 the residents of the southern Ukrainian village of Vradiyivka (Mykolayiv oblast) learned that a local 29-year old woman, Iryna Krashkova, had been gang-raped by three police officers, and that the police commander had covered for his subordinates, the village residents surrounded the police station, and threatened to burn it to the ground with the officers inside. Although the immediate culprits in this case were jailed, the events of Vradiyivka served as a cogent reminder that the patience of Ukrainians when faced with blatant injustice was not without limits.

Regardless of region, irrespective of linguistic preference, Ukrainians’ discontent with the Yanukovych regime peeked in 2013. According to a national poll published by the Democratic Initiatives Foundation in June 2013, 25% of Ukrainians claimed to be ready to engage in mass protest against the government if such were organized in their city or town.29 Another poll published concurrently registered high levels of distrust in the Azarov government (71%); 69% said they lacked trust in the President.30 In his southern and eastern heartland Yanukovych did not fare significantly better than in the country as a whole, registering approval ratings of 33-35% in the south and 47-49% in the east.31 In the western and central regions these ratings were in the single digits.

The catalyst

On Thursday 21 November 2013, a surprising announcement appeared on the website of the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine. Apparently, in secret session that day, the government of Prime Minister Azarov had voted to cease all preparations for signing the planned EU-Ukraine Association Agreement. The signing ceremony had been scheduled for November 28 when President Yanukovych was to travel to Vilnius for the EU-Ukraine Summit, and although the state visit was still on, according to the announcement, Ukraine’s association with the EU (including the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement—DCFTA) was on hold. 

The government’s sudden about-face was shocking given the intensity of diplomatic activity during previous months. In June 2013, the EU had dispatched a mission to Kyiv headed by former Presidents Cox of Ireland and Kwasniewski of Poland who were to observe the adoption by Ukraine of prerequisite legislation (the so-called “Fule list” of laws—named after Stefan Fule, the European Commissioner for Enlargement and European Neighborhood Policy). The mandate of the EU mission was extended several times with legislative changes gradually taking a back seat to political considerations. Yulia Tymoshenko, President Yanukovych’s electoral rival three years earlier (in 2010), had been tried and sentenced in 2012 on seemingly trumped up charges of abuse of power. Apparently, the EU emissaries—presumably reflecting the preferences of Europe’s political leaders—insisted that Tymoshenko be released prior to the November 2013 Ukraine-EU Summit in Vilnius. Ostensibly, according to Kwasniewski, Yanukovych had promised to consider releasing the former Prime Minister to Germany—officially to receive medical treatment. 

Given the public affirmations by Yanukovych and multiple Party of Regions leaders as to the “unchanging nature of Ukraine’s European choice,”32 on the day of the announcement, many in Kyiv (including this author) were skeptical that the government’s policy reversal was in fact genuine. After-all, according to Ukraine’s Constitution, foreign affairs were the exclusive domain of the President. Why was the decision announced on the Cabinet of Minister’s website, rather than on that of the Presidential Administration? Why was the government decision taken at a time when President Yanukovych was on a state visit to Austria?33 Why was the announcement made public on the day of the ninth anniversary of the start of the Orange protests in 2004? The symbolism of the date was not lost on those who had consistently opposed Yanukovych, and for whom his persona represented all that had gone wrong in Ukraine during the previous decade.

Public reaction to the government’s announcement was swift. That evening at 7:54 pm journalist Mustafa Nayem posted the following text (in Russian) on his Facebook page: “Seriously now. Who is ready tonight before midnight, to come out onto Maidan? “Likes” don’t count. Only comments to this post with the words “I’m ready”. When we get more than a thousand, we’ll start organizing.” Just over an hour after that first post, Mustafa addressed his Facebook friends with the following text: “We meet at 22:30 under the Independence monument. Dress warmly, bring umbrellas, tea, coffee, good spirits, and friends. Shares (of this post) are most welcome!”34 That night, 3-5 thousand residents of Ukraine’s capital, including Vitaliy Klitschko, Yuriy Lutsenko, Lesya Orobets, Andriy Parubiy and several others who would later become central figures in Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity, gathered on Kyiv’s central square. They came not as representatives of any political party, but rather as private citizens expressing their political positions. Popular support for Ukraine’s established politicians had fallen consistently during the three years following Yanukovych’s presidential election victory in 2010, and so the pro-EU demonstrations were deliberately disassociated from any political party.35 The next evening, the “Euromaidan” meme was born, and a small protest camp was established on Independence Square (“Maidan Nezalezhnosti”).

The Euromaidan protests were not limited to the capital. The day after the first rally in Kyiv, I participated in a demonstration of about 5000 people—primarily students—in the western Ukrainian city of Lviv.36 According to news reports, similar protests gathered that evening in other western regional centers. These early demonstrations garnered support from local elites—particularly those who were officially not aligned to any major party. For example, the students’ initiative that I witnessed in Lviv on 22 November was publicly supported by Ivan Vakarchuk, the former Rector of Lviv State University and a former Minister of Education (2007-2010), by Bishop Borys Gudziak, the President of Ukrainian Catholic University, and by the city’s mayor Andriy Sadovyy. Although as in Kyiv, the Lviv student initiative was a grassroots campaign organized primarily through social media, the students received swift and vocal support from local authorities. Similar official support for pro-EU student demonstrations was in evidence in the western Ukrainian cities of Ivano-Frankivsk and Ternopil. But official acquiescence was not forthcoming from Kyiv’s city administration, and as one moved eastward, official support for the demonstrators diminished dramatically. For example (and some would say, evidencing the country’s endemic regional political cleavages), on the same day as the mayor of Lviv announced his support for the city’s pro-EU student activists, all public gatherings in the eastern city of Kharkiv were banned by the mayor—ostensibly due to a risk of flu epidemic. Local elites in the eastern regions were firmly pro-regime—a fact that would result in devastating consequences as events unfolded in 2014.

Student Maidan(s)

Ukrainians have a history of perseverance under tyranny (see the description of the Cossack historical “mythomoteur” in Chapter 8), but as would become clear as the protest movement of 2013-14 gained momentum, once the spark of rebellion is ignited, little can be done to stop the blaze. In fact, despite often being criticized for its passivity,37 Ukrainian society experienced several incidents of mass protest during its late- and post-Soviet history. The leaders of most Kyiv-based protests were students, and the focal point of their demonstrations was the capital’s central square. This was the symbolic heart of Ukraine. From here the Orange protests had led to the falsified results of the 2004 Presidential elections being overturned. Before that, it was here that the “Revolution on Granite”—a protest (named after the square’s stone) in October 1990 by several hundred students, primarily from Lviv and Kyiv—had gathered for a two-week hunger strike that resulted in the resignation of the Prime Minister of the Ukrainian SSR, and in the republican government’s acceptance of the protesters’ main demand: that young Ukrainian men drafted into the Soviet army be stationed within the territory of the Ukrainian republic The student victory of 1990 became legendary. At the time, the open space in Kyiv’s city-center was known as October Revolution Square, but after 1991 it became Independence Square—“Maidan Nezalezhnosti”, or simply “Maidan”.

The symbolism of Maidan—particularly for Ukrainian student activists—is obvious, and inspirational. In 2001, when the “Gongadze-gate” tape scandal (recordings purportedly made in President Kuchma’s office seemed to implicate the in-post President of having ordered the murder of opposition journalist Georgiy Gongadze)38 developed into the “Ukraine-without-Kuchma” movement, university students were the primary organizers of the demonstrations in Kyiv’s city-center. That year Yuriy Lutsenko (a prominent figure in the 2004 and 2013-14 protests) first gained celebrity for organizing a short-lived tent city several hundred meters from Maidan on Khreshchatyk St.39 He drew inspiration and direct advice from Markiyan Ivashchyshyn (the primary Lviv-based organizer of the 1990 student protests) and from Volodymyr Chemerys (a Perestroika-era Kyiv-based student radical). In fact, according to retrospective accounts, the student “revolutionaries” of the 2000’s drew their pedigree from the “Revolution on Granite”, and most saw themselves as direct descendants of earlier Soviet-era dissidents.40

In 2004, university students again formed the core of the mass demonstrations of what came to be known as the Orange Revolution, forming the radical “Pora!” (“It is time!”) organization which acted as a kind of vanguard of the protests. They too pitched tents—first in front of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, and then on Maidan and Khreshchatyk St.—blocking the center of Ukraine’s capital. However, the Orange protests were not limited to students: this time the movement numbered hundreds of thousands.41 Nevertheless, one cannot be faulted for seeing the 2004 protests as a kind of “dress rehearsal” for the Revolution of Dignity of 2013-14.42 The Orange protests centered on Independence Square. A stage was erected across from the “stela”, and tents set-up along Khreshchatyk (Kyiv’s main thoroughfare) from Maidan to City Hall—a tactic that repeated the protest pattern of 1990 and 2001, and was to be replicated 10 years later almost precisely. In 2004, politicians speaking from the Maidan stage communicated in both Russian and Ukrainian in an effort to disavow the “nationalist” (or “fascist”) label their opponents tried to hang on them, and signs identifying protesters from the eastern and southern regions were displayed prominently. In both 2004 and 2013-14 Yanukovych’s criminal past was highlighted by the protesters in slogans like “we want to live according to the law, not according to “ponyatiya” (literally: notions, concepts; here a term that referred to the unwritten rules of the criminal world). 

On the other hand, a key difference can be identified between the initial “Euromaidan” demonstrations, and the Orange Revolution of 2004: centralized coordination was absent (and in fact shunned) in 2013. In 2004 the demonstrations were well coordinated by the Yushchenko campaign team, and this element of centralized planning, and top-down organization by a defined (political party) management team obviously distinguished the Orange Revolution both from the protests on Maidan a decade later, and from previous student-centered demonstrations. When the first demonstrators responded to calls transmitted through social media on 22-23 November 2013, their intent was clear: only Ukrainian and EU flags! No party flags or other political party symbolism was to be displayed on the Euromaidan! These protests were to be spontaneous expressions of civil society, led and organized by students and youth without interference or guidance from their elders. After-all, the leaders of previous student protests had become political and civic leaders, and several had achieved legendary celebrity status (e.g. leaders of the Revolution on Granite: Oles Doniy, Markiyan Ivashchyshyn, Mykhaylo Svystovych, Vyacheslav Kyrylenko). Seeing these leaders from the past as their role-models, the student organizers of the Euromaidan, though clearly outraged with the government’s sudden change of policy towards the EU, sought analogous renown for themselves. They had little interest in seeing the momentum of their movement overshadowed by established political party machines—particularly since many blamed the leaders of these same parties for having wasted the social energy of the Orange protests of 2004 on in-fighting. 

Prelude to violence

The students’ initial romanticism lasted only for a few days. Although the numbers gathered through social media and word-of-mouth were impressive, by Sunday 24 November 2013, the organizational machines of Ukraine’s opposition parties kicked in. A large stage was set up on European Square—300 meters from Maidan Nezalezhnosti (Independence Square) where the students and civil society activists had established their makeshift camp under the Stella of Independence—and instructions were sent out to the regional offices of Ukraine’s three opposition parties to gather their members for a mass rally in Kyiv. The number of people in attendance that day surprised even the most optimistic of organizers: estimated at over 100 thousand.43

The mood on Kyiv’s city-center on 24 November was festive. At the opposition party rally on European Square, popular singers and bands played both recent hymns and music inspired by the 2004 Orange protests. On Independence Square students and civic activists set up a kind of open microphone on the steps of the stela from which anyone could speak their mind. Whereas the political rally on European Square benefitted from a professional sound system, stage and expert party-political messaging, the gathering on Maidan was less commercialized, but no less appealing in its atmosphere. My wife and I attended both demonstrations with our four small children. We felt safe: a kind of festive carnival with Ukrainian and EU flags everywhere. 

However, in a testament to the fact that this was not 2004 when every move of the protestors on the streets was preplanned and controlled, at around 3pm, Oleksandr Turchynov (later to become acting President, but at the time seen as simply a close confidant of the jailed Yulia Tymoshenko) spontaneously called on the crowd on European Square to march towards the Cabinet of Ministers building and then on to the Presidential Administration. Based on the reaction of the demonstration’s “speaker” (Yevhen Nishchuk—the MC of the Orange Revolution stage, and later to become the “Voice of Maidan”) this call to action was not part of the script. Immediately after Turchynov, Petro Poroshenko was invited to speak. At the time, Poroshenko was a non-aligned MP, former Minister of Foreign Affairs and Economics, and owner of Roshen chocolates and Channel 5 TV. Because of his charisma as a public speaker, part of the crowd remained on the Square to listen. Simultaneously, a large group carrying “Batkivshchyna,” UDAR, and “Svoboda” party flags began to move towards the government buildings where they were met by riot police with pepper spray. The skirmishes were minor and localized, but nevertheless, they occurred. Unlike President Kuchma in 2004, this time the Yanukovych regime was indicating clearly that demonstrations of “people power” would not remain bloodless.

Ukraine’s opposition leaders were caught off guard by the government’s announcement of a policy-about-face on the issue of Europe. Even more, they were caught off guard by the spontaneous protest action organized by pro-EU students and civil society activists who sought to avoid all possible association with the formalized opposition parties. To their credit however, the opposition leaders showed no animosity to the non-political Maidan. In the words of Oleksandr Turchynov:

We extended an offer to the people on the Maidan to unite our efforts in preparation for the Sunday demonstration… But the journalists and civic activists, Mustafa Nayem, Ihor Lutsenko, Vika Siumar, Ruslana, they said this would be PR for the opposition. They said cooperation with political parties was not in their interests: people were gathering on their own initiative, and so on Sunday they would try to organize their own event, a kind of alternative to ours. Of course, from our point of view—the opposition’s—this was not the best of options—sort of dualism. But we didn’t argue and continued to prepare for our demo on November 24th. By that time on the Maidan, under the stela, youth and civil society activists had mounted something like a stage, installed a sound system...44

That evening, several of my former students from Kyiv-Mohyla Academy filmed video messages from their lecturers in support of the growing Euromaidan protest movement. I was criticized during subsequent days for foreshadowing possible violence. I said: “Today we did one of two things: we either helped President Yanukovych make a decision, and tomorrow he will in fact announce his intention to sign the EU Association Agreement, blaming the bad Azarov government for stirring up a mess, or today we started the long and drawn out process of revolution, which unfortunately, I’m afraid to say, will not end without blood…”45

It did not take long for the prediction to be realized. On Monday 25 November the dangerously spontaneous public gatherings came close to getting out of hand. That evening, according to eye witnesses (I was not on European Square at the time), Tetiana Chornovol, a vocal opposition journalist who unsuccessfully ran for Parliament in the 2012 election, discovered a white van parked near the demonstrators. Inside, were several SBU (Ukrainian Secret Service) agents with electronic eavesdropping equipment. The surrounding crowd (estimated at about 5 thousand) became enraged and started beating the van with rocks—Chornovol herself apparently smashed the sunroof.46 Riot police were called in to rescue the secret service agents, and according to the opposition parties, were able to successfully retrieve them from the van with the help of Yatseniuk (“Batkivshchyna” leader) and Tiahnybok (leader of Svoboda). According to a source within the riot police squad sent to the scene, the two party leaders were actually orchestrating the whole operation—playing for the cameras and provoking the crowd against the police officers. The Euromaidan side denied any such notion.

Whichever side of the story one believes, it is clear that the mood of these early street demonstrations was electric, and that the patience of the protesters was not without limits. If in 2004, within the first two days the tent city on Kyiv’s main square had established a clear chain of command, food supply, and security hierarchy (including, according to some accounts, a communications link with the secret service and police),47 this time only food and blankets were plentiful in the protesters’ tents. 

After the contained violence of 24-25 November, the students on Independence Square retreated to the relative safety of the central monument, the “stela”. When I visited their demonstration on the morning of November 26, I saw no more than 100 people milling around on the square listening to poetry, drinking tea and trying to keep warm. Although the square was still accessible, the demonstrators were practically surrounded by a ring of police dressed in riot gear—standing at approx. 5-meter intervals.

That day around 10am, the students of the prestigious Kyiv-Mohyla Academy announced a 4-day boycott of classes,48 and marched across town to join their counterparts at Kyiv’s much larger Shevchenko National University. Together they then gathered in large numbers under the Stella on Maidan. Officially both universities were still holding classes, but students were not attending. Serhiy Kvit, the President of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy (later to be appointed Minister of Education after Yanukovych’s ouster), issued a statement asking professors not to penalize students for their political activism aimed at encouraging Ukraine’s President to sign a pact with the EU.49 The flywheel of mass protests seemed to be gaining momentum. 

Yanukovych’s decision

During the week immediately following the November 21 government announcement, many in Ukraine honestly believed President Yanukovych could be convinced by “people power” to sign the DCFTA and Association Agreement with the EU at the Eastern Partnership Summit in Vilnius on 29 November. Personally, when I first heard the Cabinet of Ministers’ announcement, I was convinced that it was actually a well-planned ruse put together by Yanukovych’s closest advisors. According to my theory, the President’s inner circle had anticipated street protests in the wake of a sudden policy shift on the issue of Europe, and had understood that if the cards were played right, their boss could emerge from this seemingly chaotic situation as the popular hero—the man who understood the will of the people, and therefore deserved to be re-elected as the whole nation’s President in 2015. Although November 2013 seemed somewhat early to begin campaigning for a vote to be held 14 months later, given the importance of the upcoming race, and the obvious appeal Yanukovych would win in the western and central regions if the EU agreement were signed (the loyalty of his home electorate in the eastern regions was believed to be secure under any circumstances), the theory did not seem farfetched. 

But in the end, I was wrong. I had given Yanukovych and his advisors too much credit. On November 26, the day before departing for Vilnius, Ukraine’s TV channels aired an extensive discussion between the President and four journalists during which Yanukovych attempted to portray his usual “father-figure” image, and angrily condemned the EU for its laughable offer of aid in the event of a deal. Apparently, to soften the anticipated shock to Ukraine’s economy caused by opening trade with the EU, Europe’s leaders had proposed a stabilization fund amounting to 610 million euro to be made available to Ukraine in conjunction with an IMF stand-by loan agreement. In Yanukovych’s words, this amount of money was like offering “a little bit of candy in a nice wrapper”—an insult to a “serious country”.50 During the televised program the President repeated the phrase “defending our own interests” several times with respect to his motives for signing or not signing any agreement with the EU—clearly pointing to quantifiable economic benefits to the nation as the price for his signature. He discussed gas price negotiations with Putin, Ukraine’s trade volumes with Russia and the EU, comparative macroeconomic indicators, import tariffs, aircraft assembly opportunities, unemployment levels, pensions, salaries, and prices.51 The materialism of this discourse sounded hollow to the protesters gathering in sub-zero temperatures in the center of Kyiv and other cities to demand a deal in Vilnius. Values such as social justice, freedom of movement, expression, and association, and rules-based government (not surprisingly) were not mentioned by the Ukrainian President.

Unlike Yanukovych, the protestors on Ukraine’s multiple Euromaidans understood the Agreement not as an economic deal, but rather as a proclamation of common values, and a declaration of Ukraine’s European identity. For them, the question of how much money Ukraine’s eurointegration would cost was irrelevant. To some extent this non-materialist (romantic) paradigm reflected the youthful exuberance of the students who had gathered on the country’s urban squares; many of them were motivated by a desire to live through their own version of a kind of “Orange Revolution” or “Revolution on Granite”. Many others—particularly those who had traveled to the EU for studies—were attracted by the communitarian, post-materialist social model of Europe. The contrast between this model of society, and the paradigm of the authoritarian kleptocrat from the industrial heartland of Donbas could not have been more striking.

In the end, Yanukovych’s materialist paradigm turned out to be irreconcilable both with the idealist worldview of the Euromaidan protesters, and with the frames of reference of the EU leaders he met in Vilnius. For a deal to have happened, one side needed to give way for the sake of the greater good. For example, the EU leaders could have agreed to sign an Association Agreement without a Free Trade Agreement. Another option may have been to increase the EU’s economic aid offer to Ukraine (essentially “buying” Yanukovych’s signature in the way Putin did with his 15 billion USD loan commitment—announced on 17 December 2013), and then to use the financial “stick” as a means of ensuring the Ukrainian government kept its promises after the summit. But neither option was deemed sufficiently attractive to EU leaders not accustomed to haggling over the price of joining the European family, nor was Ukraine deemed worth the effort at the time.

In Vilnius, EU leaders faced a difficult decision. They could support the Ukrainian people’s desire to join Europe’s community of values (visibly and uniquely demonstrated on the streets of the country’s cities). But in this case, they risked allowing Yanukovych (a leader that few of them found personally amenable, and an individual many viewed as the embodiment of the antithesis of European values) to return from Vilnius as a hero with a strong chance of re-election in 2015. On the other hand, if the Ukrainian people’s aspirations for a European future were denied in Vilnius, the EU risked social unrest on its borders. Although few at the time predicted violence, even a cursory understanding of Ukraine’s history indicated that the country of the “Orange Revolution,” and countless student protests would not tolerate dictatorship for long. A change of regime through non-electoral means could well cause Ukraine to succumb to its supposed regional ethno-linguistic cleavages—with unpredictable consequences.

The draft of the final communique from the Ukraine-EU Summit in Vilnius included a reference to a signed Association Agreement until the final moment before its publication. On the evening before their trip to the Lithuanian capital, European Commissioners Fule (Enlargement) and Ashworth (Foreign Affairs) both stated that the Agreement remained on the agenda of the meeting. Using diplomatic language, they were saying that the decision to sign or not to sign was up to Yanukovych.52 But the Ukrainian President did not sign the EU Association Agreement in Vilnius. He returned to Kyiv on 29 November travelling directly from the airport to his Mezhyhiriya residence on the outskirts of the capital. On the Euromaidan in the city center the bad news was greeted with sadness, but not despair. According to Ukraine’s opposition politicians, Yanukovych’s refusal to sign signaled the start of the 2015 presidential election campaign. By this time Ukraine had become a place of protest, and an eventual descent into violence was not out of the question, but most believed blood would be spilled during the 2015 election campaign. The fact that force was to be used on Maidan the following night was not expected by anyone except perhaps those closest to the regime.
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Chapter 3:
Maidan Becomes “Sich”

During the weekend of 30 November – 1 December 2013, events in Kyiv evolved at a dizzying pace. During days prior, the declared aim of the Euromaidan movement had been to pressure President Yanukovych to sign the Association Agreement with the EU. By Friday evening, after the Vilnius Summit had come and gone, most of the demonstrators on Kyiv’s Independence Square resigned to the bitter realization that this goal would not be achieved, and so they (like their predecessors who had pitched tents on Maidan in 2010 to protest the government’s amendments to the Tax Code, and others who had proclaimed hunger strikes in opposition to changes to the Law “On languages” in 2012) prepared to disperse peacefully and quietly. The students resolved to camp under the Stella for one final weekend. By Sunday evening, if the regime had done nothing, Maidan would have been clear, and Ukrainians throughout the country would have gone about their business—many disappointed, but most passively acquiescent to their own powerlessness. 

But, Yanukovych and/or his closest advisors decided to force the issue. At approximately 4am Kyiv time on Saturday 30 November, “Berkut” riot police viciously attacked the few demonstrators who remained camped beneath the Stella monument on Maidan. Video footage distributed via Internet clearly show that the police were not acting with the intent to disperse; their orders were to clear and occupy the central area of Independence Square where the protesters had set up their center of operations. The several hundred young people (mostly university students) who had remained on Maidan overnight did not resist; many were actually sleeping on makeshift mattresses when the attack began. They were savagely beaten anyway. The operation lasted no more than 15 minutes. During the immediate aftermath of the raid, many of the shocked young people were pursued by riot police through side streets, and a small group took refuge in St. Michael’s monastery (approximately 750 meters away uphill). The symbolism of this act was not lost on Kyiv residents: the last time this monastery had served as a place of refuge was during the Mongol raids of 1240 AD.

The night that changed Ukraine forever

The evening before, at around 10:30 pm on 29 November, my wife and I strolled through Independence Square to lend our support to the students there. Many were from Kyiv-Mohyla Academy where I teach, and they appreciated moral support from their professor. As we milled around, we noticed multiple groups of young men dressed in track suits with hoods pulled over their heads. Several tried to storm the students’ makeshift stage but were pushed back. No fists ever flew, although the provocative behavior of these “guests” was obvious, and I remember expressing my amazement at the students’ restraint. 

To keep warm, and to diffuse any growing animosity in the face of the provocateurs, the student leaders on the Stella monument began yelling “Khto ne skache, toy Moskal’”—a chant that hails from the repertoire of Ukraine’s football “Ultras” and roughly translates as “Who does not jump is a Ruskie!” The term Moskal’ in the context of a football chant is demeaning, but not insulting—like calling an American a “Yank” or a German a “Kraut”.1 The reaction that I witnessed on Maidan was fitting: regardless of linguistic preference or ethnicity, people laughed, and jumped. Music played from the Stella and many danced to keep warm. As we left the square I remember thinking that the scene reminded me of a student rave, but in near freezing temperatures. 

On our way to the subway station (the entrance is directly on Independence Square) we met a distant acquaintance—Serhiy Rudyk, a member of Kyiv’s city council who had recently joined the Svoboda party. He was strolling through the student demonstration together with Iryna Farion, another Svoboda party activist, and at the time, sitting MP.2 Both were demonstrably edgy. Whether they knew or suspected that the square would be cleared by police late that night remains unknown. 

When we returned to our apartment and tuned our TV to the Friday evening talk show ShusterLive,3 we noticed the same edginess in the behavior of the program’s guests. At around midnight, several leaders of Ukraine’s political opposition (Iryna Herashchenko, Serhiy Sobolev, Andriy Ilyenko, Anatoliy Hrytsenko) hurriedly left the studio claiming that they had received messages on their phones of an impending attack on the student demonstrators on Maidan.4 However, in a live feed from the center of Kyiv, journalist Heorhiy Tykhiy reported no clashes between the protesting students and the hundreds of “Berkut” officers who had surrounded them. Instead, he described a confrontation between the riot police and Arseniy Yatseniuk: apparently the opposition party leader had been asked to facilitate the delivery of a new sound system to the students camped beneath the Stella monument, and had been blocked by police.5 The atmosphere in the studio was tense—particularly because the broadcast had been interrupted (approximately between 21:00 and 22:00) “for technical reasons.” Savik Shuster, the program’s host, was visibly shaken, and ended the show after midnight omitting his traditional invitation to tune in the following week. Though no specifics were voiced, the fact that rumors of impending violence were circulating within the political elite that night is beyond doubt.

We now know that at the time of the show’s closing, tactical preparations had begun for the forceful clearing of Maidan. According to the testimony of acting Kyiv mayor Oleksandr Popov,6 on the morning of 29 November, he received a call from National Security and Defense Council Secretary Andriy Kluyev, with instructions to commence the erection of the traditional Christmas tree (a construction that would ironically come to be known as the yolka)7 on Maidan that day. With Independence Square full of protesters, logically this instruction subsumed an operation to clear them, and for this purpose Kluyev ordered Popov to coordinate his actions with Volodymyr Sivkovych, Deputy Secretary of the National Security and Defense Council. That night, according to Popov, he and Sivkovych sat in the office of Kyiv-city police commander Valeriy Koryak and watched on closed circuit TV while 1318 “Berkut” and Interior Ministry officers cleared the remaining 150-200 unarmed students from the square.8
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Figure 1:	Direction of “Berkut” advances on the Stella monument on Maidan

The police attacked the students from Instytutska St. and from Horodetskoho St., and simultaneously from across Kyiv’s central avenue, Khreshchatyk. The formation left few possibilities for flight. The result was a blood bath with 35 young people hospitalized, 68 reporting injuries, 34 arrested, and the rest scattered throughout the city-center, including several who sought refuge in St. Michael’s monastery.9 Interestingly, the “Berkut” officers who pursued the fleeing students there did not break through the monastery gates, but rather staked out in a bus in front of the entrance until chased away by angry Kyiv residents several hours later. The following morning Interior Ministry troops established a security perimeter around the Stella and in front of the Conservatory building. The human fence was manned by police in full riot gear standing no more than one meter apart. Behind them, workers erected the metal frame of what was supposed to be the country’s main Christmas tree—the yolka carcass which later was to become the main symbol of the Maidan protests. Blood stains from the previous night were washed away.

As news of the beatings spread, thousands gathered on Mykhalivska Square in front of the entrance to St. Michael’s monastery. When my wife and son joined the gathering that Saturday afternoon, they witnessed a touching scene. An injured student, with his head bandaged, was met by his middle-aged mother. They moved to a quiet spot near the monastery wall. The mother had brought her son a clean jacket to replace his bloodied coat, and fresh bandages for his head. She kissed him, hugged him, and sent him off—back to the protests. At the time, none of us would have believed that such a scene would become commonplace just a few months later, but with mothers blessing their sons not for protest, but for war…

Uprising

After the early Saturday morning attack on the students of Maidan, a paradigm shift occurred: the protest movement ceased to be about Europe. People on Ukraine’s streets were no longer calling for the government to sign the EU Association Agreement—or if they were, this had become a peripheral demand. That weekend, people took to the streets because they had lost all faith in their political leadership.10 Their government had dared to savagely beat defenseless students in the dead of night! Moderate protesters demanded the resignation of Interior Minister Zakharchenko, and the prosecution of those responsible for the beatings; radicals called for a complete change of government. The word “revolution”—first heard chanted at the 1 December demonstration—suddenly sounded increasingly believable. That day the primary demand of the subsequent months of protest was born: Yanukovych must go!11

On Saturday 30 November 2013 I posted the following text to my Facebook page under the title Ukraine’s Revolution – Day 1: 

Last night Ukraine changed forever. This is no longer a post-Soviet state that is trying to muddle through economic and political difficulty. This is no longer a country of peaceful demonstrations that periodically supplies the world media with striking images of hundreds of thousands of smiling protestors with Orange or Euromaidan symbolism. This is now a war zone. And the war is between the Ukrainian government and its people. Soon it could degenerate into outright civil war (God knows I hope it doesn’t but ignoring the realities will not make them go away...).


During the past 24 hours I have realized how stupid (inept? idiotic?) the current leadership of Ukraine is in fact. Previously (like some EU leaders—I suspect) I had given Yanukovych the benefit of some doubt. Assuming some ability to think strategically, I had believed that Ukraine’s current President was trying to repeat the electoral story of (President) Kuchma in the 1990’s: elected initially thanks to popularity in Ukraine’s Russian speaking east, then re-elected five years later by a respectable margin with support from all regions (the fact that Kuchma’s second term was a disaster is not relevant to his very real electoral victories). Had Yanukovych signed the EU Association Agreement in Vilnius yesterday, his chances of re-election in 2015 would have been quite good: he would have maintained some support in the east while gaining significant support in the west. After last night’s violence, his chances of legitimately winning an election are now nil.


But at this point it is clear that Yanukovych has no intention of even trying to win a fair vote in 2015. Ukraine is today ruled by a would-be dictator who is attempting to consolidate control over his stream of booty by using force against social groups that he considers marginal. He is wrong. The students who gathered on EuroMaidan in Kyiv do not represent a marginal group. The young people on Independence Square that I spoke with yesterday, and the people currently gathering in front of Mykhaylivsky church are intelligent, erudite, and deeply patriotic. They represent the epitome of middle-class European values: they want to live “normal” lives; they want careers (not wealth); they want to work in stable environments; they want to travel freely; they want to raise their children (or future children) in relative safety; they want to be proud of their country. Put simply, they want the personal dignity that life in a European country should offer. And the further west one travels from Kyiv, the more widespread these wants are.

 

Former Interior Minister Yuriy Lutsenko (one of the leaders of both the Orange Revolution protests in 2004, and organizer of the “Ukraine without Kuchma” demonstrations in 2001, who was jailed in 2011 and amnestied by Yanukovych last year) has not tired of repeating: “the use of force by the state must be countered only by peaceful protest”. This is excellent advice, and I sincerely hope that it will be followed. But we need to realize that a thug understands only a thug’s language. International sanctions may help to isolate Yanukovych, but in the end, it will probably take more radical (ugly?) action to displace him. A general strike may be an answer.


More street protests are sure to come—and more blood… God help us!

The above may have sounded like a call to arms, but on 30 November 2013 I did not intend it as such. I spent a few hours on Mykhaylivska Square that Saturday. Not surprisingly, the mood in the city-center had changed since Friday night: no music, no dancing, fewer EU flags, and more radical calls to action (including violence) heard during discussions on the street. I met one of my former students (Hennadiy Zubko)12 who had been elected to Parliament in 2012 and asked whether calling a general strike was part of the opposition’s plans. The answer came: “All in good time. First we block access to government buildings; then we shut down the country.” At the time I mused: the flywheel of uprising needs time to get rolling.

On November 30 it was still an open question whether the anger of the protesters had gained enough mass support to eventually prompt regime change. That night, as I was coming home on the metro from the city-center, I noticed that only 4-5 others on the crowded subway car were wearing blue and yellow symbolism on their jackets; when a lady started handing out leaflets calling for people to join the next day’s demonstrations, reactions were subdued, and in some cases indifferent. Too many in Kyiv’s working class, the previous week’s Vilnius summit had been a very distant issue that did not touch upon their daily lives; given the sudden change of focus, they had not yet reset themselves to the new protest reality. Yanukovych was certainly unpopular among Kyiv residents, and although the brutal beating of students on Independence Square mobilized many, critical mass had not yet been achieved. Persistent escalation by the regime, coupled with its intransigence, eventually brought Kyiv residents into the streets in numbers that had never been witnessed in Ukrainian history. But in the early days (i.e. the weekend of 30 November – 1 December) such a turn of events was far from assured. 

March of millions

When my wife and I exited Khreshchatyk subway station to join the organized demonstration on the morning of Sunday 1 December, we entered a stream of people that seemed endless. The protest march had started from Shevchenko Park (near Kyiv National University) and had moved slowly towards Independence Square (a distance of about 2 km) gradually gathering momentum. By the time we arrived, the lead protesters had just reached Maidan, and we witnessed several hundred Interior Ministry troops simply abandon their posts surrounding the yolka carcass. Clearly, they understood the futility of any attempt to obstruct the tidal wave of people approaching them. Sonya Koshkina, a well-known political journalist, and regular participant in the previous Euromaidan demonstrations, recalls that day in her book Maidan: An Untold Story: 

In contrast to November 24th, when people came to the demo like to a party, a kind of safe Sunday stroll, now the people who gathered were very angry. Very! No one talked about politics: politics was moved to the back burner. They had beaten students, practically children, and the authorities continued to pretend nothing much had happened. That, Ukrainians did not forgive. Half a million people – even those who had never participated in any kind of protest actions out of principle – came out onto the streets of Kyiv, to say “We won’t forget, we won’t forgive!” …

 

Having arrived at Maidan, the people removed the metal barriers, and in a few minutes occupied the entire square. The human sea filled the massive open space, but still there was not enough room for everyone. People filled Khreshchatyk St, further on onto European Square, climbed up the bank near October Palace. Columns continued to approach from the side of Besarabka (the market at the far end of Khreshchatyk St.—approx. 1 km away), and there was no end in sight. In the middle of Maidan, closer to the Conservatory, stood this ugly frame – the skeleton of the yolka. Some brave soul clambered up it and attached an EU flag to the very top. His example was followed by other plucky guys, and the yolka came to be decorated with homemade banners and signs.13

My own recollection matches the above. When the bulk of the crowd reached Maidan, the square turned out to be too small to fit us (estimates of participant numbers range from 300 to 600 thousand). People began to hoist themselves on the roofs of the wooden cabins that had been set up to house Christmas market sellers. The multitude was breathtaking, and strangely, I remember feeling exceptionally safe. I said as much to my wife, in Ukrainian, and our conversation was overheard by others in the crowd, who laughed and commented in Russian “Of course it’s safe, this is Kyiv!” 

As we stood watching the yolka become transformed into the symbol of protest that it would become during subsequent months, a truck with a makeshift “stage” and large speakers on its roof was driven through a hastily organized corridor in the crowd. The sound system was not nearly powerful enough for all to hear, but from our vantage point less than 20 meters from the truck we heard Lyubomir Husar, the Ukrainian Catholic Patriarch tell the crowd “Do not be afraid!”—a message that resonated with us and with those around us. We heard former Polish Prime Ministers Yaroslaw Kaczynski and Jerzy Buzek offer their country’s and the EU’s support for the Euromaidan cause—both clearly misunderstood that the cause of “Europe” had lost salience after the Friday night attack on students. We heard each of Ukraine’s opposition leaders condemn the Yanukovych regime, and call for a change of government. Svoboda leader, Oleh Tiahnybok, roused the crowd with chants of “Re-vo-lyu-tsiya!” (Re-vo-lu-tion!) while Vitaliy Klitschko angrily waved off a protester brandishing a mock gable with a Yanukovych doll hanging from the noose. This would not be the last time the two nominal leaders publicly disagreed during upcoming months.

As the crowds gathered in the capital, smaller demonstrations congregated across Ukraine: almost a thousand in Poltava, another thousand in Dnipropetrovsk, 200 in Odesa, 300 in Donetsk, 20 thousand in Lviv.14 But the scale of the demonstration in Kyiv surprised everyone—including the opposition party bosses. Much was improvised. 

The building of the Kyiv City Administration was occupied in a spontaneous act led by opposition journalist Tetiana Chornovol and Svoboda Party activists. This was not planned by the demonstration organizers,15 nor did they expect to have to manage a crowd of such magnitude. After just over an hour of speeches Yatseniuk, Klitschko, and Tiahnybok, together with Turchynov, Lutsenko, Parubiy, and others, retreated to the newly occupied Trade Unions building (a large edifice on the edge of Maidan boasting a huge television screen on its wall) to plan their next moves. The Trade Unions building was later to become the headquarters of the Maidan protests, housing a press center, kitchen facilities, a first aid clinic, and sleeping quarters for a radical right-wing group of protesters—those who would eventually call themselves Pravyi sektor (Right Sector). But all of this was to happen at some point in the future. That day, no one foresaw such grandiose developments: the opposition leaders entered the building, found an unlocked room and began laying out the contours of their protest camp on a napkin.16 Areas of responsibility (e.g. logistics, stage, encampments, security, first aid, media relations) were divvied up with Oleksandr Turchynov appointed protest HQ commander.

Meanwhile outside, the crowd did not disperse. The erected frame of the yolka was adorned with flags and banners but this trophy was clearly not enough to calm the aroused multitudes. In the words of one activist the general feeling was that the Ukrainian state had ceased to exist.17 Power and authority had evaporated. All was possible, and the mob ruled. Radicals (some were likely paid agents, but others genuinely craved to make a difference) soon called for occupation of central government buildings. Attention shifted away from Maidan to the Presidential Administration building up the hill on Bankova St.

More blood

The atmosphere in Kyiv’s city-center on 1 December 2013 was anarchic (or on the verge thereof). Mobile phone service was sporadic, and no alternative communication links had yet been established between the various pockets of demonstrators milling around near government buildings and the newly formed headquarters in the Trade Unions Building. Streets throughout the city-center were filled with angry and radicalized people, eager to act, but without clear instructions. The few police officers who were visible, were all deployed in cordons around the entrances to government buildings. Under such circumstances, if violence erupted, the authorities could hardly have been blamed for declaring a state of emergency. 

While the opposition leaders addressed the staggeringly large crowd on Maidan, just up the hill on Bankova St., a group of youths numbering up to 200, each wearing balaclava masks and red arm bands for identification, began throwing fireworks at the line of Internal Affairs Ministry troops (primarily consisting of young conscripts) deployed to block access to the Presidential Administration building. Later analysis of video footage revealed that after the main scenes of violence had been effected, several of these supposedly radicalized “protesters” (those who had been particularly vocal) were allowed to pass through the police lines and found refuge with the “Berkut” officers standing behind the initial line of young recruits. But during the afternoon of December 1st, the video footage broadcast by the major global media outlets showed a “far-right radical” street fight with one youth swinging a huge chain towards the police line, and fireworks and explosions injuring young officers. At the time, the protest leaders’ hopes of gaining the sympathy of western public opinion seemed dashed. 

Soon after the initial attacks on the police line, one of the balaclava-clad youths drove a huge tractor with a backhoe onto Bankova St. screaming his intention to run the grader into the Interior Ministry troops.18 The fact that anyone was able to drive a tractor unimpeded through the government quarter right up to the Presidential Administration building—at a time when this part of the city-center was under police lockdown—leaves little doubt that the supposedly “radical protesters” who instigated the attacks that day enjoyed (at least tacit) cooperation either from the Yanukovych regime directly, or from powerful minders of the regime who (perhaps) hailed from outside of Ukraine. One theory suggests the radicals’ attack on riot police guarding the Presidential Administration building was meant to generate a pretext for proclaiming martial law in Ukraine’s capital. According to another theory the provocateurs were led by Russian operatives: Russian state television broadcast footage of the violence on Bankova St. filmed from the top floor of the Presidential Administration building (i.e. their journalists had access to the building, and the Sunday violence in this part of the city was anticipated by the Russians). A key foundation in the Kremlin’s subsequent narrative concerning Ukraine, according to which Kyiv was painted as the hot-bed of “fascist” radicalism was thus placed in the minds of western journalists, and it would not be dislodged for some time.

We now know that the masked youths leading the attack on Bankova St. were not exuberant protesters spontaneously venting their anger. Their assault on police lines was planned and commanded by Dmytro Korchynsky (his face is clearly recognizable on video footage), a leader of the supposedly far-right nationalist “Bratstvo” group. Korchynsky mysteriously fled Ukraine to Russia after being accused of having provoked the incidents.19 He seems to have manipulated the young radicals under his command: several subsequently became Right Sector fighters, dispatched as volunteers to the Donbas.20 Whatever the motives of the protagonists, the fact that a street fight with police occurred at all indicates that the opposition leaders, who repeatedly called for peaceful protest, did not fully control the situation in the areas around Kyiv’s administrative buildings, and that it is likely that the regime (or someone behind the scenes) did indeed try to capitalize on the situation. 

That evening, as news of the backhoe and fireworks spread, journalists from both local and international media outlets began to gather on Bankova St. together with several hundred demonstrators eager to at least witness the action if not to participate themselves. As darkness fell, the police line in front of the Presidential Administration building suddenly came apart, and Berkut officers ran forward. Apparently, these trained crowd dispersers had been kept waiting for action all day. Their attack was vicious and fierce. Anyone with a camera was pounded with a night stick, and a press badge apparently was understood as a request to be beaten. Video footage of defenseless protesters and journalists lying on the ground with hands covering their heads being repeatedly pounded by riot police filled the internet. In the end, official reports counted 165 individuals injured during the evening violence—52 of them journalists. Those brutalized included a Euronews cameraman, and a correspondent from Polish television—both had bludgeoned heads.21

The staged violence on Bankova St. on December 1st seems to have had two concurrent objectives. For the outside world, it was supposed to demonstrate that the Euromaidan protesters (this term was still in widespread use) were far from benign supporters of EU association, but instead represented a far-right violent element of society that needed to be neutralized. The domestic observer on the other hand, was supposed to be frightened. Apparently, the order to introduce martial law was ready for signature as the violence transpired, and several oblast legislatures in the southern and eastern regions of the country were apparently planning ad hoc sessions for the following days to ask the President to introduce a state of emergency.22 But for reasons unknown, Yanukovych decided to wait. 

Barricades go up 

During the night of December 1-2, despite the violence on Bankova St., up to 6000 protesters remained camped on Maidan. The next morning, they began constructing barricades: on Khreschatyk, separating Independence Square from European Square, and simultaneously on Instytutska St. under the footbridge connecting the October Palace with the Globus shopping center. The latter was built primarily by protesters who had arrived for the Sunday demonstration from western Ukraine, and therefore came to be known as the “Lviv gate.” Smaller barricades soon went up blocking Horodetskoho St. (near the Conservatory), on Independence Square itself, and on the far end of Khreshchatyk near the Kyiv City Administration building. Park benches, trash containers, construction materials, and fencing were piled up in make-shift barriers intended to stop (or at least slow) any potential attack by riot police. Although the actual defensive value of these fortifications was minimal, building barricades kept the protesters busy, and the symbolism of the resultant camp design carried great weight.

[image: ]

Figure 2:	Maidan with barricades: 1 – Main stage; 2 – Yolka; 3 – Chapel tent near Stella; 4 – IT tent; 5 – Open University of Maidan stage

As with the Orange protests a decade earlier, the focal point of the Maidan camp was the stage – its construction began immediately as the crowds began to disperse on December 1. This was to be the spot from which the protest leaders would address the crowds during the evening and weekend demonstrations, and where impromptu speeches could be voiced by ordinary protesters during the day. But, the barricades around Maidan proved a novel innovation (unseen during previous Ukrainian protests), that defined the character of the demonstration in subsequent months. The parallel to the Zaporozhzhian Sich—the fortified outpost of the free Cossacks that roamed the steppes of southern Ukraine during the 16-18 centuries – was obvious. As with the Sich, a “church” (prayer tent) was set up in the geographic center of the main Maidan (stretching between the stage and the “Globus” shopping center), but in a testament to the fact that the protesters were quite modern, a group of young IT professionals set up an “IT tent” next door. After-all, symbolism and historical nostalgia were important, but so were Wi-Fi and Live Streaming.

Security was established around the perimeter of the barricades from the start, and a strict policy of no alcohol within the limits of the Maidan camp was enforced (although disciplinary issues were reported later—as New Year’s approached).23 Among the tents, people kept busy cooking: huge cauldrons steamed with soups, teas, plov (a mixture of rice, meat, and vegetables), and “soldiers’ porridge” (corn meal with bits of lard). An impressive logistical operation servicing Maidan was put into place: food, water, medicine, clothing and firewood were delivered in massive quantities regularly. Significant amounts were donated and brought to Maidan by Kyiv residents spontaneously, and voluntarily – particularly during the first half of December. Additional supplies were brought in by the organizational machine headquartered in the Trade Unions building. How much came from grass-roots donations, and how much was organized by the opposition parties is impossible to gauge. However, at no time during the 3 months of protest was there ever a problem with provision of food or basic supplies.

In another nod to historical symbolism, the security forces of the Maidan were organized in “sotni”—“hundreds”, according to ancient Cossack traditions and terminology.24 “Sotnyky” (sotnia commanders) organized morning marches to key government buildings with several thousand participating every day. For example, on 4 and 5 December protesters set up blockades of police buildings where those accused of organizing the violence three days earlier on Bankova St. were believed to be confined; during the early hours of 4 December a rally of over 100 passenger cars (the original “AutoMaidan”) blocked the street in front of the “Berkut” riot police base, honking their horns, and sending the message “if you don’t let us sleep at night, we won’t let you sleep either.” That day, several hundred students who had marched to the Ministry of Education building were successful in forcing the First Deputy Minister to issue a document that officially allowed Kyiv students to participate in public protest (and skip classes) without fear of reprisals. From the protesters’ perspective, these were victories; for the regime, each display of civil disobedience provided a pretext for eventually clamping down.

After the attack on students on November 30, and then the violence in front of the Presidential Administration building the following Sunday, few Maidan protesters doubted that force would eventually be used by the regime to clear the city-center. Indeed, on Tuesday December 3, Prime Minister Azarov made his intentions clear in a speech in Parliament. Although he began by promising to investigate the causes of the previous weekend’s violence, he went on to say: “We have enough power to clear all blockades of government buildings.” This was a poorly veiled reference to the “Berkut” riot police that in recent days had been the regime’s primary weapon against the demonstrators, and to the “Tiger” brigade (special interior ministry troops) that had just been relocated from Crimea to the vicinity of the capital. Although the entrance to the “Tiger” base in the town of Vasylkiv had been blocked by demonstrators, there was little doubt that this elite squad could break out of their perimeter in minutes if ordered to do so.25

Few at the time knew that prior to the November 21 announcement of the Ukrainian government’s decision not to sign the EU Association Agreement, on 10 November 2013 Yanukovych had flown secretly to Moscow to meet with Vladimir Putin.26 Just prior to that meeting, the President had given a speech declaring his intention to sign the Agreement. He later reconsidered, after Russia imposed new customs procedures for incoming freight causing massive truck queues on the Ukrainian side of the border. The secret meeting with Putin immediately resolved this situation, but what additional deals or plans may have been agreed by the two Presidents remains unknown. Whatever they decided, Yanukovych was apparently not sufficiently alarmed by the scale of the demonstrations in Kyiv to cancel his state visit to China (planned for 3-6 December), but sufficiently irked to order (on 2 December) the partial evacuation of large amounts of cash that he had stashed at his Mezhyhirya residence.27

Political games

On 4 December, in a halfhearted effort to diffuse the tense situation on the streets, Ukraine’s political elite staged a show of attempting to resolve the crisis through Parliamentary means. On this day, Ukraine’s opposition parties tabled a confidence motion. If a majority in Parliament voted in favor, the Azarov government would be forced to resign. But, after a series of carefully planned and scripted statements by the leaders of Ukraine’s five parliamentary factions, and a lengthy and emotional speech by the Prime Minister, the motion received only 186 of the required 226 votes.

At first it seemed that the motion would carry. News reports had claimed that Party of Regions deputies were defecting to the opposition in large numbers. Furthermore, Communist Party leader Petro Symonenko (the Party of Regions’ coalition partner) began his speech with scathing criticism of the Azarov government, seemingly foreshadowing his faction’s support for the no confidence motion. But after 3 minutes, Symonenko suddenly turned his attention to the three opposition factions, criticizing their leaders for wording the tabled non-confidence motion incorrectly: the draft motion identified the government’s sudden about-face on EU integration as the reason for Parliament’s dismissal of the executive, and this was unacceptable to the Communists. After-all Ukraine’s Communists had opposed the pro-EU policy of the government for years, so its sudden reversal could not be a reason for the government’s dismissal. Symonenko held up a printed copy of an alternative bill, signed by all 33 Communist Party Parliamentarians, which identified different reasons for firing Azarov, and asked the opposition to support his version. 

“Batkivshchyna” faction leader Arseniy Yatseniuk immediately announced that the opposition would support the Communists’ motion. Whatever the stated reason, if Azarov could be gotten rid of, the opposition parties would swallow their distaste for the Communists and would support their bill. However, speaker Rybak following strict procedure, called a vote on the original motion. Without the Communists’ support the motion failed, at which point Rybak congratulated Azarov, and explained to those watching the proceedings that the Communists’ bill had not been previously registered on the Parliamentary docket, and according to the Rada’s procedure, it could not be introduced for a vote without first being printed and distributed to all deputies. Prime Minister Azarov’s government thereby gained immunity (according to Rada rules, a confidence motion can only be called once per session) until February unless fired by the President.28

The “optics” of this situation seemed to suit both sides: The Communists could argue to their supporters that though they had not actually voted for the resignation of the unpopular Azarov government, they had proposed a solution to the stand-off, but were denied by circumstances. Meanwhile, the opposition could legitimately blame both the Communists and Party of Regions (both equally unpopular in opposition constituencies) for their failure and claim that they had tried all options to have Azarov fired. “Optics” secured, the opposition politely blocked the Parliamentary rostrum, and Speaker Rybak quickly closed the proceedings.

Meanwhile, with the Azarov government intact, President Yanukovych departed for a state visit to China where he spent his first day viewing the famous terracotta army in the city of Xian. The irony of the situation was not missed by Ukraine’s opposition press (broadcasting on Channels 5 and 24, TVi, and the internet): while thousands gathered on the streets of Kyiv, the President spent the day viewing museum artefacts. The following day’s news reports were kinder: Yanukovych would be returning to Ukraine with over 8 billion USD in investment deals signed with the Chinese. However, the most important message of the trip was implied: the protesters were safe from further violence because the man giving the orders was far away, and busy with other matters.

These matters were economic. Unlike the protesters on the Maidan, Ukraine’s governing officials were ensuring the welfare of the country’s businesses and employees! This was the materialist message that the “Anti-Maidan” demonstrators who first gathered on December 4 on the square and park adjacent to the Parliament, proclaimed. On that day, the Party of Regions bussed in about 2,000 “protesters” who declared their support for the economic policies of the government. Their event was short-lived, but a small group established a camp in Mariyinskiy park that was to serve as the counter-balance to the Maidan on Independence Square during subsequent months. The “Anti-Maidan” participants were regularly shown on news broadcasts highly inebriated, and openly admitted having received 300 UAH (approx. 35 USD) per day for their presence in Kyiv. Testimony of those brave enough to enter the Anti-Maidan camp also suggest that these “protesters” saw themselves as working for pay rather than volunteering for a cause.29

What the regime seemed to miss was that unlike the Anti-Maidan, the Maidan protesters were not paid to gather in Kyiv’s city-center, and their demands were not economic. For Maidan activists, investment figures and economic agreements with China (or anyone else for that matter) were completely irrelevant. They wanted those responsible for independent Ukraine’s first ever incidents of state-sponsored violence to be punished, and more immediately, they wanted the regime to stop persecuting (through selective justice) those who dared to stand-up for their rights and beliefs. Long-term: they wanted personal dignity and rules-based government; they wanted freedom to travel to Europe; they wanted to be proud of their country (which may explain why the national anthem was sung on the Maidan on an hourly basis). But clearly, the regime was not listening—a fact that merely increased the protesters’ anger.

Resolve hardens 

On Friday 6 December, a court order was delivered to demonstrators occupying Kyiv’s city hall: they were instructed to clear the administrative building by the following Monday. The court ruling also referenced the Trade Unions building where the opposition had established its headquarters, and the October Palace concert hall, the premises of which several hundred demonstrators had been using as lodging.

Simultaneously, Prosecutor General Pshonka broadcast a short statement in which he warned that occupying government buildings was a criminal offence, and that those responsible would be punished to the full extent of the law. Meanwhile, several individuals who had been beaten by police on December 1st on Bankova St. were brought before the courts.30 Maidan activists organized free legal aid for them, but few believed in the impartiality of Ukraine’s judiciary.

During his return journey from China, President Yanukovych stopped in Sochi to meet with his Russian counterpart, there to inspect the state of preparations for the upcoming Winter Olympics. According to unofficial reports, while in Sochi, Yanukovych signed a strategic document formally agreeing Ukraine’s entry into the Eurasian Economic Union, and eventually into Customs Union with Russia. For those on Maidan who were interested in foreign affairs, this news represented the end of all hope for a potential compromise with the regime. For others, the last straw were the editorial instructions issued to journalists that Friday evening to de-emphasize the protest actions in weekend news reports (several reporters quit their networks that day). For others still, the arrival of more paid Anti-Maidan protesters to the camp near Parliament meant it was time to make a stand.31 Whatever the motive, the Maidan protesters dug in, and Ukraine’s population mobilized.

When on Sunday 8 December, at approximately 1pm, my family and I arrived at Kyiv’s Independence Square for the now traditional viche demonstration, we were part of a crowd that was unprecedented in Ukraine’s history. There were more people in the city center that day than the previous week, and more than we ever saw during the Orange protests. Estimates of numbers ranged from 500 thousand to 1 million—in reality no one could really tell.32

The viche (ancient Slavic word for “community gathering”) began with an ecumenical service led by clergy from the Ukrainian Orthodox (Kyiv Patriarchate) and Ukrainian Catholic churches who were joined by a Baptist preacher, a Muslim mufti, and Jewish rabbi. Clerics from the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate) were notably absent. After the service was over, the first speaker was invited to the stage: Professor Myroslav Popovych—Director of the Institute of Philosophy of the National Academy of Sciences. His appearance was meant to signify the support that the protesters enjoyed from Ukraine’s intellectual elites. His address was followed by several representatives of the Ukrainian diaspora and foreign dignitaries (the protesters had international support). Then the three opposition leaders spoke, but the speeches were disappointing: they called for early elections, demanded that Yanukovych make public the deal he struck with Putin in Sochi, required that criminal charges be laid against those who ordered the use of force against peaceful demonstrators, demanded the release of those Maidan activists who had been unjustly charged and persecuted, and summoned the Azarov government to resign. It all sounded intellectually and morally sound. And highly unrealistic. Yanukovych was Ukraine’s legitimately elected President, and short of a voluntary resignation, that was a fact to live with; after the fiasco in Parliament several days earlier, according to the Constitution, the Azarov government had gained immunity for the duration of this Parliamentary session (i.e. until February 2014). Ukraine’s court system was widely believed to be dependent on the will of the Presidential Administration, so the likelihood of prosecutions against demonstrators being dropped was next to nil, and the probability of charges being laid against those who ordered police violence against them even lower. The bottom line was: Maidan must stand. But beyond continued protest, there was no plan.

When the speeches were over, most of the massive crowd dispersed, but some stayed to vent their anger. They had come to be part of revolutionary change, but the message from the stage was “wait.” The unwitting victim of the pent-up emotions became a statue—that of Lenin. No one knows who orchestrated the demolition of the Lenin monument, and whether it was truly spontaneous or planned. Svoboda activists claimed responsibility, but the fact that police stood by and watched the destruction is suspect. Video footage of the destruction of Lenin was broadcast extensively by TV channels loyal to the regime with ample Russian-language commentary as to the “neo-fascist” nature of the Euromaidan, and its “hooligans”. On the other hand, during subsequent months, Lenin statues were toppled throughout central and eastern Ukraine (they had been removed during the 1990’s in the western region), so perhaps the vandalism in Kyiv during the evening of 8 December represented a real desire by (at least some) protesters to demonstrate a symbolic break with the past. One suspects there was a bit of both: pent-up rage coupled with well-placed provocation. That symbiosis seemed to characterize the dynamic of much of the early protest action.

On 10 December, in an apparent reaction to the “hooliganism” of the weekend, and in a grand show of apparent “statesmanship” aimed at demonstrating his desire to diffuse growing popular unrest, Ukraine’s serving President met with his three predecessors in the presidential TV studio to discuss current events. The meeting was broadcast simultaneously on 4 networks, and prepared messages were delivered by each participant. The President promised to pressure prosecutors to release the “hooligans” arrested for “organizing” the street riots in front of the Presidential Administration on December 1st (without a guarantee of amnesty); the former Presidents suggested further concessions that Yanukovych might consider (e.g. prosecuting the Interior Minister, firing the Prime Minister, etc.). All agreed that some form of “national round table” negotiations between the opposition and the regime should be enjoined. 

Meanwhile, increasing numbers of riot police and Interior Ministry Special Forces (“Berkut”, “Tiger”, “Jaguar” etc.) were brought into the capital from the regions each day. And each day, more and more people arrived on Maidan from the regions with the intention of staying. On 9 December Kyiv received its first significant snowfall of the winter—about 10cm.

Maidan survives!

On Tuesday 10 December, Ukraine’s social media filled with reports of touchingly humane interactions between police and demonstrators. Apparently, many of the young men on the police side were cold, hungry, and lonely. Young ladies from the Maidan brought them hot tea, and sandwiches; in several spots, protestors moved their burning barrels closer to the police line, so that the men in uniform could feel a little warmth in the freezing temperatures. However, these moments of humanity did not last long. Throughout the day Interior Ministry Special Forces were seen deploying to strategic spots in the government quarter, and the demonstrators’ outer barricades (put up during the previous weekend but unmanned during weekdays) were quietly disassembled. Rumors were ripe of an impending attack on Maidan. At one point in the evening, Klitschko even called for women and children to leave the city center. The influx of Interior Ministry troops was accompanied by an apparent “bomb scare” that resulted in the closing of 3 subway stations in the city center for several hours. Few believed the bomb threat to be genuine. Most saw it as a regime tactic aimed at minimizing the influx of people to Maidan.

Meanwhile, the opposition leaders were visited by dignitaries from both the EU and the US—a move that was officially censured by both the Russian Duma, and personally by Russian Prime Minister Medvedev, as an “intervention in the internal affairs” of Ukraine. Grandstanding, pressure tactics, and posturing seemed to be everyone’s preferred strategy. Few expected the regime to break the peace so soon, and certainly not at a time when the EU Foreign Affairs Commissioner and the US Assistant Secretary of State were both in Kyiv. They had come to try to convince Yanukovych to diffuse the situation. Both were disappointed.

During the very early hours of the morning of 11/12/13, in temperatures that dropped to -14 C, several thousand riot police and Interior Ministry troops were ordered to clear the Maidan barricades. They began by dismantling those furthest from Independence Square—on Khreshchatyk St., near the occupied Kyiv City Administration building. Two other columns moved forward in a pincer formation from the direction of Mykhaylivska and Kostyolna Streets, and simultaneously down Instytutska St. through the “Lviv Gate” barricade. The tactical plan was to clear Maidan from three sides.33 The Kyiv Administration building, and the stage were the ultimate targets.

At about 2am, on the approach from Mykhaylivska St., the “Berkut” troops were met by the opposition leaders—including world boxing champion Vitaliy Klitschko and his brother Volodymyr (another boxing champion). Together with Arseniy Yatseniuk and other opposition politicians, they tried to negotiate with the police commanders.34 Several thousand protesters were present on Maidan at the time, but it was unlikely that their numbers would suffice to stop the onslaught of police if the order to clear were given. Delay tactics were key: the word had gone out through social media and by telephone that Maidan was under attack. Notwithstanding the night hour, Kyiv residents were assembling at Maidan in their thousands. They came by car, by taxi (cab drivers offered free rides), on foot through the snow in the dead of night. By 5 am the crowd had swelled to over 25 thousand, from a mere 5,000 at midnight. 

Mystic stories of that evening abound. Apparently, a monk in Mykhaylivsky monastery, realizing the impending danger to the demonstrators, began ringing the bells on the bell tower in alarm. As the bells started to ring, the “Berkut” riot police broke through the barricade on Instytutska St. They were faced with a chain of protesters several men deep who had locked arms. The priests on the protesters side raised their crosses, and orders were disseminated not to throw projectiles towards the police. The air was filled with the sound of church bells. The two sides pushed up against each other but did not fight. The shoving continued until sunrise when the “Berkut” suddenly withdrew. They were no less than 40 meters from the stage, and were fully armed with riot gear, tear gas and rubber bullets. They did not fire.

On the other end of Khreshchatyk St., as night turned to day, interior ministry troops attempted to storm Kyiv city hall. Three buses pulled up to the front doors of the building, but the troops were blocked from exiting their vehicles: protesters poured water from fire hoses through second floor windows onto the busses in -10-degree (Celsius) weather. When two more busses with police reinforcements attempted to pull up to the building, protesters blocked their path and forced a retreat.

At 10 am, several hundred interior ministry troops maintained a cordon around the Trade Unions building. The scene was surreal. On one side of the police line some thirty thousand people filled the square in front of the stage, from where the singer Ruslana continued to call for peaceful protest: “Every person on Maidan is responsible for Ukraine’s image in the world! Let them hear us—We are here!” On the other side of the police line, bumper-to-bumper busses blocked Kyiv’s main thoroughfare, providing cover for an almost empty street where city workers slowly removed one of the protesters’ make-shift barricades. Meanwhile, 300 meters to the west, the tense face-off between crowds and riot police continued in front of the city hall building.

At 10:07 the three busses with interior ministry troops in front of the Kyiv Administration building succumbed to pressure from the crowd shouting “go home!” and retreated. At approximately the same time, at the other end of Khreshchatyk Street, the troops forming a police cordon separating Maidan from the Trade Unions building boarded their busses. At 10:43 they drove away.

The foreign factor

International reaction to the attempted clearing of Maidan was quick. European Commission Vice President for Foreign Affairs Catherine Aston issued the following statement: 

I am still in Kyiv. I was among you on the Maidan in the evening and was impressed by the determination of Ukrainians demonstrating for the European perspective of their country. Some hours later I observe with sadness that police used force to remove peaceful people from the center of Kiev [sic]. The authorities did not need to act under the coverage of night to engage with society by using force. Dialogue with political forces and society and the use of arguments is always better than the argument of force.35

America’s Assistant Secretary of State for Europe and European Affairs Victoria Nuland, who had arrived in Kyiv the night before for talks with Yanukovych, visited Independence Square on December 11 immediately after the attempted clearing. She walked through the protesters together with the US ambassador, somewhat comically demonstrating her country’s support by handing out cookies and pastry. She later met with the Ukrainian President. Their ceremonial handshake (broadcast on television) was obviously cold. 

In subsequent days the protesters were visited by Germany’s foreign minister and by his counterpart from Canada. On 15 December US Senators John McCain (R) and Chris Murphy (D) also visited Maidan to lend their support to the demonstrators. McCain did not mince words: 

What we’re trying to do is to bring about a peaceful transition here, that would stop the violence and give the Ukrainian people what they unfortunately have not had, with different revolutions that have taken place—a real society… I’m praising their ability and their desire to demonstrate peacefully for change that I think they deserve.36

The Ukrainian diaspora around the world mobilized in support of the Maidan with demonstrations held in Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal, Chicago, New York, Washington, Sydney, Melbourne, Munich, London, Paris, and many other places. “Euromaidan” websites and Facebook pages were established by diaspora activists; money was collected in support of the protests, and political leaders throughout the world were lobbied to pressure the Ukrainian regime to avoid further use of force against Kyiv’s demonstrators. Journalists on one of Georgia’s television channels dressed in blue and yellow for their broadcast. In Warsaw, Ukrainian flags lined the main street, and the Palace of Culture and Science building was illuminated in blue and yellow in solidarity with the Maidan protests. Polish and German border guards for the first time invited Ukrainian passport holders to cross their respective borders using channels labeled for “EU citizens”. This privilege had traditionally been denied to Ukrainians and was seen by many as particularly demeaning. Such gestures were very much appreciated on Maidan and were widely reported by Ukrainian media.

The Anti-Maidan

The foreign pressure seems to have worked. The regime stood down—for a while. During public pronouncements Yanukovych repeated his opposition to the use of force against civilian demonstrators, while in private expressing his conviction that as temperatures dropped, so too would the will of most of those on Maidan to remain camped out in the cold.37 In the meantime, the regime demonstrated its political strength. 

On 12 December the Party of Regions announced that a pro-government rally would be held the following Saturday. Presumably this demonstration was to show the world that the Maidan protesters did not represent the will of all Ukrainians. The only problem was that Maidan had occupied Independence Square and the Anti-Maidan rally was to take place on European Square. After the attack on Maidan by police on 11 December, Ukraine’s opposition parties had called upon their regional organizations to mobilize, and thousands were pouring into the capital daily. The two squares where the two rival demonstrations were to be held were 300 meters apart, and tens of thousands were expected at each rally. The mood was ominous. 

The number of “guests” from Ukraine’s regions during the weekend of 14-15 December was unprecedented. Independence Square was filled with Ukrainian-speaking westerners: people who had travelled to Kyiv from Lviv, Ternopil, Ivano-Frankivsk, Vinnytsia, Khmelnytsky and smaller cities in the west of the country to support the Maidan movement. Meanwhile, just outside the barricades, groups of Russian-speaking young men from Donetsk, Dnipropetrovsk, Zaporizhzhia and other eastern cities roamed the streets clearly feeling uncomfortable in the capital because its population obviously supported Maidan (according to a poll conducted 10-14 December by the pro-Yanukovych “Research & Branding Group” 64% of Kyiv residents supported the Maidan protests).38 Besides language, the main difference between the political tourists from east and west was that the latter came to Kyiv in their own cars, or on busses that their local communities had organized for them. Their eastern counterparts were bussed in by the Party of Regions (under threat of losing their jobs—according to multiple reports) and had received instructions not to leave the pro-Presidential demonstration on European Square without permission.

In the end both crowds remained peaceful, but the Anti-Maidan rally—televised on First National TV (the state-owned broadcaster)—proved nothing but comical. First, Parliamentarian Oleh Tsariov gave a very long and boring speech (20 minutes) at the end of which he tried to ridicule the Euromaidan demonstrators’ chant “Khto ne skache, toy Moskal’” (“Who does not jump is a Muscovite”). Many in the Anti-Maidan crowd misunderstood and started jumping. Then another Party of Regions MP mounted the stage, and immediately after declaring his support for Yanukovych started to encourage the demonstrators to chant “Putin! Putin!” The crowd followed his lead, but the speaker was quickly whisked off stage, and the chant stopped. Finally, the headline speaker, Prime Minister Azarov was introduced. After explaining (yet again) to the uninterested crowd how Ukraine’s economy would have been negatively affected had the Free Trade Agreement with the EU been signed, Azarov went on to proclaim that although many in Ukraine would like to see a visa-free regime with Europe, this was impossible because in order to simplify border-crossing procedures, the EU demanded that Ukraine legalize same-sex marriages (!).39

To the Anti-Maidan demonstrators, whether Azarov’s statements were true or not really didn’t matter. After their rally ended, many quietly migrated to their supposed opponents’ camp on Independence Square to enjoy the concert of the popular rock group Okean Elzy. There, the supposedly pro-regime political tourists were fed and entertained. That evening, most boarded their Party of Regions chartered busses for the long trip home. Those who had been hired on a longer-term assignment returned to the Anti-Maidan camp in Mariyinsky park near Parliament. This Anti-Maidan camp was to remain a mainstay of the Kyiv protest scene during upcoming months—periodically swelling to several thousand, but usually manned by several hundred obviously paid “protesters” hailing from Ukraine’s southern and eastern regions.

Barricading for the long term

When I arrived at Maidan the evening after the failed operation to clear the encampment on 11 December, I witnessed a beehive of activity. A fresh sprinkling of snow had covered the layer that had fallen during the previous days, but the stamping of feet by masses of people had made the stone surface of Kyiv’s main square slippery. Hundreds of shovels and ice picks were brought to the city-center together with thousands of heavy-duty refuse bags (the kind used for construction waste). Led by former Microsoft Ukraine Director Dmytro Shymkiv,40 hundreds of activists chipped away at the hardened snow and loaded it into the refuse bags. Others then carried the 10 kg sacks to designated spots where they were transported to the barricade sites. By late that evening, the snow from Maidan had all been collected, and so the protesters expanded their cleaning activities to include side streets. Volunteered passenger cars were used to transport the collected snow bags to the main square. I remember noting that the cars were not cheap, and most had Kyiv city registration plates.

The work continued all night with arc welders (connected to portable generators) brought in to build metal frames. These were reinforced with metal poles and fencing with snow sacks placed on top. The entire construction then had water poured on it, so that the snow hardened into ice. The resultant barricades were impressive feats of engineering. It was that night that I first heard a joke about the paradox of the typical Ukrainian man: “It takes the average husband three months to put up a shelf in the bathroom, but less than three hours to build a barricade.”

During the attempted clearing on December 11th, the makeshift barricades had been dismantled, but within 24-hours, new and stronger fortifications were constructed. Inside the Maidan perimeter, the protesters established lodging quarters (tents were fitted with wood floors), soup kitchens, firewood storage facilities, first aid posts—all the requisite facilities for long term encampment. A call went out for thermal camping mattresses. Within two days some 20 thousand were delivered by a local polypropylene manufacturer. Lodging facilities were organized in Kyiv Expo Plaza (a local exhibition hall located five subway stops from the city-center),41 and at the Ukrainian Catholic Cathedral complex on the left bank of the Dnipro river. Thousands of Kyiv residents opened their apartments to demonstrators arriving to the capital from the regions for several days. Regular religious services were held in the church tent (clergy from different confessions established a schedule), and an online broadcast facility (called “Spilnobachennya”) was established next to the IT tent.

Gradually, Maidan transformed. Two surveys of protesters conducted by the Democratic Initiatives Foundation on 7-8 December and 20 December illustrate its changing face:42 whereas the first registered over 50% of demonstrators as being from Kyiv, the number of locals in the later sample dropped to 19% with 81% of the protesters hailing from outside the capital (approx. 50% from the western regions). These people needed to be housed, fed, and occupied. During evenings and on weekends the crowds would swell (up to 60% of weekend viche participants were locals),43 but as the Maidan evolved, the role of Kyiv residents switched from manning the camp (and protecting it as on December 10-11), to supporting it. 

Increasingly, in addition to keeping busy with daily duties in the camp, Maidan activists saw a need for intellectual stimulation. The opposition parties managed the main stage, producing “official” messages, so a soap-box style venue seemed logical. In a testament to the spontaneity and lack of centralized leadership on the Maidan, the idea of establishing an “open university” was picked up by two groups simultaneously. The first initiative was called “Euromaidan university”, and its lectures were held in the Academy of Sciences building on European square (freed of Anti-Maidan demonstrators, but not yet occupied by Maidan). Although this venue had the advantage of warmth, it was somewhat removed from Independence Square, and therefore lecture attendee numbers were disappointing. If the purpose of “intellectualizing” Maidan was to be achieved, the “university” would have to be established inside the camp perimeter. On 11 December 2013 the Open University of Maidan (“VUM”)44 was born when an alternative (smaller) stage was set up near the Lyatsky Gate across from the McDonald’s on Independence Square. Professors from Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, Kyiv School of Economics, and Kyiv National University (as well as unaffiliated speakers) were invited to give presentations—with a polite request from the organizers to focus lectures on “not overly academic” topics. After-all, holding the attention of a crowd for 40 minutes in subzero temperatures was a challenge.45

One of my lectures at the Open University of Maidan was entitled “Buzz: Word of Mouth Marketing”—a topic that I often touched upon during my executive education seminars at Lviv Business School and at Kyiv-Mohyla Academy. The presentation evolved into a discussion with various protesters (including students, entrepreneurs, pensioners, and others) on how to spread the values of Maidan eastward without spending large amounts of money on advertising. Our brainstorm spawned the Russian phrase “Poymite nas. Zadolbalo!” which translated means “Understand us. We’re fed up!” (the word “zadolbalo” is somewhat stronger in connotation than the English equivalent). I whispered this phrase to Ostap Stasiv—an organizer of the Open University of Maidan, and the next day I received a text message “your banner is ready.”46 The 7-meter long banner that Ostap had printed with the collectively created phrase graced the barricade facing European Square throughout the protest, until the night of 18-19 February 2014 when it was destroyed by attacking Berkut special forces. For many, this banner symbolized the idea of the protest, and the reason for its longevity.47
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Figure 3:	Banner on barricade facing European Square

Institutionalizing Maidan

Getting the Maidan message out to Ukraine’s population would need more than clever slogans on barricades in the center of Kyiv. If Yanukovych was to be dislodged (through protest or through presidential elections scheduled for March 2015—many believed this was the only legitimate way to effect regime change), Maidan needed to transform from an encampment into a national movement. Some form of institutionalized organization was obviously required to coordinate the activities of the various Maidans that had become established in regional centers throughout the country, and to popularize the protesters’ message. However, given the skepticism of the demonstrators towards established political parties (including the opposition), this structure could not be a new political party.

On 22 December, during the now regular Sunday mass demonstration on Independence Square, former Tymoshenko-right-hand Oleksandr Turchynov announced the creation of the Popular Assembly “Maidan,” or “NOM” (Narodne obyednannia “Maidan”).48 The fact that the formation of a supposedly non-political organization was announced by a very political figure caused significant controversy, but this was to be the least of the new organization’s problems. The NOM was proclaimed from the stage as having two governing bodies: a Maidan Council (Rada Maidanu) consisting of 32 individuals plus 7 co-leaders: Serhiy Kvit (President of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy), Yuriy Lutsenko (former Interior Minister under Yushchenko and then political prisoner under Yanukovych), Yulia Tymoshenko (former Prime Minister, and currently in jail), Vitaliy Klitschko (leader of the UDAR Party), Oleh Tiahnybok (leader of the Svoboda Party), Arseniy Yatseniuk (leader of the Batkivshchyna party), and Ruslana Lezhychko (popular singer, and hero of the Euromaidan). However, less than one day after its proclamation, the newly formed NOM leadership began to disintegrate. Civic activists Yegor Sobolev and Iryna Karpa—both names had been announced from the stage as members of the Maidan Council—declared that they had not been informed of their inclusion prior to the public proclamation. Ruslana also wrote on her Facebook page that she was resigning from the post of co-leader because “I am not a politician”. The “co-leadership” governing body was therefore disbanded, and the Maidan Council was increased to over 40 people with more “non-political” actors included.

Formally, the Maidan Council was supposed to represent the voice of protestors camped on Kyiv’s Independence Square; to coordinate their demands and activities with Ukraine’s numerous civil society organizations and opposition parties. Finding common ground between such diverse groups was extremely difficult, and although the Maidan Council was eventually to play a role in attempts to find a peaceful compromise at the climax of the protests in February 2014 (see Chapter 4), the organization failed in its stated purpose because of a lack of leadership. The Maidan increasingly rejected any form of institutionalized hierarchy, and so the Maidan Council operated instead as a horizontal discussion forum. Maidan was a focal point for solidarity; for expressing values in a kind of short-hand that was understood by others who believed the same. It was not an organization in the classic sense.

In contrast, the somewhat anarchic and spontaneous “AutoMaidan” achieved significant success both as a lasting configuration, and as a milieu from which potential new leaders emerged. Its protagonists—Dmytro Bulatov, Serhiy Koba, Serhiy Poyarkov, Serhiy Khadzhynov, Oleksiy Hrytsenko—were idolized as heroes during the early protest phase. Each of these young men hailed from Kyiv’s nascent middle class. They owned moderately expensive cars and used social media effectively to organize others like them. Symbolically, they positioned themselves as the “cavalry of Maidan”: whereas the protest camp had blocked the city center, the AutoMaidan resolved to harass key members of the Yanukovych regime by bringing the Maidan protests to their homes. In late December they picketed the estate of Prosecutor General Pshonka, the homes of Interior Minister Zakharchenko and Prime Minister Azarov. 

On 29 December, after yet another Sunday viche during which the three opposition party leaders disappointed the gathered multitudes with general speeches, and appeals to “continue to stand”, the AutoMaidan activists organized a “visit” to Yanukovych’s private residence 16km outside the Kyiv city limits. On that day, the line of cars travelling to Mezhyhirya numbered over 2000. The column was stopped several hundred meters from the entrance to the President’s compound, but the protesters’ presence clearly infuriated Yanukovych. During the first two weeks of January, over 1500 car owners whose license plate numbers had been recorded by the authorities as they travelled to Mezhyhirya as part of the AutoMaidan “visit”, were stripped of their driver’s licenses by regime-controlled courts. An additional 129 vehicles (including the private car of Inna Tsarkova, an employee of the Canadian embassy in Kyiv) were torched by unknown vandals.49

The protest geography had expanded, and the regime’s patience was not without limits. Although the Maidan camp seemed safe for the duration of the Christmas holiday period, systematic repression of the protest movement was clearly being planned and executed. The early months of the coming New Year would turn out to be decisive.
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2  	Farion had been vocal in her condemnation of what she saw as “russification” policies instituted by the Yanukovych regime. She gained notoriety in the wake of her visit to a Lviv nursery school where she was filmed scolding children for calling themselves Masha and Dasha—the Russian diminutives of Maria and Daria.
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10  	Supporters of the Euromaidan movement abroad gathered on December 1 in many world capitals to demonstrate their support for Ukraine’s eurointegration, and many EU leaders continued to believe this issue to be salient. 

11  	A popular slogan born that weekend was “Yanukovych pid aresht!” This was a play on words: pronounced correctly it was a call for Yanukovych to be arrested, but the phrase sounds very similar to “piderast”—a demeaning term for a homosexual.

12  	Zubko later became Minister of Infrastructure and Deputy Premier in the first two post-Yanukovych governments.
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Chapter 4:
Descent into Violence

By late December 2013, the stand-off between Yanukovych and the Maidan protesters lulled into a surreally festive permanence. On New Year’s Eve, the legendary Ukrainian rock group Okean Elzy put on a reunion concert with its original band members, and former Eurovision song contest winner Ruslana—a regular on the stage throughout December—organized a show with the 200 000 strong crowd waiving flashlights while singing the national anthem. During the second week of January (Ukrainians generally celebrate Christmas on January 7), traditional “Vertep” plays were acted out on the Maidan stage with opposition politicians playing key roles, and evil characters played by actors dressed in Berkut uniforms.

The festive atmosphere hid a grim reality. The Party of Regions and Communists held their majority in Parliament making Yanukovych untouchable; the Azarov government (including Interior Minister Zakharchenko, who most believed to have been responsible for December’s violence—including both the student beatings and the attempted clearing of Maidan on 11 December) was immune to dismissal. The previous year’s “visits” by the AutoMaidan to the homes of top-level regime officials (including Mezhyhirya), had extended the protests’ geography, and clearly angered Yanukovych. Whereas the demonstrators and activists were safe within the barricades of Independence Square, they were under significant threat as soon as they left the Maidan camp.

Kidnappings and beatings

On December 25, opposition journalist and Maidan activist Tetiana Chornovol was attacked and brutally beaten while driving home from Kyiv to Boryspil.1 Her car was forced off the road, and she was left to die in the snow. Passers-by noticed a parked car on the road side with an open door. Tetiana was in the ditch nearby covered in blood, suffering from a concussion, a broken nose, several broken facial bones, and multiple hematomas. She had been travelling home after spending several nights on Maidan. Her younger son was to take part in a New Year’s concert at his nursery the following day. 

Chornovol had achieved renown during the years preceding Maidan for her investigative reports of the luxurious residences of Ukraine’s high-level functionaries. In 2012 she gained unauthorized access to Yanukovych’s lavish residence, built on the territory of a former nature reserve and monastery. Her description and photos from Mezhyhirya were broadcast by the opposition-supporting TVi network2—much to the chagrin of the President who apparently took great pride in his regal home and protected the security of the grounds vehemently. Prior to her beating, Chornovol (together with Ihor Lutsenko—another victim of kidnapping) published an investigative report uncovering another of the President’s regal mansions in Crimea.3

The reaction to the Chornovol beating was swift: the AutoMaidan paid a visit to the home of Prosecutor General Pshonka on December 28, with activists pasting photos of Tetiana’s mutilated face on his fence. The regular Sunday viche on December 29 proclaimed “Solidarity against Terror!”, and it was on that day that thousands joined the AutoMaidan in picketing Yanukovych’s residence in Mezhyhirya. During the first week of January, additional visits to the dachas of Viktor Medvedchuk (widely believed to be Putin’s informal representative in Ukraine) in Zakarpattya oblast, and to the home of Interior Minister Vitaliy Zakharchenko were organized.

During subsequent days, other Maidan activists disappeared or were beaten after having left the safety of the barricades. On 3 January, Svoboda MP Andriy Iliyenko and his lawyer Sydir Kizin were attacked outside Shevchenkivskiy district police station in Kyiv. Iliyenko’s jaw was broken and he was diagnosed with a concussion.4 On 21 January, after having been taken to hospital for treatment of injuries suffered during escalating violence (see below), Ihor Lutsenko and Yuriy Verbytsky were kidnapped and beaten in an unknown forest location. Lutsenko survived the ordeal, but Verbytsky was killed.5 One of the leaders of the AutoMaidan, Dmytro Bulatov, was reported missing by his comrades on 23 January. He turned up a week later in a village near Kyiv having been tortured. Half his ear was cut off.6

On 10 January, protesters surrounded a district court on the outskirts of Kyiv where a sham trial of three members of the right-wing “Patriot of Ukraine” organization on charges of “terrorism” was being held. The young men were accused of plotting to blow up the statue of Lenin in the town of Boryspil and were given 6-year sentences. After the court verdict was announced, protesters blocked the prisoner transport van, which led to their being dispersed by riot police with tear gas. Several were injured, but the incident did not end at the court house. The bus with the “Berkut” officers who had just dispersed the protesting crowd was chased by AutoMaidan activists and forced to the side of the road on Prospekt Peremohy (one of the main thoroughfares of Kyiv). Up to 100 cars blocked the bus’s further advance to the “Berkut” base, demanding that the officers disembark without their headgear, so that they could be identified. The stand-off lasted for several hours until Yuriy Lutsenko—a former Interior Minister who had been imprisoned then pardoned by Yanukovych—arrived. His attempt to negotiate with the “Berkut” ended with Lutsenko being beaten himself. He and twelve others were later hospitalized with concussions and broken bones. In the end, the “Berkut” exited the bus—most showed their faces very reluctantly. They were not to forgive this humiliation.

On the night of 15-16 January, I went to Maidan for a night vigil. Social and traditional media were buzzing, apparently foreshadowing a possible night attack on the camp, and volunteers were asked to assemble inside the barricades. But the night proved peaceful. I walked the Maidan perimeter with friends, prayed at the church tent, chatted with Anatoliy Hrytsenko and Petro Poroshenko (the billionaire businessman milled around the demonstrators with no personal security detail), sang the national anthem several times, and then drank coffee with Gennadiy Kurochka (future head of PR in the Poroshenko Administration), and with Valeriy Chaly (future Ukrainian ambassador to the US). The conversations were nothing less than fascinating, and the overall experience—inspiring. Little did we know that this would be the last peaceful night in Kyiv for many weeks. 

“Dictatorial” laws

The threat of a physical attack by the regime on Maidan turned out to be a false alarm, but on 16 January Yanukovych attacked much more shrewdly. That day, Parliament was to return to plenary session to pass the 2014 budget (the protests had made a vote on the budget in December impossible). According to the docket, only the budget was to be put to a vote that day, but Speaker Rybak clearly knew something else was planned: he quietly asked the opposition to barricade him in his office.7 According to Parliamentary rules, a session could not be opened without the presence of the Speaker or one of his deputies. Opposition MPs barricaded the office of First Deputy Speaker Kaletnik (Communist Party) as well, but he climbed out the window and via a fire escape entered a side door to the session hall. From there, he opened the session, and announced that because the rostrum and electronic voting system had been blocked by the opposition, MP’s would vote that day with their hands. He then put the budget bill to a vote, and then followed with an additional 11 bills. Printouts of the latter had not distributed to MPs, and most had no idea what they were supporting. Nevertheless, Volodymyr Oliynyk, a vocal Party of Regions MP who had been confirmed by the ruling majority as the official vote counter (in the absence of a functioning electronic voting system) announced within 5 seconds of each vote that 235 MPs had voted in favor.8 

The package of legislation (11 bills) established the legal framework for a regime crackdown. It permitted trials in absentia, required all SIM card purchases for mobile phones to be effected only after government registration of passport details of the buyer, permitted the abrogation of internet access by the state, and instituted a blanket amnesty to all “Berkut” officers and interior ministry officials who may have committed offenses against Maidan activists. In addition, its provisions outlawed the following:

• Participation in public unrest (broadly defined)—punishable by 10-15-year prison term;

• Travelling in groups of 5 cars or more without previous permission from traffic police—punishable by driver’s license suspension for up to 2 years, and vehicle confiscation;

• Participation in a peaceful demonstration dressed in a helmet or uniform—10 days confinement;

• Inciting civil disobedience—punishable with 2-year prison term;

• Erecting tents, stages, sound systems in public spaces without official permission—15 days confinement;

• Collecting information about the whereabouts or spending habits of a judge—punishable with 2-year prison term

• Blocking entry into a private residence—punishable with 6-year prison term; blocking entry into a government building—5 years imprisonment;

The legislative package was signed by Yanukovych immediately and was promulgated on Friday 17 January 2014. The same day, the President fired Serhiy Lyovochkin, the dovish head of his administration,9 and replaced him with Andriy Kluyev—the now former Secretary of the National Security and Defense Council—widely believed to have been responsible for ordering the beating of students on November 30, and a supporter of a crack-down on the protests. According to reports from the Maidan first aid service, all doctors who worked in the hospital located closest to the city-center (Oleksandrivska) were called in for special duties over the weekend. Maidan protesters braced for the worst.

Fires of Hrushevskoho

On Sunday 19 January hundreds of thousands gathered on Maidan again. That morning, a group of intellectuals10 published an open letter to the three opposition leaders, calling for unity against the country’s descent into dictatorship, and entreating them choose a single leader of the resistance. But during the viche Klitschko, Yatseniuk, and Tiahnybok disappointed the roused multitudes yet again. Their speeches were emotional and vapid. The crowd awaited the announcement of a single leader. In response, Batkivshchyna parliamentary leader Arseniy Yatseniuk responded: “You want a leader? I’ll tell you who is the leader! The “narod” (the people) is the leader!” This proved to be a fatal error.

The leaders of AutoMaidan (Bulatov, Poyarkov, Hrytsenko) ascended the stage, and again called for “a single leader“, but none was forthcoming. Then Serhiy Koba—an AutoMaidan activist whose yellow tuned sports car had become one of the symbols of the movement—grabbed the microphone and proclaimed his plans to demonstrate in front of the Parliament until MPs rescinded the “dictatorial laws” that they had passed 3 days earlier. He presented an ultimatum to the opposition leaders: either they choose a leader within half an hour, or he would lead the protest to Parliament himself.11

When later questioned about Koba’s ultimatum, Bulatov, Poyarkov, and Hrytsenko all professed to having had no prior knowledge of his intentions. Whether Koba understood the provocative nature of his statement remains unknown, but the effect was immediate: large numbers of protesters began moving away from the stage on Independence Square towards European Square (where the AutoMaidan cars were parked) with the intention of blockading the Parliament building. From my vantage point in front of the stage, I noticed several groups of masked young people dressed in protective gear of the kind used by motorcyclists, march away in organized fashion in the direction of European Square. I remember wondering whether someone had not pre-planned some sort of provocation, but given the spontaneity of Maidan, and diversity of the people gathered there, one could never be sure. 

Whatever the level of intentionality among the various groups of protesters, it was clear that the three opposition party leaders had lost control of the situation. For reasons unknown Lutsenko, Hrytsenko, Parubiy, Poroshenko, Ruslana and other "moral authorities" were not on the stage that day. A new name gradually emerged from among the protests: Dmytro Yarosh—the leader of the Pravyy sektor (Right Sector) nationalist organization.12 It was their fighters who first attacked the line of Interior Ministry troops that had cordoned off Hrushevskoho St., thus blocking access from European Square to the Parliament building. They threw the first Molotov cocktails, and set ablaze the police bus parked in front of the gate to Dynamo stadium. These rock throwing youths were the first to provide the global press with stunning images of Kyiv’s city center descending into chaos.

To their credit, the opposition leaders made a valiant effort to diffuse the situation. Klitschko ran from Independence Square to European Square immediately after Koba’s ultimatum and stepped between the frontline protesters and riot police. But the aroused youths were not interested in listening to his calls for continued peaceful protest, nor did they hear the leader’s warning that violence on the part of Maidan would legitimize a forceful reaction by the regime. The frontline protesters’ response to Klitschko’s physical obstruction of their path to the police was to spray the former boxing champion’s face with a fire extinguisher. About an hour later the three political opposition leaders again spoke from the stage on Maidan calling for peace—to no avail. Klitschko finished his speech by saying that he was on his way to personally speak with Yanukovych—to call on him to end the “war against his own people”.13 

Several hours later, Klitschko returned from his “chat” with Yanukovych to announce that a round table meeting would be held the following day aimed at finding a peaceful resolution to the situation. The meeting was to be chaired by Andriy Kliuyev (the newly appointed head of the Presidential Administration). Later Ukraine’s opposition party leaders would refuse to take part in the negotiations unless they were personally attended by Yanukovych. The two sides would finally meet on 22 January—much to the displeasure of the protesters on Maidan, who by that time flatly refused to accept any negotiated settlement with the regime. However, the precedent of a meeting between the opposition leaders and Yanukovych would prove significant a month later, when real peace talks would be engaged.

On 19 January riot police at the base of Hrushevskoho St. faced approximately 10 thousand protesters. Tyres were lit for the first time, and their smoke became symbolic of the Maidan’s radicalization. Four police buses were burned that evening. Just after 6pm, the riot police deployed a water cannon – despite temperatures that had dropped to -9 degrees Celsius (Ukrainian law forbids the use of water cannon in sub-zero temperatures). The water doused the fires, but icicles quickly formed on the vehicles’ remains, and on the cobblestones of the street. The resultant scene of fire and ice was earie. Many saw the symbolism as significant: according to the Julian calendar 19 January is the feast of the Epiphany—the day when Ukrainian Orthodox and Catholic eastern rite church-goers celebrate the baptism of Christ by submerging themselves into freezing water.

I visited both the Maidan camp that day, and the newly established “war zone” near the Dynamo Stadium gates. The atmosphere resembled that of Mykhaylivska square on 30 November 2013—the morning after the beatings of the Euromaidan students. Songs and carols from the stage were replaced by somber speeches and documentary films. The people standing on European Square nearby were generally middle aged, primarily male, with very grave faces. I would describe their mood as “determined.” I dared approach to about 100 meters of the battle line. Rubber bullets were being fired occasionally from the police side, and Molotov cocktails periodically tossed by protesters. Rocks and fireworks also flew occasionally, but most of the projectiles were not reaching their targets. Nevertheless, lots of smoke from burning tyres; smoke bombs and fireworks exploded regularly—all of this to the regular beat of drumming on an oil barrel. Amazingly, cafes and restaurants, as well as the fashion boutiques that lined Khreshchatyk St. and European Square (for the most part) remained open. Not a single window was smashed. No looting was reported. Masked youths dressed in motorcycle armor carrying sticks and Molotov cocktails moved freely among more peaceful demonstrators who went about the daily business of tending to their tents on Maidan and trying to keep warm. Strangely, I felt safe.

By 22 January both sides were reporting casualties. The riot police reported several officers injured. Few believed them. A makeshift first aid point was established to treat wounded protesters on European Square. At approximately 6:30 am, the first death was reported there: Serhiy Nigoyan, a 20-year old ethnic Armenian, who days earlier had been filmed emotionally quoting Ukraine’s national poet Taras Shevchenko’s epic phrase “Boritesia—poborete! Vam Boh pomahaye!” (“Fight on—you will overcome! God aids you!”) died of gunshot wounds. At approximately 9 am, Mykhailo Zhysnevsky, a Belarusian who had joined the Maidan protests in December, was shot dead near the Dynamo stadium gate.14 At 1:30 pm Roman Senyk from Ivano-Frankivsk was shot by police; he died of his wounds in hospital on 25 January. Later investigations concluded that all three were shot with bullets issued only to Ukraine’s police forces.15 Of the first three to fall in what would eventually be called the Heaven’s Hundred, two were not ethnic Ukrainians (Zhysnevsky was not even a citizen of Ukraine)—a fact that belied the portrayal of Maidan as an uprising of nationalist extremists.

As news of the first deaths on Hrushevskoho spread, so too did reports of interior ministry and regular army troops being mobilized throughout the country. By the third week of January, all of Ukraine’s riot police (“Berkut”, “Tiger”, “Jaguar” etc.) had been brought to Kyiv, and were already either directly involved in the fighting near European Square, or were on alert awaiting instructions to clear the Maidan camp.16 Given the size of the protests however, the deployed units required reinforcement, and so additional troops from various non-special purpose units throughout the country were ordered to travel to the capital (e.g. traffic police, local law enforcement, etc.). Their convoys were blocked on the approaches to Kyiv by protesters. 

Maidan spreads

By 24 January Maidan had “gone local.” While the intensity of violence on Hrushevskoho St. gradually decreased (the protesters built a cobblestone and brick wall between themselves and the police line blocking the street towards Parliament), oblast administration buildings throughout the western and central regions of the country were overrun and occupied by local supporters of the Kyiv protests. Regional governors (Presidential appointees) were forced to write letters of resignation. Central government authority was paralyzed throughout much of the country, including in the central-eastern cities of Poltava, Sumy and Chernihiv. Apparently, this very visible loss of control over the country finally made Yanukovych amenable to compromise.17

On 25 January, during negotiations with the opposition, President Yanukovych proposed the post of Prime Minister to Arseniy Yatseniuk, and Deputy PM to Vitaliy Klitschko. Both refused. The suggestion that a government of unity be established was probably a ruse, but many saw it as a sign that pressure on the President was having some effect. Yanukovych also promised to repeal or soften the provisions of the 16 January “Dictatorial Laws” which were seen to have been the root cause of the violence on Hrushevskoho St. during the previous days. However, the President’s offer was conditional upon demonstrators freeing all occupied government buildings—a requirement that the opposition leaders could not have fulfilled even if they had wanted to. They no longer controlled Maidan.

Also on 25 January, several hundred Interior Ministry troops were discovered hiding in Ukrainian House—the large building facing European Square, from which the newly constructed barricades on Hrushevskoho St. were clearly visible and easily accessible. The building was quickly surrounded by several hundred demonstrators, and it was all the opposition leaders could do to negotiate the late-night peaceful evacuation of the government forces from inside.18 During subsequent weeks the Open University of Maidan moved to Ukrainian House, as did the sleeping quarters of several hundred protesters. The territory of the protests was thus expanded to include all of European Square and Khreshchatyk Park (see map below):
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Figure 4:	Maidan controlled areas of Kyiv on 27 January 2014

According to evidence that emerged later in 2014, on 21 and 24 January of that year, Ukraine’s Ministry of Internal Affairs officially accepted two special air cargo shipments of crowd-control ordinance (primarily stun- and smoke-grenades totaling over 13 thousand units) from Russia.19 Presumably these were to be used during any planned clearing of Maidan, and in employing counter-measures against violent protesters. At the time, all we knew on Maidan was that the riot police officers waiting for orders in the government quarter were itching for a fight. When on one occasion during a brief engagement on Hrushevskoho St., they captured several protesters, the “Jaguar” unit’s men stripped one of their captives and filmed him being paraded naked in the snow to the delight of the officers. The video of “Cossack Havryliuk” was later uploaded to the Internet, and the victim became a national hero.

Regime cracks

During the final days of January 2014, Yanukovych seems to have planned for a state of emergency (or even martial law)—i.e. deploying the military to clear Maidan by force. Whether a disgruntled and demoralized Ukrainian army would have executed the President’s order if given will remain forever unknown. Military commanders must have understood that obeyance would have meant mass civilian casualties in the center of Kyiv. According to the testimony of Oleksandr Turchynov, during a secret meeting with Ukraine’s President on January 27, he explained to Yanukovych that any forceful resolution of the crisis would lead to rivers of blood.20 Similar warnings were apparently voiced by Akhmetov—the richest of Ukraine’s oligarchs—who sought to avoid the use of force against Maidan. Yanukovych seems to have listened. During the morning of 28 January, Parliament was called to extraordinary session, and Prime Minister Azarov submitted his resignation. Former First Deputy Prime Minister Arbuzov was appointed acting Prime Minister, but more significantly, 9 of the 11 draconian laws passed on 16 January were rescinded.

Few on Maidan rejoiced after the announcement of Azarov’s resignation. Many (like me) were cautious that this might be some sort of trap: before noon we pointed out that the resignation still needed to be accepted by Yanukovych; then the Presidential decree dismissing the Prime Minister was published, and the 16 January laws were abrogated, but people were still asking “what’s the catch?” After all, Interior Ministry troops continued to be mobilized across the country (that day the Cabinet of Ministers under acting PM Arbuzov passed a resolution increasing the “Berkut” complement from 5000 to 30,000 men);21 strange concrete barriers were set up overnight around key government buildings in the city-center, and then suddenly disbanded around noon; rumors spread regarding the contents of special telegrams sent by the Presidential Administration to Army officers in the regions; oblast governors, who had previously remained relatively tranquil when faced with mass demonstrations in front of their administrative offices, suddenly became more vocal in their demands for order; police attacks on AutoMaidan leaders continued with several now in jail; ominously, 28 January was the day that Ministry of the Interior Directive №1011 which legalized the use of lethal rounds in firearms by Berkut special forces came into force. The demonstrators on Maidan had many reasons not to trust the regime, and many still believed a declaration of martial law was in the works. Furthermore, they did not fully trust Klitschko, Yatseniuk and Tiahnybok, and so held little stock in their negotiations with Yanukovych. 

When I visited the barricades on Hrushevskoho St. after the announcement of Azarov’s resignation, I found the mood there twitchy and apprehensive. Tension was particularly high on the “front line” where police barricades were in plain view. Standing next to a burning barrel (day-time temperatures rose only to about -15 C), listening to conversations between helmet-clad young men, it seemed to me that a single “spark”—in whatever form—would be enough to rekindle violence. During the previous days, blood had been shed in Ukraine’s central and eastern regions: a demonstration in central Cherkasy had been attacked by titushky (thugs hired by the regime—the name titushky became colloquial after an incident with Vadym Titushko, a hired thug who attacked two opposition journalists in May 2013; since then, thugs hired by the regime to beat up demonstrators or activists were all labelled titushky) and then by “Berkut”; protests in front of the Zaporizhzhia oblast administration building had also been violently dispersed; in Donetsk, the local “ultras” organization (supporters of Donetsk Shakhtar football club) came out to support the several hundred pro-Maidan demonstrators gathered in this eastern bastion of the Party of Regions;22 their photos and home addresses were immediately published on the internet with the label “fascist” and many experienced reprisals.23 On the front lines, the young men discussed each of these events: the regime was resorting to violence throughout the country while promising amnesty to the Maidan in Kyiv. Few believed Yanukovych’s proclaimed desire for peace to be genuine.

Apparently, edginess was also in evidence in Parliament. The extraordinary session called on 28 January to accept Azarov’s resignation was extended for an additional day to enable the adoption of a “Law on Amnesty”. Four versions of the bill were tabled with the two main ones authored, respectively, by the leaders of the opposition, and by Yuriy Miroshnichenko, the President’s official representative in Parliament. Both bills provided reprieve from prosecution for acts of violence perpetrated during mass protests, but the presidential bill required that all occupied government buildings and public spaces be freed of demonstrators before its provisions were to go into effect. Yanukovych’s proposal was an obvious trap for the opposition: Yatseniuk, Klitschko and Tiahnybok did not command the protesters, and so could not guarantee their withdrawal from occupied positions in exchange for amnesty. The opposition politicians’ support for such a provisional bill would have been seen as a sell out by the demonstrators. 

On the other side, many of the businessmen-politicians in the Party of Regions craved a peaceful resolution to the crisis that would enable a return to some level of normality. Many were unhappy with having been sidelined from the decision-making process on 16 January (most had not read the texts of the “Dictatorial Laws” before their adoption). A split within the ranks of the ruling majority was on offer. In an unprecedented act—likely reflecting his lack of confidence in supposedly loyal MP’s—on 29 January, Yanukovych personally attended a meeting of the Party of Regions faction in Parliament. The Details of the closed-door discussions were sketchy, but according to rumor, many pro-regime MP’s were inclined to support the opposition’s amnesty bill, and only personal threats from Yanukovych convinced them to fall into line.24 Although the ruling Party of Regions had often been considered monolithic, apparently in late January, the Parliamentary faction (187 MPs) had begun to crack.

Seven identifiable groups were represented within the parliamentary faction of the Party of Regions, with four representing the core of the Party. Specifically: 

1. The Akhmetov group which was represented in the Presidential Administration by Irina Akimova (on Jan 17 she was appointed the President’s representative in the Cabinet of Ministers), and in the government by Deputy PM Oleksander Vilkul, Health Minister Raisa Bohatyriova, Economics Minister Prasolov, and Sports Minister Safiulin. This group included the largest number of the Party of Regions MP’s, and was guided in its political preferences by what its members called ‘economic pragmatism’;

 

2. The Firtash group, nominally led in Parliament by Serhiy Tihipko, but in fact forming the base of support for Serhiy Lyovochkin, the recently fired Head of Yanukovych’s Presidential Administration. According to insider reports, this group was “dovish” in its stance towards the Maidan;

 

3. The Kliuyev group, led in Parliament by Serhiy Kliuyev, whose brother Andriy served as Secretary of the National Security Council until mid-January, and then replaced Liovochkin as Head of the Presidential Administration; Andriy Portnov (legal counsel of the Presidential Administration) was also considered a member. Insiders suggested that this group represented the “hawks” with respect to Maidan; 

 

4. The Yanukovych group—personally loyal to the President. First Deputy PM Arbuzov (appointed Acting Prime Minister after Azarov’s resignation), Justice Minister Olena Lukash, Interior Minister Zakharchenko, and Revenue Minister Klymenko were all considered part of the Yanukovych “family”. 

The three additional (less influential) groups within the Party of Regions included a) the Ivaniushchenko group—led by the organized crime boss “Yura Yenakiyevsky” (believed to be the main financier of the regime’s titushky thugs, and of the Anti-Maidan), b) the Russian lobby represented in Parliament by deputies Kolisnichenko (one of the authors of the Jan 16 “Dictatorial laws”) and Nestor Shufrych, and in the executive by Education Minister Dmytro Tabachnyk, and Defense Minister Lebedev, and c) the Luhansk group led by Parliamentary faction leader Oleksandr Yefremov, and represented in government by Social Services Minister Nataliya Korolevska.

 Prior to the crisis, these groups had balanced their interests by divvying up spheres of economic influence. This balance was delicate, and its fulcrum was the Prime Minister’s office: Azarov had suited all sides as a relatively neutral figure. With Azarov gone, the conflicting business and political interests of each group became conspicuous, and a split developed over the twin issues of EU Association and the government’s strategy of dealing with Maidan. On the one hand, Firtash and Lyovochkin apparently favored closer ties to the EU, while Kliuyev, Yefremov, and the Russian lobby opposed. Akhmetov and Ivaniushchenko maintained their neutrality with respect to foreign affairs, but supported the regime’s efforts to quell the Maidan—until the violence of Hrushevskoho St. when Akhmetov allied with the “doves” and Ivaniushchenko went to the “hawks”.25 On 29 January, Yanukovych made a last-ditch effort to reconcile the rift, but the “Law on Amnesty” simply froze the status quo (cleavage within the Party of Regions and stand-off between the regime and Maidan) rather than resolving the situation, and so suited no one.

Calm before the storm

Immediately after the passage of the “Law on Amnesty” Yanukovych went on sick leave—something no Ukrainian President had ever done before. The President was still formally in control but had now withdrawn himself from decision-making duties. Apparently, the near mutiny of his faction in Parliament had made Yanukovych realize that the lifespan of his perpetual political “balancing act” had come to an end. Difficult decisions would have to be made—something Ukraine’s President disliked doing.

At the end of January 2014 Yanukovych suddenly found himself without the political support that he had always taken for granted. He was still surrounded by a loyal inner circle (including Acting Prime Minister Arbuzov, Revenues Minister Klymenko, Interior Minister Zakharchenko, and others), but the financial and political resources that his loyalist group controlled were insufficient to maintain power without cooperating with others. The uncertainty left many questions open: which side within the Party of Regions would Yanukovych choose to ally with? Would he choose the “hawks” (Kliuyev and Ivaniushchenko) and Russia, or Lyovochkin’s and Akhmetov’s “doves” and Europe? Both groups included individuals from Donetsk with whom Yanukovych had long-standing ties, so the President’s decision would not be based on regional preferences—a fact that likely made it even more difficult for him to make a choice. 

According to one theory, forcing Yanukovych to make a choice was part of the Kremlin’s plan to finally gain control over Ukraine. Previously, the Ukrainian President had tried to mimic the “dual-vector” policy first employed by Leonid Kuchma during the early 2000’s, when political rapprochement with the West was balanced with economic openness to Russia. However, Yanukovych’s practice of “sitting on two chairs simultaneously” pleased neither side.26 By the end of 2013, the regime had stripped the coffers of the Ukrainian state bare, and therefore needed to beg its neighbors for financial assistance. Whereas EU leaders found the prospect of buying Ukraine’s association distasteful, Putin offered an aid package of 15 billion USD on 17 December 2013 with an immediate pay-out of $3 billion. A likely requirement of this loan was the forceful clearance of Maidan. 

A document published by Kyiv Post deputy editor Katya Gorchinskaya in March 2014 (supposedly leaked from a “trusted source” within the Kremlin)27 suggests that the Russians felt betrayed by Yanukovych when he rescinded the 16 January “Dictatorial Laws.” Apparently, the financial aid package that the Ukrainian President had agreed to with Putin involved a promise to crackdown on Maidan prior to the start of the Winter Olympics in Sochi (i.e. 7 February 2014). Both sides understood that a legal basis for such a crackdown was required, and that the adoption of draconian laws aimed at abrogating civil liberties would likely elicit a reaction from the protesters (given likely Russian infiltration into the protester ranks, a reaction could have been provoked if necessary),28 thus creating a pretext for martial law. Yanukovych seems to have been initially prepared to quash the protests in exchange for large amounts of money from Russia, oblivious to the trap Putin had set for him: had the Ukrainian President ordered a crackdown on Maidan, he would have become a pariah in the West, and completely dependent on the Kremlin. This may well have been explained to him by Akhmetov, or someone else within his immediate circle of loyalists, and certainly was clarified by the multiple western emissaries visiting Yanukovych in late January.29 

On 28-29 January Yanukovych blinked. The forceful removal of the demonstrators was postponed in favor of a peaceful alternative: clearance of occupied buildings and streets in exchange for blanket amnesty. The likelihood that this resolution could be implemented during subsequent weeks was slim, but Yanukovych seemed willing to try. However, the Ukrainian President may have misunderstood his Russian counterpart’s intentions: Putin was not merely interested in the dissolution of Maidan; he wanted the protests to be cleared by force.30 Anything less was treachery that would prompt the Russian President to take more direct and personal control over the course of events. Yanukovych could not be allowed to maintain his balancing act between Russia and the West. He had to become a puppet of the Kremlin, and Ukraine had to come under Russia’s control.

On 6-7 February Yanukovych travelled to Sochi for the opening of the Winter Olympics. Initially, the private meeting with Putin that he had hoped for was postponed. Later the two met, but apparently the reception was cold. We now know that by the time of the opening of the Games, the Kremlin had already put plans into place for a Russian military intervention in Ukraine. Likely, the invasion was to be legitimized by a request for military assistance from Yanukovych that would be justified by mass uncontrolled street violence. This violence needed to be kindled and/or staged, and if the Ukrainian regime was unable to do so after encouragement from the Kremlin, Russian covert agents would provoke bloodshed directly.

Madness

On Sunday 16 February, at sunrise, the first passenger car drove through an opening in the barricades on Hrushevskoho St. The opposition leaders had managed to convince the young men manning the defensive positions separating European Square from the government quarter to stand down. That day, the Kyiv City Administration building was also cleared of camped protesters, as were the previously occupied oblast administration buildings in Ternopil, Ivano-Frankivsk, Lviv and Poltava.31 Because October Palace and the Trade Unions buildings in Kyiv were technically not “administrative” structures, during negotiations between the opposition and representatives of the Presidential Administration, it had been decided to allow the demonstrators to remain in these two buildings, so long as occupied government offices were cleared. As the traditional Sunday viche began, it seemed as though the three-month stand-off was gradually winding down. Almost a month after the start of deadly riots on Hrushevskoho St. some semblance of peace had returned to the city-center.32

Common ground between the protesters and the opposition leaders would never have been found if not for the Maidan Council—the reformulated “NOM” (see Chapter 3). Initially, this forum gathered to coordinate the activities of the various autonomous groups operating on or around Maidan (including the “sotnia’s”, the AutoMaidan, the opposition parties, NGO’s etc.). Throughout January, the Maidan Council met frequently, providing an interface between the opposition party leaders who were engaged in negotiations with the regime, and the various groups of protesters in the city-center. During a meeting of the Maidan Council on 14 February, Vasyl Gatsko, the leader of Democratic Alliance (a non-Parliamentary political party that had consolidated significant support during the protests) pointed out that although the “Law on Amnesty” had provided an opportunity for the protesters to avoid further bloodshed, its adoption had also diminished the energy of Maidan significantly. To reinvigorate the enthusiasm of the protesters he proposed a peaceful march on Parliament to demand early elections and a return to the 2004 version of Ukraine’s Constitution (the amendments adopted during the Orange Revolutions had been cancelled by Ukraine’s Constitutional Court in 2010, giving Yanukovych wide reaching executive power). Gatsko emphasized that the march should be peaceful, and the initiative was broadly supported by the Maidan Council.33 On Sunday 16 February the intention to march was announced from the Maidan stage.

On the morning of 18 February, an estimated 20 thousand demonstrators gathered on the various approaches to Parliament in organized columns. Each was flanked by Maidan Self-Defense force “fighters” carrying wooden shields and wearing makeshift helmets. The largest group approached up the hill from Maidan through the concrete barricades on Instytutska St. Another group gathered near Arsenalna subway station and planned to approach Parliament through Mariyinsky park (blocked by the Anti-Maidan). The third group gathered at the base of Hrushevskoho St. on European Square. In each case the protesters were blocked by “Kamaz” dump trucks and busses parked bumper-to-bumper across the streets, and by lines of Interior Ministry and “Berkut” troops supported by titushky (thugs hired by the regime). Those among the protesters who were more astute also noticed multiple snipers deployed on the rooftops of nearby buildings.

According to the protesters’ accounts, the Maidan’s columns approached the police blockades, and positioned for a stand-off. Apparently, the first shots were fired by the “Berkut” (official reports claim the opposite), but in the end it really doesn’t matter: rocks were thrown by demonstrators at police, who responded with tear gas and stun grenades. Someone lit fires under the dump trucks; the Party of Regions office on Lypska St. near Parliament was set on fire; live rounds were fired at the crowds.34 The “Berkut” attacked fiercely, beating retreating protesters along Instytutska and Hrushevskoho streets, while the hired titushky thugs from the Anti-Maidan hunted down injured Maidan supporters in Mariyinsky park. In the chaos that ensued, many hundreds were injured. 

Makeshift first aid centers were hurriedly established near Maidan, but these were quickly overwhelmed. Ambulances were not allowed to enter the government quarter. Two spots within the city-center gained infamy that day: Instytutska St. in front of the National Bank building, and Mariyinsky park. In the first case, protesters retreating from the violence near Parliament were trapped, unable to pass through the narrow opening in the concrete barricade. They were beaten repeatedly by “Berkut” and left to suffer for several hours on the cold pavement. Medical assistance was provided only after their arrest—several hundred were transported in paddy wagons to overcrowded police stations where they were charged with assaulting police officers. In the case of Mariyinsky park, the situation was even worse: wounded protesters were beaten with wooden bats and iron prongs while lying prostrate on the frozen ground. Several hundred were treated with concussions and broken limbs. The first deaths were registered here that day—among them Oleksandr Plekhanov, a 3rd year architecture student, and a graduate of our children’s school in Kyiv.

At 4pm the Ministry of the Interior and the State Security Service (SBU) issued a joint statement: by 6pm all individuals occupying the city-center were to clear their positions. Even before the allotted time was up, “Berkut” and other special forces units occupied October Palace on the hill above Maidan and attacked the “Lviv Gate” barricade on Instytutska St. under the bridge. Simultaneously, police units descended Hrushevskoho St., cleared Ukrainian House, and approached the barricade between European Square and Maidan. At approximately 8pm, this barricade was rammed with an armored personnel carrier, and by 10 pm the Trade Unions building was set ablaze. A last line of defense through the middle of Independence Square was set up by the protesters in the form of burning tyres and debris. Throughout the night, whatever could be burned was thrown on this makeshift barricade. The resultant black smoke seemed to halt (delay) the regime’s advance.

By morning, the Ministry of Health confirmed 25 dead and over 800 injured during the previous night’s clashes. Real figures were likely significantly higher. Trains and road transport into the capital were stopped. For the first time since its opening in the 1950’s, the Kyiv metro was shut down. Airports remained open, but this seemed temporary. Officially, the Security Service of Ukraine announced the commencement of an “anti-terrorist operation.” 

Somehow, through the blockade, several busses with reinforcements from central and western Ukraine arrived at Maidan at sunrise. The reinforcements brought weapons. They would be needed eventually, but for the moment the protesters rejoiced in their small victory: Maidan had survived the night.

I spent a few hours on Maidan on 19 February. Like many Kyiv residents, I trekked to the city-center on foot. My intent was to offer support (food, medicine, clothing), and in this I was not alone: thousands walked to Maidan that day carrying provisions. On arrival, I witnessed a surreal scene. Fires continued to burn on the perimeter of the protests. A makeshift hospital (complete with operating room) had been established inside St. Michael’s church, and the grounds of the monastery were filled with wounded. Many were in shock. Stocks of food, water, clothing and fuel were piled high, and volunteers were collecting names and telephone numbers of those reported missing by friends or family. As I descended the hill from the monastery towards Maidan, I saw a wounded man being hurriedly carried in the opposite direction on a stretcher. 

19 February 2014 was the day that I first witnessed a real act of war. At approx. 5:30 pm, during a brief interlude in the fighting, I spotted one of the frontline demonstrators venturing into the ash and debris of no-man’s land—a strip 10-20 meters wide separating the protesters from the line of government forces. He was searching for debris that could be added to his barricade fire; he did not approach the police line; he was not at all aggressive. Suddenly, a “Berkut” officer emerged from behind the Stella with a pump-action shot gun. He fired, and the young man fell. Seconds later, three protesters had jumped over the barricades to retrieve their wounded colleague. They evacuated him to a first aid point nearby. He was lucky. Many others weren’t.

By this time Maidan had been cut in half. Government forces had occupied the still burning Trade Unions building, October Palace and the hill beneath it, and the Stella monument. The monument to the founders of Kyiv (on Maidan, adjacent to Instytutska St.) was stuck in no-man’s land. The church tent, the IT tent, and all the other temporary structures that had stood on Independence Square for almost three months were burned that night. By morning, the “barricade” (if one could call it that) separating several thousand armed interior ministry and “Berkut” troops from the protesters was no more than a meter high. If the order to storm the stage had been given, Maidan would have been cleared within minutes. 

But the order was not given, and hundreds of lives were spared. Why the stage was not attacked that night remains a mystery. The opposition leaders attest that the morale of the government forces declined significantly as the night wore on.35 Others suggest the burning wall of fire established by the demonstrators reduced the attackers’ visibility. Others still attribute Maidan’s survival to tactical error: the regime’s pincer movement failed. Government forces were supposed to attack the stage both from the side of Instytutska and European Square, and from Khreshchatyk, but the latter approaches were blocked by Maidan Self-Defense forces. The most probable theory involves commanders awaiting an order that never came. Clearing Maidan would have resulted in massive bloodshed and death. Without a direct order from the President, no commander was prepared to take responsibility for such action. And Yanukovych didn’t have the stomach to give the order himself.

Negotiated pause

During the 24-hour period spanning 18-19 February, 36 Ukrainians lost their lives (including 11 police officers). 85 protesters were treated for gunshot wounds; over a thousand were hospitalized—primarily with head wounds caused by nightsticks. 

But the casualty figures of the day do not reproduce the emotional trauma suffered by the population. The last time Ukraine’s capital had seen such violence on its streets was WWII. As the day wore on shock changed to sadness and anger. Reaction in the western and central regions (whose populations generally supported Maidan), was swift and equally violent: over 10 thousand protesters stormed the offices of the SBU and Ministry of the Interior in Ivano-Frankivsk; in Lutsk (Volyn’ region) and Zhytomyr, the oblast administration buildings were occupied without resistance from local police; in Lviv, an angry crowd estimated at 15 thousand occupied the local SBU office, and several police stations; in Rivne, another 10 thousand demonstrators sequentially occupied the oblast administration building, the city and oblast prosecutors’ offices, police headquarters, SBU and tax inspectorates; in Ternopil protesters set fire to the oblast administration building; in Sumy the Party of Regions office was ransacked; in Poltava street fights caused injuries on both sides when protesters attempted to take control of the oblast administration building guarded by local police; in Khmelnytsky, an attempt to storm the local SBU office ended with two people shot and the building set alight. Throughout the western and some central regions of the country, the regime was clearly losing control.

Throughout the afternoon of the 18th and the morning of the 19th, the opposition leaders had been in touch with Viktor Yanukovych. The President was intransigent: the violence in the government quarter was the opposition’s fault, and the only possible resolution to the crisis was the Maidan’s capitulation. To allow this to occur, Yanukovych had given the order to pause the advance of government forces, but no further negotiations were engaged. According to Yatseniuk, the President’s ultimatum was valid until 6pm on the 19th, at which time the operation to clear the remaining protesters from Maidan was to recommence.36 

However, when the opposition leaders met with Yanukovych during the afternoon of the 19th (immediately prior to the deadline), his mood had changed dramatically. The agenda for negotiations suddenly included changing the Constitution, possible early elections, reformatting the executive, and a blanket amnesty to demonstrators. Most importantly, the President declared there would be no clearance of Maidan that evening and gave orders to his staff to begin drafting a memorandum aimed at peacefully resolving the crisis. Concurrently, as video evidence from Yanukovych’s residence was to show later, an order was given to evacuate valuables from Mezhyhirya. What caused the President’s change of heart during the afternoon of the 19th remains unknown.

During the subsequent two days a peace deal was negotiated by representatives of the Presidential Administration and the three opposition parties. The dialog was mediated by high-ranking representatives of the EU and a special envoy of the Russian President. In the end, as described below, the deal proved too little too late—a fact that painfully demonstrated EU officials’ lack of understanding of facts on the ground in Kyiv. The Russians, on the other hand, seemed to know exactly what was going on, and took full advantage. Evidence gained after Yanukovych’s ouster shows seven high-ranking FSB (Russian security service) officers landing in Ukraine’s capital on 20 February; after touring Maidan incognito, and meeting with their SBU colleagues (many of whom were later to gain refuge in Russia), they departed to Moscow on the 21st, and landed at Simferopol airport in Crimea on 27 February 2014—the first day of the Russian Special Forces operation aimed at occupying the peninsula.37

Snipers

Yanukovych’s good-natured disposition on the afternoon of 19 February was irrelevant from the protesters’ perspective. The crisis was far from over. Despite the police checkpoints that had been established on all approaches to Kyiv, reinforcements from the regions got through.38 They were angry and vengeful, and for the first time, they brought firearms to Maidan: pneumatic weapons, pistols, and hunting rifles.

At approximately 9am on 20 February, the situation in Kyiv changed dramatically. After having been beaten back to a small strip of territory around the stage, the forces of Maidan counter-attacked against the line of riot police. They fired live ammunition, and the riot police retreated in panic. The protesters efforts were primarily concentrated on the upward slope of Instytutska St. between October Palace and Hotel “Ukrayina”, but the police line dividing Independence Square from European Square was also targeted. From European Square, government forces retreated to their original line on Hrushevskoho St. where they hid behind concrete barriers. Ukrainian House was recaptured. The retreat from Instytutska St. was less well organized. “Berkut” riot police and hired titushky thugs ran from the city-center all the way to Pecherska Lavra (approximately 3km away). While the protesters on Maidan set about rebuilding the barricades around their original perimeter, several youths decided to chase the retreating government forces. They were met with sniper fire.

The following eyewitness report was written on 20 February 2014 by Liubomyr Markevych, a Canadian resident in Kyiv who made his way to the city-center at around 10am that day: 

By the time we got to the Maidan… we came across a war zone. Black smoke was already pouring out of one corner of the Conservatory of Music and tyres were burning all along the perimeter of the barricades. Meanwhile a Maidan activist stood on stage and directed the deployment of various 'sotni' regiments to various sectors of the Maidan perimeter to reinforce the Maidan from anticipated counterattacks. More ominously he directed everyone's attention to snipers being spotted on the hill in front of the Zhovtneviy (October) Palace. We were all stunned and it appeared that many around us were equally shocked as well. What was going on and why were they firing? No one seemed to know, but it all became irrelevant as stretcher after stretcher carrying the dead and wounded began to be carried out from the front lines.

 

We quickly realized this was war. Live rounds were now being fired and people were being killed. Before retreating we made our way to the Conservatory to ask the activists there why the building was set on fire. We were told the Berkut had lobbed grenades or molotovs into the building where Maidan activists had set up a Red Cross station. It seemed the activists were managing to contain the fire from the inside and indeed it would soon be put out. The next scene however was a jaw dropper. There in the entrance to the Conservatory was a group of about 20 activists armed with semi-automatic weapons getting ready for whatever their orders happened to be. We left.

 

Over the next few hours the media was full of reports of armed Berkut units being formed near the Building of Officers and Cabinet of Ministers, ostensibly for an all out assault on the Maidan. Snipers in the meantime continued to do their work and casualties were mounting continuously. Fearing the police would abduct the bodies from city hospitals and secretly cremate them destroying evidence of death by sniper fire, the Maidan leadership ordered that the bodies be laid out in several spots near the Maidan perimeter and maintained with dignity. Instant shrines began growing around the bodies which lay covered with flags and blankets,–but with faces exposed for all to see. Various media were seen filming the scene and people began congregating to pay their respects. It was surreal.

 

A few hours later we returned to the Maidan. TV media had announced that some 50 police and one sniper had been taken prisoner near the Maidan area. We saw one Berkut led past the stage and into a tent for questioning. An uglier scene took place near the post office where we saw a provocateur beaten to the ground and then led away. He had Russian identity documents on him.

Many months after the conclusion of the Maidan protests, it was still unclear who shot first, and who was responsible for the mass killings of February 20. That morning, 46 people lost their lives. Four of them were police officers shot by firearms carried onto Maidan by protesters. 16 were shot with bullets from Kalashnikov rifles issued to the “Berkut” special forces and fired as they retreated in the face of the Maidan counteroffensive. One protester died of a pistol wound shot from close range (probably friendly fire).39 The remaining 25 protesters died of penetrating wounds; in only one case was the bullet found inside the victim’s body, and it was a 7,62 x 54 mm piercing round fired exclusively by professional snipers.

During the morning of February 20, Andriy Shevchenko, an MP from the Batkivshchyna party who had maintained a connection with the commander of the “Berkut” unit that had been transferred to Kyiv from Dnipropetrovsk, received an urgent call. Live rounds were being fired at the government forces from the direction of the Conservatory building. Evidently the shooter was a professional because targets were hit in the legs and arms only. Shevchenko alerted Andriy Parubiy (Commander of Maidan Self-Defense), who dispatched several of his men to investigate, but by then the shooter had apparently disappeared, having achieved his goal of catalyzing subsequent events.40 

The “Berkut” retreated from their positions up the hill, firing their automatic weapons towards the advancing Maidan protesters.41 They were followed by young activists—some armed with pistols and hunting rifles—carrying wooden shields. The battle between the government and Maidan forces was bloody, but not yet a massacre. The source and caliber of rounds fired at the advancing protesters changed once the “Berkut” troops had retreated up the hill on Instytutska St. Video footage and subsequent ballistics investigations from the scene show shots being fired from the top floors of Hotel “Ukrayina” (the Maidan first aid service had established a triage center in the lobby there), from the rooftop of the Arkada bank building behind the upper entrance to Khreshchatyk subway, from the 7 Instytutska St. residential building just behind the concrete barricade to which government forces had retreated, and possibly from the roof of the Cabinet of Ministers building. The snipers used piercing rounds and targeted heads, necks, and chests. The victims had no chance.

In the aftermath of the protests, several investigators attempted to piece together multiple fragments of video footage filmed by journalists and eyewitnesses at the scene of the massacre.42 Officials from the post-Yanukovych Ukrainian government accused Russia of deploying the snipers, but at time of writing, no concrete evidence to support these claims had been made public.43 Kremlin sources have suggested the snipers came from Georgia, the Baltic countries and/or Poland. Others have suggested Ukrainian nationalist radicals conducted a “false flag” operation aimed at sewing chaos in Kyiv, to hasten the overthrow of the Yanukovych regime.44 This latter theory was supported by a leaked recording of a telephone conversation between the Estonian ambassador to Ukraine and EU Commissioner Catherine Ashton, during which the two discussed the possibility of Maidan provocateurs being behind the mass murder.45 However, it should be noted that the bugged telephone conversation was first leaked by the Russia Today media outlet, and multiple comparable stories linking the snipers to everyone but the Kremlin have been reported firstly by Russian media. Generating an image of complete chaos on the streets of Kyiv was mostly in Russia’s interests (i.e. it provided a pretext for insertion of troops charged with stabilizing the situation), but at time of writing, no direct links between the sniper fire and the Kremlin had yet been made public. The truth may never be known. 

Parliament and Parasiuk 

During the afternoon of 20 February 2014, after the sniper fire on Instytutska St. had ceased, and the “Berkut” forces had retreated from both Maidan and the government quarter, opposition politicians began calling for MP's to gather in Parliament. Some means of ending the violence needed to be found. The session did not open until around 5pm, and MPs gathered very gradually—apparently several had expressed concern for their own safety in the wake of the day’s violence. Initially, only 227 Parliamentarians registered (minimum quorum: 226), but as the evening wore on, several Party of Regions MP’s and some nominal independents arrived. By 10pm, 238 out of the total complement of 450 had registered their presence.

The key test came just after 10pm when the speeches ceased, and a draft document was put to a vote. In the end 236 voted in favor of the ”Postanova”46 that ordered the following: 

1. All Interior Ministry troops currently in Kyiv were to cease fire and return to barracks;

 

2. All live ammunition and lethal weapons that had been issued to government forces were to be returned immediately;

 

3. Blockage of roads and rail lines for the purpose of limiting the movement of people was to cease;

 

4. All anti-terrorist operations currently undertaken by the SBU and Interior Ministry were to be stopped immediately;

 

5. Circumstances that had led to deaths and casualties during the protests were to be investigated and the guilty brought to trial forthwith by the Prosecutor General;

 

6. The Cabinet of Ministers was ordered to provide financial compensation to all victims of the recent violence and their families;

 

7. Activists arrested for their participation in protests were to be released and all criminal cases against them closed;

8. It was now the exclusive right of Parliament to declare a state of emergency.

Immediately after the vote, the three opposition leaders left Parliament for the Presidential Administration building where the memorandum on the peaceful resolution of the crisis, mediated by three EU officials and a representative of the Russian Federation, was being finalized with Yanukovych’s participation. At 7:30 am on 21 February the “Agreement on Settlement of the Crisis” was ready for signing, but the opposition leaders insisted that each should present it to their respective parliamentary factions first, and that the deal should be approved by the Maidan Council. The main points of the Agreement were as follows:47

1. Within 48 hours of signature, Parliament was to pass, and the President was to sign, a special law according to which Ukraine’s Constitution was to return to its 2004 version (i.e. the text which limited Presidential powers in favor of an executive answerable to Parliament);

 

2. Within 10 days thereafter, a government of national unity was to be formed with participation from both the opposition and the President’s faction;

 

3. Early presidential elections were to occur by December 2014 at the latest (Yanukovych’s full term ended in March 2015, so this was a minimal concession);

 

4. Occupied government buildings throughout the country were to be cleared, protesters amnestied, illegal weapons turned in, and acts of violence investigated;

 

5. No state of emergency was to be declared.

These points were negotiated with the assistance of the German and Polish Foreign Ministers and a high-ranking French diplomat, plus an emissary from Russia. When these foreign officials presented the Agreement to the Maidan Council, many members expressed serious concerns as to the legitimacy a deal with the “murderer” Yanukovych. However, the Europeans insisted vehemently that a negotiated deal was the only way to avoid more bloodshed. Polish Foreign Minister Sikorski was caught on video telling one of the Maidan Council members (Prof. Oleksiy Haran from Kyiv-Mohyla Academy) “If you don’t sign this deal you will all be dead.”48 Sikorski then sent out the following message on Twitter: “Good compromise for Ukraine. Gives peace a chance. Opens the way to reform and to Europe. Poland and EU support it.” Clearly the Polish Foreign Minister misunderstood the social mood on Maidan.

That afternoon (21 February), in accordance with the signed Agreement, the Ukrainian Parliament voted overwhelmingly to re-enact the Constitutional amendments passed in 2004, thus overturning the Constitutional Court decision of 2010 that had consolidated power in the Presidency. Arguably (the bills still needed to be signed by the President to come into force), Ukraine had now become a Parliamentary-Presidential republic again. This meant Yanukovych still retained power over the army, and over foreign affairs (Defense and Foreign Ministers remained Presidential appointees), but the rest of the executive branch had now become accountable to Parliament. A new majority coalition now needed to be created which would then appoint a new Prime Minister and approve all other Ministerial appointments. Immediately after the Constitutional vote, Parliament also passed a new law that granted blanket immunity to all those involved in anti-government activities and violence. A special motion to remove Interior Minister Vitaliy Zakharchenko from office received 332 votes in favor—including 69 from Party of Regions MP’s.

But on Maidan, these Parliamentary victories seemed too little and too late. During the evening of 21 February Maidan counted its dead and wounded. When my wife and I went to the city-center, we were joined by thousands of Kyiv residents who came to mourn. Many were crying. All were grim faced. We brought drinking water to the trauma point at Ukrainian House, and then went to Independence Square. A line of uniformed and fully armed police officers from Lviv marched up to the stage, and it was announced that these trained officers had joined the Maidan Self-Defense forces; the cheers were louder than any I had heard ever before. The arrival of armed reinforcements was followed by an announcement of first aid courses being offered to all Self-Defense units. Apparently if more of the Maidan “sotnias” had been trained in basic first aid, several deaths could have been avoided during the fighting on the 18-19th. If fighting resumed (so it was said from the stage) first aid skills would be needed.49 Next, a man from Kharkiv took the microphone and demonstrated a bloody shield on which one of his buddies had died the previous day from a sniper wound. He also showed a grenade to the crowd and promised to go back to Kharkiv after “our victory” and shove it into a bodily orifice of oblast governor Mykhailo Dobkin—a Yanukovych supporter who had proudly worn a “Berkut” T-shirt during a session of the oblast legislature and had called for all protesters on Maidan to be shot.

Not surprisingly, given this atmosphere, when information on the contents of the Agreement signed by the three opposition leaders with Yanukovych was made available, many on Maidan were not pleased. When Yatseniuk, Klitschko, Tiahnybok, Poroshenko and other politicians were invited onto the stage together with priests for the funeral service for the men who lost their lives during the previous days, the crowd (40-50 thousand people) whistled at them. The gathered multitudes were appalled that a peace agreement had been signed with the person they saw as responsible for over 100 dead and several hundred more injured. They were particularly displeased with the prospects of having to wait for Presidential elections until December 2014 (as stipulated in the deal). During Klitschko's attempt to explain to the crowd why he had signed the Agreement with Yanukovych, an open coffin with the body of a dead protester was brought directly to the front of the stage amid screaming "who will answer for this?" and “how could you shake the hand of a murderer?”.50

Then, Volodymyr Parasiuk, a sotnia commander who had personally fought with riot police during previous days, forced his way onto the stage. His short emotional speech, during which he stressed that his unit was armed, ended with an ultimatum to the opposition leaders: either renounce your deal with Yanukovych and force the President's resignation by 10 am the following day, or Parasiuk's sotnia would storm the government quarter.51 Dmytro Yarosh from the Right Sector then mounted the stage to assure the crowd of his fighters’ readiness to advance. The threat was real and ominous. Although over a thousand Interior Ministry troops had been withdrawn from the government quarter that day, significant numbers of well-armed SBU troops and representatives of other agencies remained inside the Presidential Administration and Cabinet of Ministers buildings. If attacked by a crowd from Maidan, they were likely to defend themselves using lethal force. 

The evening demonstration lasted until midnight. The crowd in the city-center dispersed gradually: some travelled with the coffins of their fallen comrades to their hometowns and villages to prepare funeral ceremonies; others huddled in tents, apartments, and common areas. Few in Kyiv slept that night. The morning promised to be decisive.
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Chapter 5:
Climax & Recoil

What happened in Ukraine after the mass shootings in Kyiv in February 2014 was somewhat predictable. A month before the massacre on Instytutska St., I wrote the following in my “Thoughts from Kyiv” blog: 

According to opinion polls taken in December 2013 (almost a month after the start of the Euromaidan protests), Viktor Yanukovych remains the single most popular politician in Ukraine with a base of support concentrated primarily in the eastern and southern regions of the country that amounts to a national support level of 20%. ... If Yanukovych were to be removed from office by force (e.g. in a revolutionary event), every fifth Ukrainian would likely feel cheated, outraged, and violated. Inevitably, given the concentration of Yanukovych supporters in the east of the country, any radical resolution to the current stand-off would lead to a call for Russian military intervention across the border.

This chapter chronicles the first three months of post-Yanukovych Ukraine: an interlude of short-lived euphoria mixed with mourning for those who had fallen at the climax of the protests in Kyiv; a time of shock in the face of Putin’s whirlwind Special Forces operation in Crimea; a period that marked the launch of foreign-inspired violent reaction to the victory of Maidan in the Donbas. During these three months, Ukraine’s central government experienced a legitimacy crisis; Russia annexed sovereign Ukrainian territory, and militant separatism flared throughout the southern and eastern regions. Evidence later surfaced of the violence in Donetsk, Odesa, and Kharkiv (and especially in Slovyansk and Kramatorsk) having been orchestrated by the Kremlin as part of a covert operation aimed at splintering off what Putin called “Novorossiya” from Ukraine. However, as events in Crimea and the Donbas unfolded, few in Kyiv (and even less so in the West) understood their artificiality. On the other hand, there was no mistaking their gravity and significance. 

Yanukovych runs away 

The morning of 22 February 2014 was a strange one. Kyiv awoke with one question: where was Yanukovych? According to news reports, the President had left his Mezhyhirya residence at 22:40 the previous evening.1 Could it be that Yanukovych had simply skipped town? MP’s from the ruling majority seemed to think so: by the end of the day, a total of 70 members of the President’s faction had tendered their resignations from the once all-powerful Party of Regions. Speaker Rybak resigned his post, as did his first deputy (Communist Ihor Kaletnik) who immediately fled to Russia.2 Yanukovych appointees (including the acting mayor of Kyiv, and several regional governors) began resigning en masse. Many fled the country. As the regime crumbled, one question remained on the minds of everyone in Ukraine’s political class: in the physical absence of President Yanukovych, who was the head of the Ukrainian state?

Nestor Shufrych—a former Minister in Yanukovych’s government, and a high-ranking member of the Party of Regions—spoke from the Parliamentary rostrum on February 22. He reminded the session: now that the 2004 Constitutional amendments had been reenacted (a Constitutional majority had voted to do so on the previous day), if the President should resign from his office, his functions were to be carried out by the Speaker of Parliament (not by the Prime Minister, as stipulated in Yanukovych’s Constitution). In these circumstances, given Speaker Rybak’s resignation, the key issue before Parliament must be the election of a new Speaker. The fact that it was Shufrych who raised this issue, rather than a pro-Maidan MP, was widely seen as confirmation that Yanukovych had indeed skipped the country and/or resigned. However, notwithstanding widespread defections of MP’s, Parliament still faced a legal legitimacy problem. The bill which reverted the 2004 version of the Constitution, passed the previous day by an overwhelming majority, had not yet been signed by President Yanukovych. 

Yatseniuk rose to the rostrum immediately after Shufrych’s speech to explain his view of the situation: Parliament had re-enacted the 2004 Constitution on February 21 with an unprecedented 386 votes in favor—86 more than the required 300 for Constitutional amendments. The vote had been supported by 140 Party of Regions MP’s once loyal to Yanukovych.3 The President had signed an EU-brokered agreement with the opposition corroborating his support for Parliament’s decision. Regardless of whether Yanukovych had actually signed Bill 4163, Ukraine had de facto reverted to the 2004 version of the Constitution, according to which the Speaker of Parliament should assume duties if the President were incapacitated. The speech was fiery, but in fact, Yatseniuk’s argument was based on thin legal ice. According to formal legal procedures, without the President’s signature, the Constitutional amendments could not come into force. 

On the other hand, with thousands of protesters demanding Yanukovych’s arrest in the wake of the massacre of Maidan activists by snipers, and with a majority of oblast- and city-level councils voting to renounce any decrees passed by the President, formal legality took a back seat to substantive legitimacy. If formal procedures had been followed, Yanukovych would have had to have either resigned, or been impeached. According to Article 111 of Ukraine’s Constitution, impeachment required a special Parliamentary Investigative Commission to be created to consider any crimes that the President was suspected of committing; then that commission should have submitted its findings to both the Supreme Court and the Constitutional Courts, and only after the rulings of both could Parliament have voted on impeachment. With the institutions of state crumbling, there was no time for such formalities. Besides, on 22 February 2014, Yanukovych was nowhere to be found.

Climax

As it happened, the events of 22 February 2014 turned out to have represented the climax of the protest phase of Ukraine’s revolution. But on Maidan, you would never have known. The atmosphere in Kyiv’s city-center was one of mourning rather than celebration. The mood was somber. In the rain, the ground on Independence Square was black and sticky—a stark reminder of the previous days’ fires. Blood stains were covered with flowers, and memorials set up at each spot where a person had been killed during the fighting. The Stella at the center of the square was turned into a spontaneous shrine covered in flowers; a similar memorial site was set up on the grounds of St. Michael’s monastery, and on the burnt-out trucks near the Parliament where fighting had been fierce. On Maidan itself, the coffins of heroes who lost their lives to sniper fire and police grenades were brought to the stage in pairs all day—each was sent off to the music of “Plyve Kacha” (“The duckling swims”—the song which was to become the funeral hymn of the protests), in the presence of tens of thousands of demonstrators. “Heroes do not die!” (“Heroyi ne vmyrayut’!”) was chanted as the bodies were carried past the burnt-out hulk of the Trade Unions building toward waiting vehicles that would take each to their final resting place—to villages and towns throughout Ukraine.

Although few were celebrating, on 22 February, the revolution scored massive political victories. Parliament opened its morning session with an official announcement by deputy speaker Koshulynskiy (“Svoboda”) that Speaker Rybak (Party of Regions) and First Deputy Speaker Kaletnik (Communist) had both resigned. Within a few minutes, Koshulynsky announced that two candidates for the post of Speaker had been nominated: Turchynov (“Batkivshchyna”) and Poroshenko (Independent). Poroshenko immediately announced that he was taking his name off the ballot, and Oleksandr Turchynov (the original Commandant of the Maidan—chosen on 1 December 2013 when the protesters first took control of the city-center and occupied the Trade Unions building) was elected Speaker.

The legitimacy of Turchynov’s election was unquestionable: choosing a Speaker was the sole prerogative of Parliament and needed no external confirmation. However, whether Turchynov’s powers extended to those of Acting President was debatable: in the absence of Yanukovych’s signature on the Bill reverting Ukraine’s Constitution to its 2004 version, could the bill be considered law? According to the 1996/2010 Constitution, if the President should become incapacitated, his powers were to be temporarily transferred to the Prime Minister, but in the wake of Yanukovych’s flight, Ukraine’s Acting Prime Minister Arbuzov was nowhere to be found either. In an attempt to resolve the issue, immediately after Turchynov’s election, “Batkivshchyna” faction leader Arseniy Yatseniuk tabled a Parliamentary Resolution (Postanova) according to which the Rada decreed the Constitutional Bill overturning the 2010 Constitutional Court decision and returning the country’s basic law to its 2004 version (adopted the previous day) to be law even in the absence of the President’s signature. The resolution was supported by 325 MP’s.

The situation required procedural delicacy, and Parliament proceeded cautiously: first MP’s voted to confirm Arsen Avakov (Batkivshchyna MP and former mayor of Kharkiv) as Acting Interior Minister. Then Yanukovych-loyalist Viktor Pshonka was removed from the post of Prosecutor General, and former Prime Minister Tymoshenko was freed from jail. All three of these votes were unquestionably legitimate and legal. Parliament had elected a new Speaker and had exercised its power to appoint and remove executive branch officials. Then Speaker Turchynov called a recess—apparently to arrange the details of Tymoshenko’s release, and to try to locate Yanukovych. 

At approximately 4pm, the President’s whereabouts became apparent when his television interview (taped earlier that day in Kharkiv—see below) was broadcast.4 In that interview, Yanukovych, looking tired and disoriented, stated that in the coming weeks he would be travelling through the eastern and southern regions of the country to “find an answer: what are we going to do with the country?”5 He claimed that the car he had been travelling in from Kyiv had been shot at;6 that he would be staying in Ukraine; that extremists in the capital were shooting at Parliamentarians. None of these statements were true.

With Yanukovych’s location now established Turchynov tabled a resolution, the legitimacy of which was debatable. According to the text, President Yanukovych was said to have removed himself from office and was therefore relieved of his duties. In the words of Yuriy Miroshnichenko—the (now) former President’s official representative in Parliament—this document represented a political rather than a strictly legal act. According to Parliament’s resolution, Yanukovych was not de jure removed from office—proposing such a bill would have been clearly unconstitutional. Instead, the President was relieved of his duties by a vote of 328 MP’s (i.e. a Constitutional majority). 

Was this decision constitutional? According to Ukrainian legal procedures, only the Constitutional Court is empowered to rule on this question, and under procedures in force at the time, such a ruling needed to be requested by at least 50 MPs. In late February 2014, gathering the signatures of 50 MPs under such a request to the Court would have been highly unpopular if not dangerous, and effecting a ruling from the Court within three months (i.e. before the early Presidential election scheduled for May 25) would have been a practical impossibility. Thereafter the point was moot.

Fatal mistake

During the 23 February session of Parliament, the former opposition leaders (now newly empowered), emboldened by their rapid success, decided to push the limits of revolutionary expediency. At 12:30 that day, the Rada voted to officially give Presidential powers (temporarily) to Speaker Turchynov. As noted, the constitutionality of this decision was questionable: the legitimately elected President of Ukraine was alive and had not officially resigned, nor been impeached. Even his whereabouts (in Kharkiv) had been established. Nevertheless, the new leaders pressed on, apparently believing that their actions and decisions were required by Maidan. 

Votes were called in quick succession. At 12:40 the Rada voted to remove the despised Dmytro Tabachnyk from the post of Minister of Education, and at 12:42 Parliament removed Leonid Kozhara from Foreign Affairs. In both cases, several Party of Regions MP’s registered “nay” votes, causing an uproar in the Chamber. In their defense, Nestor Shufrych rose to the rostrum to point out that the Friday accords signed by Yanukovych gave him 48 hours to sign the constitutional amendments that give Parliament full control over the executive. This term expired at 16:00 that day. Couldn't the revolutionaries wait for 4 more hours? This would have given their decisions much more legitimacy. But the new leaders pressed on.

One of the most unfortunate events to have occurred during these first days of post-Yanukovych Ukraine, was the passage on February 23 of a bill that rescinded the Law on Languages, passed in 2012 (co-authored by two notoriously pro-Moscow Party of Regions MP’s—Kivalov and Kolesnichenko), which provided official language status to Russian in those localities (oblasts and/or rayons) where more than 10% of the population requested such status. Given the countless other priorities facing the interim government, the fact that this bill was introduced at all indicates either complete political ineptitude, or ideological extremism on the part of Vyacheslav Kyrylenko—the bill’s initiator. Given Kyrylenko’s history as one of the co-organizers of the student hunger strikes in 1990 (the “Revolution on Granite”), and his later service as Deputy Prime Minister during the Yushchenko Presidency (and again in the post-Maidan Hroysman government), one would like to think that his misplaced legislative initiative was a mistake, rather than a deliberate provocation. Whatever the case, Kremlin news outlets immediately launched a campaign aimed at frightening the Russian-speaking population of Ukraine’s eastern and southern regions with visions of a “nationalist junta” that had come to power in Kyiv. 

In the end, Turchynov refused to sign Kyrylenko’s bill (his first “veto” as acting President). Three years later, no new Language Law had yet been submitted to Ukraine’s Parliament, and so the Kivalov-Kolesnichenko legislation which allowed regions to declare Russian to be an official language for use in their localities remained in force.7 But the damage to the new post-Yanukovych government’s international and domestic image had been done—irreparably.

Kharkiv-Donetsk-Crimea

Late at night on 21-22 February 2014 Yanukovych travelled to Kharkiv where he was to attend the “Congress of People’s Deputies of all Levels of Government from the Southern and Eastern Regions, Sevastopol and AR Crimea” the following day. The last time such a meeting had been held was in 2004 in Severodonetsk (in the context of the Orange protests),8 and there Yanukovych had famously stated that the western “goats” should stop telling him how to live. Other speakers had openly called for the separation of the eastern and southern oblasts from a supposedly “nationalist” west. If similar proclamations were to be made at the Kharkiv gathering this time, it could have signaled the start of some sort of quasi-legitimate break-up of the country. After-all, by late February 2014, most of the authorities in the west and center had already overtly sided with the Maidan protesters, and so a split of Ukraine was not inconceivable with the west and center adopting a pro-EU/pro-Maidan position, while the east and south proclaiming themselves pro-Russian/pro-Yanukovych. 

During the evening of February 21, before their departure from Mezhyhirya, and just prior to signing his own resignation as Speaker of Parliament, Volodymyr Rybak discussed the planned Kharkiv gathering with Yanukovych: Rybak refused to personally attend the Congress, calling it a Severodonetsk-2.9 Whether Yanukovych understood the scenario that was to unfold in Kharkiv remains an open question. According to Rybak and Kharkiv oblast governor Dobkin, on arrival in Kharkiv from Kyiv, the President showed no signs of anxiety, and acted as if his power was not threatened. His behavior was not that of a man fleeing for his life. In fact, he appeared confident that the deal he had signed with the opposition that day would lead to the dismantling of the protest camp on Maidan soon. In Dobkin’s words: “He did not create the impression of a person on the run. He 100% expected to return. If he had known that he would not return, he would have blown up Mezhyhiriya, burned it, destroyed it—it was that dear to him.”10 

The President’s mood changed during the early morning hours of Saturday February 22 after multiple meetings with Dobkin, and a phone conversation with his son Oleksander who was in Donetsk. The Kharkiv governor had tried to convince the President not to appear at the planned convention (apparently he feared Yanukovych would be whistled off the stage because the mass killings in Kyiv had led to enormous popularity losses for the Party of Regions—even in their electoral heartland).11 Dobkin’s arguments finally got through when he declared that during the convention, police would not be able to guarantee the President’s safety. With that, Yanukovych seems to have understood that his crisis was real: he taped a short interview with a Kharkiv journalist during which he angrily declared his refusal to sign any of the legislation that the Rada had adopted that Saturday morning (i.e. reenactment of the 2004 Constitution, amnesty for Maidan activists, freedom for Tymoshenko). He promised to remain in the country, but in fact, immediately after the address was recorded, departed for Donetsk, and later fled to Crimea, and eventually to Russia.

The facts surrounding Yanukovych’s flight from Kharkiv to Crimea remain unclear. According to airport logs, the Ukrainian President departed Kharkiv for Donetsk by helicopter at approximately 1 pm on 22 February. Once at Donetsk International Airport, he boarded a private jet, but (amazingly!) was denied permission to depart by local Customs officials. An armed stand-off between the President’s bodyguards and Ukrainian border security officers ensued. Yanukovych then de-planed and drove by car to the home of Rinat Akhmetov—his old friend, and Ukraine’s richest “oligarch”. The following day, the President’s cortege of cars headed towards Crimea, avoiding main roads, and apparently leaving the pavement on several occasions.12 On 25 February Yanukovych finally reached the southern coast of the Crimean Peninsula where he officially decommissioned his state-provided bodyguards, and crossed onto the (leased) territory of the Russian Black Sea Fleet. 

On 28 February, the ousted Ukrainian President surfaced at a press conference broadcast from the Russian city of Rostov-on-Don. Viktor Yanukovych looked tired and lacked his normal self-confidence. He had apparently been evacuated on a Russian warship, brought from the port of Novorosiysk to Moscow, and then to Rostov-on-Don where he was staying with “friends”. During the press conference, just prior to reading a prepared “apology to the Ukrainian people for allowing events to run out of control”, Yanukovych broke the pen that he had been holding in his hands in half. The video image was seen as a demonstration both of his frustration and anger, and of a lack of sincerity of his remorse.

Open questions

Why did Yanukovych concede power? Why did he run away, first to Kharkiv during the early hours of February 22, and then onward to Russia in subsequent days? According to the Kremlin’s narrative, President Putin supposedly called his Ukrainian counterpart on the evening of the 21st to tell him that under the circumstances, leaving Kyiv was inadvisable. However, security camera footage from Mezhyhirya clearly shows Yanukovych supervising the packing of his belongings (including paintings, statues, furniture, and other valuables) three days earlier.13 The President’s departure from Kyiv (or at least the evacuation of valuables from his residence) had been planned before the mass killings in the city-center. Indeed, Yanukovych seems to have started packing immediately after his return from Sochi where he met with Putin on the sidelines of the Olympic Games.

Why did the President flee? Was his departure supposed to be temporary, and what actually occurred was a miscalculation? Is it possible that the purpose of Putin’s phone call on the eve of Yanukovych’s departure was not to advise him not to leave, but rather to assure him the move was temporary, and that the Ukrainian President’s fate was in good hands? Is it possible that Putin (via undercover agents) instigated the chaos in Kyiv on February 18-21, and then planned to have Yanukovych ask for Russia’s assistance to counter the coup plotters during the Party of Regions’ gathering in Kharkiv? 

But Yanukovych did not attend the Kharkiv Congress on 22 February 2014. He failed to use the opportunity to assert himself as the legitimate President of Ukraine; to proclaim Turchynov to be a usurper and the opposition leaders to have staged a coup d’état. Put colloquially, Yanukovych choked. When told by the Kharkiv governor that he could not guarantee the President’s safety, Yanukovych decided not to make an appearance at the Congress. Its delegates voted to disavow all decisions taken by the Parliament since the President’s departure from Kyiv, and to “take responsibility for protecting the Constitutional order on the territories of eastern and southern Ukraine, until order can be reinstated in the capital.”14 But the resolution did not directly call for separatism, nor for open defiance of the interim Kyiv government. If a separatist Severodonetsk-2 had been planned for that day in Kharkiv, the plan failed. 

If Yanukovych had made an appearance at the Kharkiv convention, if he had publicly asserted his legitimacy as President of Ukraine, and the convention deputies had supported a call to arms to counter the “fascist coup” in Kyiv (as Kremlin propaganda referred to Yanukovych’s ouster), a de facto breakup of Ukraine would have been effected. Given the chaos in Kyiv, requests to Moscow to provide political, economic and military assistance authored by Ukraine’s eastern and southern oblast councils (or possibly by Yanukovych himself) would have legitimized Russian invasion. The Turchynov government would have been denied similar assistance from the West due to its lack of formal legitimacy.15 Kyiv and the western regions where popular support for Maidan was overwhelming would have found themselves economically and politically isolated, while the eastern and southern regions effectively integrated (formally or informally as client states) with Russia.

Immediately after the Congress’ closing ceremony, Governor Dobkin, together with his close friend Hennadiy Kernes—the mayor of Kharkiv—hastily fled to Russia, avoiding confrontation with pro-Maidan demonstrators who had surrounded the conference hall.16 The border they crossed was by then amassed with Russian troops, artillery and armor, ordered to full alert by Vladimir Putin.17 Several columns of tanks stood ready to cross into Sumy and Chernihiv oblasts from the north, and given the disarray of the Ukrainian army, had the order to invade been given, they would have been in Kyiv within a few hours.18 But Yanukovych failed to officially request military support from Moscow during the Kharkiv Congress. Such a request was to be written by the Ukrainian President only after his exile to Russia and was demonstrated on 3 March 2014 with much fanfare by Russian ambassador Churkin during a meeting of the UN Security Council.19 But by then Yanukovych was no longer seen by Ukrainians as their legitimate Head of State, and so the request carried little weight.

It is unlikely to ever be known with certainty whether Putin’s vision of Novorossiya (i.e. the territorial breakup of Ukraine) was hatched after Yanukovych’s flight from Kyiv, or before, but in retrospect it seems plausible that it was planned at least in general terms well in advance of the mass killings on Maidan. In September 2013, Putin’s special advisor on Ukraine Sergey Glazyev warned that if Kyiv signed the EU Association Agreement, this would amount to “a cessation of Ukrainian sovereignty.”20 At the time this statement was interpreted as a metaphor—the Kremlin’s spokesman on Ukraine was trying to persuade Yanukovych not to sign the EU deal and added a little scaremongering to his discourse. But Glazyev may have meant no metaphor at all. In 2015, the Russian Ministry of Defense awarded Special Forces officers involved in the annexation of Crimea (see below) with medals inscribed “For the return of Crimea”. These medals bear the dates “20 February – 18 March 2014”. The latter date marks the day of Crimea’s official annexation by the Russian Federation; the former date is the day snipers first fired on Instytutska St. in Kyiv. On that day, Yanukovych was still in the capital, and no calls for separatism had yet been heard anywhere in Ukraine. Yet a covert plan to dismember Ukraine seems already to have been put into motion.

Crimea

The first pro-Russian demonstrations were held in the Crimean city of Sevastopol on 23 February 2014—the day the Rada voted to strip Yanukovych of his Presidential powers. Sevastopol is a unique city: a military port, home to both the Russian and Ukrainian Black Sea Fleets, with a population consisting primarily of naval personnel and their families. Its primarily ethnic Russian inhabitants generally identified with a Russian historical narrative, according to which Sevastopol was proclaimed the “City of Russian Glory” due to its strategic role in the Crimean War, and in WWII. The Russian media reported 20 thousand participants at this first separatist rally, while local eyewitnesses estimated approximately 3000 with most being wives and family members of Russian Black Sea Fleet personnel stationed there.21 The protesters chanted “Putin is our President!” and “Ro-si-ya!” (“Russia!”) and waved Russian flags. The demonstration “elected” a Russian citizen, Aleksey Chaliy, to the post of “people’s mayor”, and his first decision was to set up road blocks with armed guards on the roads into the port city. On February 24, the Yanukovych-appointed governor of Sevastopol resigned both his post and his membership in the Party of Regions, stating that “those who appointed me have left.”22

Although Sevastopol is strategically important (similar to Guantanamo or Gibraltar) it is not the administrative capital of Crimea. That role is played by the land-locked Simferopil, and it was there that most of the events of late February and early March 2014 unfolded. Simferopil is a city of 300 thousand residents. Its center is dominated by a large edifice known as the Crimean Parliament—a proto-legislature which, according to Ukraine’s Constitution, enjoyed a higher status than an oblast-level council, but wielded limited real powers. The head of the Crimean executive (de facto governor of Crimea, who bore the title Prime Minister) was appointed by the Parliament of the Autonomous Republic, but according to both the Ukrainian and Crimean Constitutions, only candidates submitted by Ukraine’s President were to be considered, and no cases of non-approval had ever taken place. Crimea’s actual autonomy was therefore limited. Given the closed nature of its political elites, and their often criminal backgrounds, decisions were generally made behind closed doors with a view towards balancing the economic interests of Kyiv and the locals.23

On 26 February 2014, the Crimean Parliament was scheduled to gather for a special session. The Prime Minister of Crimea, Anatoliy Mohyliov, a Yanukovych crony who hailed from Makiyivka, Donetsk oblast, was disliked by many, and given the recent change of government in Kyiv, changes in the leadership of the executive branch on the peninsula were likely. Rumors were also circulating of possible separatist initiatives being tabled: only a week before, during a trip to Moscow, the speaker of the Crimean Parliament Vladimir Konstantinov had alluded that any unlawful change of government in Kyiv would be answered with a motion by the Crimean legislature to denounce the 1954 decision of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, according to which administrative control over the peninsula had been transferred from Russia to Ukraine.24

Suspecting an impending act of separatism, over 12 thousand Crimean Tatars, Ukrainians, and pro-Maidan ethnic Russians gathered on the square in front of the Crimean Parliament on 26 February. The pro-Ukraine crowd included “ultra” fans from the Tavria (Simferopil) and Sevastopol football clubs. They faced approximately 5000 activists of the “Russkoye Yedinstvo” (“Russian Unity”) party—a political force that had garnered just over 4% of the popular vote during the last Crimean elections. After a full day of stand-off, and several incidences of pushing and shoving, and after several hours of closed-door negotiations between a delegation of Crimean Tatars and Speaker Konstantinov, at 4pm, the leader of the pro-Russia demonstration, Sergey Aksionov, and the leader of the Crimean Tatar Medzhlis (assembly), Refat Chubarov, emerged together to ask the protesters to disperse. For the moment, it seemed, the threat of violence in the Crimean capital had subsided. 

But that night, the Kremlin intervened directly. In the words of acting President Oleksandr Turchynov:

During the night of 26-27 February, armed men occupied the building of the Crimean Verkhovna Rada. I was informed of this early on 27 February. The signature and the arsenal used left no doubt—this was the work of professionals. These were Special Forces of the GRU of the General Staff of the RF, armed with automatic rifles, autocannons, grenade launchers. I understood that if they (the Russians) had taken this step, the situation could quickly degenerate into a very real military conflict. The very next day, Russian forces without identifying marks began their occupation of critical infrastructure, airports, blockades of Ukrainian military units. I called a meeting of the NSDC (National Security and Defense Council) to work out our priority actions in reaction to the aggression of the RF. But the situation deteriorated very quickly. Concurrently with their attack on Crimea, Russia began to transfer army units to our borders. These were storm trooper units, ready to cross the line at any time. Concentration of Russian forces began along our entire border, and this was not just a scare tactic, this was a very real preparation for invasion aimed at overthrowing our new government.25

On 27 February, with the Parliament building in Simferopil occupied by heavily armed men, deputies were called by Speaker Konstantinov for a special session to vote on the appointment of a new Prime Minister. During the previous day, when the Crimean Parliament had been blocked by demonstrators, only 49 of 100 deputies had attended the planned session (i.e. insufficient for a quorum); with the building occupied by armed “little green men”, even fewer risked showing up. Nevertheless, the press service of the Crimean Rada announced that the leader of “Russkoye Yedinstvo” (“Russian Unity”) party, Sergey Aksionov, was elected Prime Minister of the Autonomous Republic with 53 votes in favor. Later reports suggested that only 36 deputies actually voted for Aksionov, with the balance of votes registered in absentia by Konstantinov using 17 duplicates of his colleagues’ voting cards.26 Aksionov’s election was also dubious given the statutory requirement that any candidate for the leadership of the Crimean executive be submitted to the Autonomous Republic’s legislature by the President of Ukraine. In Aksionov’s case such details were overlooked.27 As soon as the votes were cast, Aksionov, a businessman reportedly known in the local underworld by the nickname “Goblin”28 addressed the pro-Russian demonstrators gathered outside the occupied Parliament building: “In this difficult time the Russian Federation, I am sure, will extend a helping hand, and will provide assistance, including financial, so that Crimea will be able to reconstruct its political situation quickly.” 

“Little green men”

That night, both Belbek military airport (which served Sevastopol), and Simferopil International (the main civilian airport in Crimea) were occupied by heavily armed uniformed men who locals began referring to ironically as “the polite people” (vezhlivye liudi) for their tendency to ignore all questions as to their allegiance or origin. During subsequent days, more “unidentified” armed men occupied all local television stations and broadcast centers; cut land telephone lines and jammed mobile phone signals near Ukrainian military bases. Apparently, the actual blockades of these bases were effected by forces of the Russian Black Sea fleet, but the support they received from Special Forces transferred into Crimea from Russia was more than obvious.29

Dmytro Tymchuk, the leader of the “Information Resistance” (sprotiv.info) grass-roots intelligence communication agency recalled the start of Putin’s Crimean operation:

After the victory of Maidan, as events in Crimea began, Minister of Defense Lebedev (a Yanukovych appointee) simply disappeared, and then “surfaced” in Sevastopol; Chief of the General Staff Ilyin also removed himself from office (and also later appeared in Sevastopol). The entire command of the Ukrainian Navy suddenly “became ill” and checked into hospitals. The army was demoralized—in the first place in Crimea, and in the eastern regions where the population generally did not support Maidan. In this post-revolutionary situation, in a period of de facto anarchy in the state, executing a covert operation in Crimea turned out to be a relatively simple matter for the Russians.30 

On 28 February the Ukrainian Parliament officially appealed to the United States and United Kingdom—“guarantors” of Ukraine’s territorial integrity under the Budapest Memorandum—to intervene to stop Russia’s aggression in Crimea.31 According to the 1994 agreement, Ukraine had voluntarily given up the nuclear weapons that it had inherited from the USSR in exchange for security assurances from the world’s nuclear powers.32 The reaction of the United States government was immediate (yet disappointing): President Obama issued a statement voicing his “deep concern” over the movement of Russian troops, and warned that “there will be costs (to Russia) for any military intervention in Ukraine.”33 Meanwhile, the first key infrastructure facilities (transportation and communication) were quietly occupied during the night by Russian Special Forces already in Crimea, and the first blockades of Ukrainian Armed Forces units were set up by a mixture of local pro-Russian protesters and heavily armed men without insignia.34

The following day, on March 1, the Federation Council of the Russian Federation—the upper chamber of the Russian Parliament – voted unanimously (90:0) to approve President Putin’s request for permission to deploy the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation on the territory of Ukraine.35 The de facto invasion which had been launched three days earlier now received a legal basis—though its formal legitimacy was questionable: Putin’s request to the Council was framed as a response to the appeal for assistance from Crimean Prime Minister Aksionov, but the latter was de jure self-proclaimed because his candidacy had not been approved by Ukraine’s President, as required by both Ukrainian and Crimean law. In Kyiv, Turchynov had signed a decree cancelling Aksionov’s appointment,36 but few in Simferopil or in Moscow took notice because Turchynov’s legitimacy as Acting President was legally questionable as well.

On the ground in Crimea, questions of legal legitimacy of commanders were multiplied by the fervent belief on the part of Ukrainian troops living in barracks on the peninsula that the troops of the Russian Black Sea Fleet stationed in Sevastopol were their friends and allies. The movement of Russian armor on Crimean roads, coupled with overflights by battle helicopters, was generally met with confusion. Ukrainian personnel were instructed by Kyiv to defend their positions, but their officers’ loyalties were often questionable at best. For example, during his first meeting with subordinates in Sevastopol, the newly appointed Commander of the Naval Forces of Ukraine, Admiral Denys Berezovsky, called on his officers to commit treason, and himself swore allegiance to “people of Crimea and Sevastopol.” On 20 April, after Russia’s annexation of the peninsula, Putin appointed Berezovsky (by then an officer of the Russian Navy) Deputy Commander of the Russian Black Sea Fleet.

Throughout the spring of 2014, treason on the part of Ukrainian military and civilian personnel stationed in Crimea was common. In Sevastopol and Simferopil, SBU and Interior Ministry troops (especially Berkut units who had been hastily evacuated from Kyiv on 21 February) switched sides almost immediately. Of the 13 468 Ukrainian military personnel (4637 officers and 8831 soldiers and NCO’s) stationed in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea at the end of February 2014, only 3990 remained loyal to their oaths (including 1649 officers) by the end of April.37 Most of the Ukrainian military personnel had families living on the peninsula; they were very much aware of the discrepancy between their own wages and equipment quality compared to those of their Russian colleagues;38 they had been brought up in a narrative of “brotherhood” with Russia (i.e. common Soviet-era symbols, historical memory, wartime myths, language); they were skeptical of the new Kyiv administration given the portrayal of the Maidan protests by Russian and local Crimean television as “fascist”, “nationalist”, and opposed to the Russian language. In this context, Kyiv seemed distant whereas the Russian Black Sea Fleet offered refuge and opportunity to comfortably continue their military careers.

Two incidents of valor and demonstrative loyalty by Ukrainian officers stand out in the midst of the mass defections of Ukrainian troops. The first occurred on 4 March 2014 when Colonel Yuliy Mamchur, Commander of the Ukrainian Air Force base at Belbek, led a column of unarmed officers and personnel of the 204th Tactical Aviation Brigade to face the Russian Special Forces that had surrounded his base. They approached the Russians carrying the Ukrainian flag and the flag of their unit (a red standard bearing Soviet-era symbols—a relic of the Brigade’s battles in 1941) challenging the occupiers to shoot. The men sang the Ukrainian national anthem (badly). After a short verbal exchange with the “little green men” that had surrounded the base, Mamchur’s officers were allowed to pass, and the Ukrainian flag was again hoisted atop Belbek (it had been replaced by a Russian tri-color hours earlier). The blockade around Belbek airbase lasted until 22 March when Mamchur was finally arrested by the FSB, and later released into mainland Ukraine. In the end, only 38% of his men remained loyal to Ukraine.39 

The second incident was less militarily significant, though symbolic. On 21 March when command of the prestigious Sevastopol Naval Academy was officially to be transferred from Ukraine to Russia, a small group of cadets stood at attention and loudly sang the Ukrainian national anthem as the Russian tri-color was being raised.40 Their former colleagues who had recently transferred their allegiance from Ukraine to the Russian Federation stood shocked. When they finished singing, the young Ukrainian cadets sharply completed an about-face and departed the ceremonial square of the Academy. They were later transferred to the Ukrainian Naval College in Odesa, and each was given command of a vessel in the reconstituted Ukraine’s Navy after graduation.41

In March 2014, the Russian strategy with respect to personnel of the Ukrainian Armed Forces stationed in Crimea, was peaceful though forceful: first they organized blockades of Ukrainian facilities, then offered higher wages to those who chose to switch sides, then announced ultimatums requiring troops who remained loyal to Ukraine to lay down their weapons, and finally stormed the facilities, organizing the withdrawal of any remaining Ukrainian personnel. Both sides were heavily armed, and so the stand-offs were often highly tense. Despite Ukrainian accusations that the Russians attempted to provoke violence, Moscow’s Special Forces effected their mission with extraordinary professionalism: during the entire operation, only one Ukrainian soldier was killed.42 

“Referendum” and annexation

On 16 March, the new Crimean “authorities”, backed by tens of thousands of deployed troops from Russia’s Black Sea Fleet and Special Forces, conducted a “referendum”. The plebiscite was condemned by the EU, the US, the UK and many other western states as illegal.43 Nevertheless, on this day, after a “campaign” lasting only 10 days, Crimeans were asked to support one of two versions of their political future: 

1. Reunification of Crimea with Russia as a constituent entity of the Russian Federation;

2. Renewal of the 1992 Constitution of Crimea and the status of Crimea as a part of Ukraine.

Continued status as an Autonomous Republic within Ukraine according to the laws in place in 2014 was not on the ballot. The second option (renewal of the 1992 Constitution of Crimea) involved complete autonomy with only foreign affairs delegated to Kyiv. How this would have been implemented in practice if the results of the referendum had shown Crimeans’ support for such an option will forever remain unknown. The announced results showed an 81.4% turnout (89.5% in Sevastopol) with 96.77% purportedly supporting union with Russia (95.6% in Sevastopol). 

These numbers were exceptionally high and obviously falsified. On the day of “voting” the Crimean “authorities” were caught openly lying. For example, the head of the “referendum commission” Mikhail Malishev stated on 16 March: “By 8pm 1,250,426 people had voted, not counting Sevastopol. If Sevastopol is included, the number is 1,724,563.”44 Accordingly, 474,137 people were said to have voted in Sevastopol. However, according to population registry data from 1 November 2013, Sevastopol's population totaled only 385,462—including underage children who could not vote. Strangely, therefore, 123% of Sevastopol voters were said to have voted in the Crimean “referendum”.

A poll conducted by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology during the period spanning 8-18 February 2014, registered 41% of Crimeans supporting unification of the peninsula with Russia45—a number that was higher than any recorded in previous surveys, but still far from the overwhelming support claimed by the “referendum commission.” The President of Russia’s Council on Civil Society and Human Rights, an analytical group attached to the Kremlin, briefly posted a document on its website which showed just over half of Crimeans supporting unification with Russia with an expected turn-out of 30-50%—likely an accurate estimate given that the leadership of the Crimean Tatars (a minority representing approximately 15% of the total population of the peninsula) had called for a complete boycott of the vote.46 Credible international observers (e.g. OSCE, UN) were not present in Crimea during the vote, so no independent substantiation of its results were possible.

Nevertheless, despite widespread international condemnation of the “referendum” and of the military action that preceded it, on March 18 Putin officially welcomed Crimea and Sevastopol into the Russian Federation. The President’s speech to both houses of the Russian Parliament on the occasion of “Crimea’s return” was triumphant and ominous: in addition to presenting a revisionist version of history (Putin described Crimea as the cradle of Ancient Rus; a place of timeless Russian valor), the Russian President proclaimed a manifesto: Russians throughout the former USSR desired and deserved to live within one country; this had been prevented by the United States which broke up the Russian nation after the collapse of communism, and then continued meddling in the neighborhood during the Orange protests, and more recently during the Maidan. Russia would no longer allow mistreatment of its co-ethnics beyond its borders. Most ominously, he referred to Kyiv as the “Mother of Russian cities” and entreated further: “Ancient Rus is our common source and we cannot live without each other.”47 The speech was full of veiled and open threats towards the West and towards the “neo-Nazis, Russophobes, and anti-Semites” that had supposedly taken power in Kyiv. The audience of Russian Parliamentarians received it enthusiastically (some shed tears of joy). 

That day, I was convinced that further invasion of Ukraine by Russian troops was imminent. My fears were confirmed on 2 April 2014 when US Air Force General Philip Breedlove announced that Russia had amassed sufficient forces on Ukraine’s eastern border to effect an incursion within 3-5 days.48 NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander in Europe was stating the obvious: Ukraine could not continue the policy of extreme restraint that had been exercised in the face of Russian aggression in Crimea (where land and sea assets were abandoned without a fight), nor were the Ukrainian Armed Forces any match for those of Russia. With tens of thousands of troops massing on Russia’s south-western border, NATO commanders were not discounting the possibility of full-scale invasion of mainland Ukraine, and such an act would require more than a mere diplomatic response. No western politician was interested in presiding over the start of World War III, but given Russian belligerence, the prospect of such a turn of events could not be discounted. 

Rumbling in the east

As the Crimean crisis unfolded, protests against the new Kyiv government erupted in Yanukovych’s electoral heartland. The oblast administration building in Donetsk was first occupied by Anti-Maidan demonstrators on 1 March, and then cleared by the SBU on 6 March. Russian flags were again on display at a protest in the eastern city on 9 March. The demonstrators called for greater autonomy and voiced their displeasure with what they saw as a coup d’état in Kyiv. Overtly separatist demands were muted. Instead, the demonstrators paraded St. George’s ribbons (a Russian imperial symbol that was transformed during the 2000’s by Kremlin technologists into a memorial symbol of Soviet-Russian victory in WWII), and called for increased linguistic autonomy for their region. 

One month later, the protesters returned in more organized fashion: on 6 April the oblast administration buildings in both Donetsk and Luhansk were occupied. Having denounced the Kyiv government, the demonstrators proclaiming their allegiance to “people’s governors”: Pavel Gubarev in Donetsk and Valeriy Bolotov in Luhansk—both Russian citizens. In Donetsk, the “Donetsk People’s Republic” was proclaimed (the proclamation of the “Luhansk People’s Republic” occurred two weeks later), and on the following day (April 7), the regional SBU headquarters in both oblast centers were raided. Significant stores of automatic weapons were seized by separatist militants. Given the gradual reduction of Anti-Maidan protest activity in evidence throughout March, its sudden reemergence immediately after the Crimean “referendum” and Putin’s annexation speech was suspect: the involvement of subversives from the Russian Federation seemed likely.49

The day after the “Donetsk People’s Republic” (“Donetskaya narodnaya respublika”—DNR) was proclaimed, protesters occupied the Oblast State Administration building in Kharkiv to proclaim the “Kharkiv People’s Republic” (“Kharkovskaya narodnaya respublika”). However, Interior Ministry forces retook the building the following day, and so the separatist project turned out to be short-lived. The Kharkiv episode demonstrated the three key requirements of for separatism to succeed in eastern Ukraine: 1) tacit pliancy if not overt support from local elites, 2) minimal pro-Maidan grassroots activism, and 3) significant manpower imported from Russia.50 In Kharkiv, none of these factors proved present. The city’s mayor Hennadiy Kernes, and former oblast governor Mykhailo Dobkin (both former Yanukovych loyalists) refused to support calls for overt separatism; they appeared at Anti-Maidan demonstrations wearing St. George’s ribbons, but their public pronouncements stopped short of calling for direct Russian intervention in local affairs. The Kharkiv Maidan, led by the young poet and writer Serhiy Zhadan, gathered regularly in sizeable numbers near the city’s Shevchenko monument before and after the shootings in Kyiv, and had mobilized sufficient numbers to surround the conference hall where Yanukovych had planned to speak on February 22. Finally, although Kharkiv is less than 40km from the Russian border and only 80km from the Russian city of Belgorod, in early April 2014 the newly appointed Minister of the Interior, Arsen Avakov (a Kharkiv native and former mayoral candidate) beefed up security at the main border crossing. Unsure of the loyalties of local police, he also brought the “Jaguar” unit from Vinnytsia to Kharkiv to clear the Oblast Administration building (ironically, this unit had gained infamy by parading Cossack Hawryluk naked in the snow during the Maidan protests). Thereafter, pro-Moscow demonstrators in Ukraine’s second largest city were limited to several hundred (often paid hooligans and “tourists” from the nearby Russian city of Voronezh)51, and their rallies proceeded peacefully, gradually winding down by mid-May.

The opposite situation developed in the town of Slovyansk. Located approximately 130 km north of Donetsk, on the main road to Kharkiv (175km away), this small city became the epicenter of the pro-Russian militancy that would later transform into the Russian-Ukrainian war in the Donbas. On 12 April 2014, the city’s main administrative building, its police station and SBU office were stormed and captured by a group of heavily armed men. These later turned out to be “volunteers” from the Russian Armed Forces under the command of Russian GRU Colonel Igor Girkin (a.k.a. “Igor Strelkov”) who had previously taken part in operations in Crimea.52 During a brief appearance at the occupied police station that day, Slovyansk mayor Nelya Shtepa expressed support for the action,53 and for the cause of the “Donetsk People’s Republic.” Thereafter Slovyansk was turned into a fortress that would not be retaken by the Ukrainian Armed Forces until July 2014.

On the same day as local government buildings in Slovyansk were occupied by forces of the “Donetsk People’s Republic”, in the neighboring town of Kramatorsk, the police station was raided, the Ukrainian flag and trident removed, and the banner of the “DNR” raised. The event was filmed by local journalists whom one of the “militants” asked to keep a safe distance, beyond the porebrik. This Russian word means “curb”, but it is a term that is used solely in St. Petersburg slang—a fact that gave away the origins of the masked gunman in Kramatorsk and made him famous among pro-Maidan activists when the video footage went viral. 

Peaceful demonstrations (even accompanied by calls for separatism) were one thing; occupation of government buildings and infrastructure by heavily armed men was quite another. On 13 April 2014 Acting President Turchynov announced the commencement of an Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) to take back control of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts.54 As part of his announcement, Turchynov called for volunteers to join Interior Ministry and Army units. According to Ukrainian law, the ATO was to be coordinated and led by the SBU, but in reality this was a military operation from the start: armored vehicles established checkpoints on the main road into Slovyansk, and a Special Forces unit was ordered to retake Kramatorsk airport.55 On the first day of the ATO, one Ukrainian soldier was killed during fighting at a checkpoint near Slovyansk, and 5 others wounded. Many thousands more would follow during subsequent months and years of fighting in the region.

When the ATO began, Kyiv authorities expected troops to encounter hooligans and swindlers backed by Russian intelligence officers and/or subversives. After-all, the leader of the self-proclaimed “Government of the Donetsk People’s Republic”, Denis Pushylin, was a former local organizer of the MMM financial pyramid;56 the self-proclaimed “People’s Governor of Luhansk” Valeriy Bolotov was a former driver for Party of Regions heavyweight Oleksandr Yefremov. But to the surprise of many, forces advancing on Slovyansk and Kramatorsk were met with significant resistance from the local population: soldiers attempting to “liberate” separatist-occupied towns and villages were blocked by residents, and on one occasion six Ukrainian armored personnel carriers were captured by “DNR” forces when their crews defected. During these early stages of the ATO, pro-Kyiv (and especially pro-Maidan) sentiments were rare in the Donbas. Throughout April, separatist checkpoints were established on roads throughout Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts. Local government and police buildings were raided and occupied in both oblast centers, as well as in Horlivka, Mariupol, Yenakiyevo, Artemivsk (later renamed Bakhmut), Severodonetsk, and other towns in the regions. 

Meanwhile on May 2, Odesa lived through hell. What actually took place that day in Ukraine’s southern port city is shrouded in a great deal of confusion, but according to local eyewitnesses, the massacre that resulted in 47 deaths was deliberately instigated by covert Russian operatives acting in alliance with Odesa’s corrupt local police.57 Amateur video footage clearly shows police assisting the pro-Russian armed thugs58 who later attacked a column of pro-Maidan demonstrators (backed by “ultra” football fans). Outnumbered by the angry pro-Ukrainian mob, the pro-Russian side eventually retreated into the Trade Union Building which was set on fire (by whom remains unclear). Later investigations showed that the walls of the Trade Union Building had been laced with chloroform several days before the tragedy; most of those killed that day died of smoke inhalation. Apparently, the plan was to have the deaths of “peaceful pro-Russian protesters” (many of whom were imports from the nearby Russian-controlled unrecognized region of Transnistria) blamed on the Kyiv government, and to thereby initiate a wave of separatism in this key southern Ukrainian port city. The plan backfired: Odesa chose peace, and its population chose Ukraine.

By early May 2014, the Kremlin’s plans to stoke mass protest against the Kyiv government throughout southeastern Ukraine had suffered severe setbacks: the proclamation of the “Kharkiv People’s Republic” on April 7 had been stillborn; support for separatism in Donetsk and Luhansk, though evident (particularly in the smaller towns of Slovyansk and Kramatorsk), had turned out to be not as strong as expected; the murder of pro-Russian demonstrators in Odesa on May 2 had not resulted in mass mobilization of locals outraged at the incompetence and/or cruelty of the new Kyiv authorities. Under such conditions, any open invasion of mainland Ukraine by the Russian troops massed on the border would likely have been met with significant local resistance. In addition, since the Crimean annexation on 18 March 2018, the international community had mobilized against the Kremlin, implementing sectoral sanctions and excluding Russia from the G8.59 Open invasion would be costly. 

In mid-April, the US, EU, Russian and Ukrainian foreign ministers met in Geneva, and issued a joint statement that seemed to represent a first step towards diffusing the tense situation in Ukraine’s east.60 But the first real sign of de-escalation came on 7 May during a joint news conference with the President of Switzerland (chair of the OSCE) in Moscow, when Putin first suggested the need for dialog with the new Ukrainian authorities, and publicly asked the leadership of the “Donetsk” and “Luhansk People’s Republics” to postpone their planned referendums on independence.61 This announcement did not immediately end separatist violence in the region (protesters clashed with police at the city administration building of Mariupol on the same day),62 but Putin’s statement was widely received as a sign of de-escalation.

On 11 May 2014, despite Putin’s request, the leaders of both the Donetsk and Luhansk “People’s Republics” called upon their populations to approve the “declarations of independence” of their “republics.” The results were a foregone conclusion. In Luhansk, the self-proclaimed “Central Election Commission” stated that 75% of eligible voters had participated in the plebiscite (1 359 420 ballots cast) with 96% supporting independence. In Donetsk, the self-proclaimed authorities announced that 74.87% of eligible voters had participated, and 89.07% (2,252,867 ballots) had supported the independence of the “Donetsk People’s Republic”. International observers were not present at either referendum, and no state (including Russia) recognized their results. Indeed, unlike in the Crimean case where a referendum was used as an informational tool to justify illegal annexation, the 11 May “votes” in the two “republics” of the Donbas were widely seen as sham plebiscites. The real electoral turning point for Ukraine (all regions except Crimea and some separatist controlled areas of the Donbas) was to come two weeks later—Ukrainian Presidential elections were scheduled for May 25th.

Governing after Yanukovych

Although Crimea and the simmering conflicts in the Donbas (and in Kharkiv and Odesa) raised significant security concerns both domestically and internationally, mundane economic issues needed to be resolved in Kyiv. After years of mismanagement (and outright theft) by Yanukovych, Ukraine’s state coffers were completely depleted: at the end of February 2014, the national treasury reported a balance of just over 108 thousand UAH (approx. 12 thousand USD) in its accounts.63 Salaries of state employees could not be paid; fuel and materiel for the Armed Forces could not be supplied; health care, education, and pensions could not be financed. Western financial assistance needed to somehow begin flowing, despite the government’s legitimacy issues.

Given the extreme financial crisis, and the reluctance of western governments to support the post-Yanukovych government at the scale and speed required, the newly empowered Kyiv leaders sought immediate assistance from those who had money: the country’s oligarchs. Controversially, they were offered key regional governor posts.64 On 2 March 2014, Ihor Kolomoisky, Ukraine’s second richest man, who owned (until 2017) the country’s largest bank (PrivatBank) and several other large corporations including the popular 1+1 television channel, and Ukraine International Airlines, was appointed Governor of Dnipropetrovsk oblast. Kolomoisky’s corrupt relationship to previous successive Ukrainian governments was a poorly guarded secret, and immediately after Yanukovych’s ouster his appointment caused an uproar among Maidan activists: how could an oligarch be put into a position of power?65 Even more controversially, the position of Governor of Donetsk oblast had apparently been offered to Ukraine’s richest oligarch, Rinat Akhmetov—a former confidant of the ousted President—but the metals, energy and coal tycoon had refused. Serhiy Taruta—16th in Forbes’ ranking of rich Ukrainians, and owner of key metal works in Mariupol—was asked to fill the job. As in Kolomoisky’s case, Taruta’s appointment was contentious, but given the complete decimation of Ukraine’s state finances, and the need for strong, authoritative leadership in the key regions of the east, the decision of the post-Yanukovych leadership to turn to the oligarchs for help was understandable. 

Less understandable were the back-room deals struck by the new leaders with key members of the old regime. For example, on 22 April 2014, Presidential candidate Petro Poroshenko, UDAR party leader Vitaliy Klitschko, and two of their confidants, travelled to Vienna to meet with oligarch Dmytro Firtash who had made the Austrian capital home to avoid prosecution. Their encounter was also attended by Yanukovych’s former Presidential Administration Head, and Firtash’s business partner Serhiy Lyovochkin. During a 28-hour marathon meeting, the 6 men agreed that Klitschko (whose UDAR party had apparently been receiving financing from Firtash since 2012) would not run for President but would receive Poroshenko’s support for his candidacy for mayor of Kyiv. Furthermore, UDAR and Poroshenko would form an alliance during any future Parliamentary elections.66 Most importantly, Poroshenko received Firtash’s support (including the campaign machine of the UDAR party) for his Presidential bid. Although the Ukrainian President denied any connection, years later many Maidan activists were convinced that the leniency of prosecutors towards Lyovochkin and other seemingly moderate former officials of the Yanukovych regime could be traced to the deal struck by Poroshenko in Vienna in April 2014. 

Back-room deals, and high-level appointments made for great news and discussion in social media, but in the aftermath of Yanukovych’s ouster, the more boring business of government needed to be done also. Indeed, Maidan had promised that this business would now be done differently: more openly, eradicating corruption, and with greater efficiency. Reform became the dominant discourse and given the lack of capacity for change encountered by the new leaders within their own ministries (i.e. incompetent in-post civil servants and/or mass vacancies caused by the departure of government managers who had served under the previous regime), they relied heavily on volunteers from among Maidan activists. This author personally became involved in drafting the new Law on Higher Education—passed in first reading on 8 April67 and adopted by the Rada in its final version on 1 July 2014.68 Other Maidan-initiated reforms included the “Prozorro” public procurement system,69 transformation of the Soviet-era Ukrainian militia into a western-style police force,70 lustration and creation of anti-corruption institutions. Each of these initiatives were driven by volunteers who entered the new government from the Maidan—most had no public sector experience, and many put successful business careers on hold. 

Certainly, many of the Maidan-initiated reforms required western assistance. Furthermore, rescuing Ukraine’s economy—stripped bare by Yanukovych and his cronies, but also sapped by the exigencies of having to fight insurgency in the east—could not be accomplished without external help. Western financial institutions and governments could not legally assist Ukraine until the question of the legitimacy of the new authorities was resolved. Andriy Deshchytsia, Ukraine’s extremely able post-Yanukovych top diplomat was titled “acting” Foreign Minister. The same was true for Defense, SBU and Prosecutor General: the Ukrainian Constitution required that candidates for each of these posts be appointed first by the President and then approved by Parliament. Without a legitimately elected President, these executive positions were filled with Parliamentary appointees—a fact that precluded their involvement in international negotiations as equals. Given the disastrous state of the economy, resolving this legitimacy issue was a top priority. 

Poroshenko

On 25 May 2014 Petro Poroshenko was elected President of Ukraine, with 55% support nationally, and a majority in all electoral districts except one (Kharkiv oblast—district 178). Residents of Russian occupied Crimea, and of the portions of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts where violence precluded a safe election did not vote but overall, the election was declared free and fair by both international and domestic observers.71 

Poroshenko’s victory in the first round was unprecedented. No candidate in Ukraine’s post-Soviet history had enjoyed such broad-based national support. As the map below demonstrates, in 2014, the regional cleavages that had characterized all previous Ukrainian elections disappeared. Electoral support of this magnitude had not been enjoyed by anyone in Ukraine since the election of Kravchuk in December 1991—prior to the official dissolution of the USSR. 
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Map 5:	2014 presidential election results by electoral district

During the campaign, Poroshenko avoided criticizing acting President Turchynov openly. However, on the day after the vote, with exit polls predicting his victory, the President-elect stated that in his opinion, any Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) should not last 2-3 months; it should last for hours; Ukrainian forces should be well paid, well equipped, and then the effectiveness of the ATO would increase dramatically.72 These words would prove to haunt Poroshenko in future months when “ATO” would become a widely criticized euphemism for what effectively became a full scale war.73 On the day that Poroshenko beamed optimism as to the prospects of resolving the conflict in the Donbas, the first battle for Donetsk airport was engaged with over 40 “insurgents” reported killed by Ukrainian forces; later it was revealed that 34 of the dead were Russian nationals whose bodies were covertly transported to the Russian Federation for burial.74 

These initial victories emboldened the new President, and in those early days, Poroshenko clearly underestimated the likelihood of direct Russian military intervention in the Donbas. He seemed to be convinced that a deal with the Kremlin could be reached. During his first week in office Poroshenko held several secretive meetings with Russian ambassador Zurabov and Kremlin officials in the Presidential Administration building, and apparently called Putin several times to discuss ways to end the violence in the Donbas. Each time he informed EU and US officials of the results, and although details of the Poroshenko peace plan were not made public, apparently, Ukraine’s western partners were encouraged by the efforts of the new President. On June 18, amid news of brutal fighting throughout the region, Poroshenko announced a 14-point peace plan that entailed amnesty for separatists who had not committed violent crimes, safe passage out of Ukraine for foreign fighters, and a promise of increased autonomy for the region. The leadership of the Donetsk and Luhansk “People’s Republics” immediately rejected Poroshenko’s offer and vowed to continue their insurgency, but on 20 June 2014, Ukrainian forces were ordered to unilaterally cease fire nevertheless.
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Chapter 6:
War and Reform

With the election of a new Ukrainian President on 25 May 2014 some measure of stability in Ukraine’s domestic politics was achieved. However, peace on the eastern border remained a distant prospect, and the return of sovereignty over Crimea was relegated to some unidentifiable future. Direct and overt invasion by Russia of Ukraine’s mainland territory had been foreshadowed many months before, but few really believed the skirmishes and obviously staged protests in the Donbas would degenerate into full-scale war. Indeed, immediately after his election, President Poroshenko promised to put an end to the Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) within weeks. After that, the focus of his Presidency was to be domestic reform.

Poroshenko’s promise was either overly optimistic or the newly elected President was misinformed because Ukraine’s military situation in the spring of 2014 did not indicate a high probability of a quick end to conflict with Russia. Although intelligence from March and April 2014 was not made publicly available until several months later, it is now clear that immediately after Yanukovych’s departure from Kyiv, the Kremlin ordered its troops to full combat readiness, and Ukraine’s interim leaders were made fully aware of the threat. According to Andriy Parubiy, Acting Secretary of the National Security and Defense Council, over 100,000 Russian troops massed on Ukraine’s eastern border throughout the spring of 2014. These forces included at least 370 artillery systems (e.g. “Grad” multiple launch rocket systems), 270 tanks and 140 combat aircraft.1 According to the transcript of the National Security and Defense Council meeting held on February 28 (i.e. at the height of the Crimean crisis), acting President Turchynov interrupted the discussion of the situation on the peninsula to respond to a phone call from Russian Duma Chairman Naryshkin.2 Apparently the message from Moscow was direct and unequivocal: the Russian Federation would resort to full-scale war if the “rights of Russians and Russian-speakers in Ukraine continued to be threatened.” No evidence of such rights actually being threatened was ever provided, but given the troop build-up on the border, Naryshkin’s warning was taken seriously. Poroshenko’s apparent assumption, three months later, that Putin would not order Russian regular forces into continental Ukraine if his agents’ incitement of separatism in the Donbas failed (and especially if it succeeded) was naïve at best.

Admirably however, against the backdrop of impending all-out war with Russia, Ukraine’s new leadership embarked on an impressive domestic reform program. The country’s dire economic situation left them little choice but to institute fundamental changes to the economy, and many of their reform initiatives were generously supported by western donors. Objectively, more was achieved during the 3-4 years following the Maidan protests than during the previous two decades of Ukraine’s independence. But expectations after the Maidan protests were also exceptionally high (both domestically and among Ukraine’s international partners), and inevitably many were left disappointed with the pace and results of the reform effort. 

This chapter chronicles the main events of the violent military conflict with Russia (ongoing at time of writing—four years after its start) and presents an evaluation of the domestic reforms instituted during this period by Ukraine’s post-Yanukovych leadership. The story of the war in Ukraine’s Donbas, and the failed attempt to expand hostilities beyond the territorially small but important industrial region is laid out; an account of the valiant efforts of both the fledgling government (particularly on the diplomatic front), and of ordinary Ukrainians to stop Russia’s onslaught and maintain the territorial integrity of their country is presented. Finally, the various domestic initiatives aimed at improving the lives of Ukrainians are evaluated.

Mobilization of volunteers

The fighting in the Donbas throughout April-June 2014 escalated on both sides gradually. In the beginning, the separatists enjoined groups of 10-20 armed men to attack and occupy government buildings in the various mining towns in the region: Horlivka, Kramatorsk, Slovyansk, Yenakiyevo, Makiyivka, Druzhkivka, Luhansk, and Donetsk. The industrial city of Mariupol on the Azov Sea was also targeted. The Ukrainian response was to send in small groups of police, and later (after multiple cases of disloyalty)3 SBU and Armed Forces personnel, to disperse the armed groups. At their strongest, before the events of August 2014 (see Turning Point below), Ukrainian military units operating in the Donbas rarely numbered more than 80-100 men.

As reinforcements and weaponry became available to the separatist forces (sent clandestinely from Russia), their military engagements became more deadly: on 22 May 2014, 16 Ukrainian soldiers were killed and 12 wounded when a checkpoint near Volnovakha (Donetsk oblast) was shelled with mortars; on 29 May, 14 Ukrainian military personnel were killed, including General Kulchytsky, when a Mi-8 helicopter was shot down by a mobile rocket launcher near Kramatorsk (Donetsk oblast); on 14 June, a Ukrainian Air Force IL-76 transport plane was shot down on approach to Luhansk airport by a shoulder-launched surface-to-air missile killing all 49 troops and crew onboard.4 By mid-June 2014 it had become clear that what had started as a separatist insurgency fomented by men armed with pistols, rifles and grenades, had evolved into a military operation whose participants had received military training and were equipped with heavy weapons.

On the Ukrainian side, the reaction to the escalation of the Donbas insurgency was to mobilize men and resources. Already in March, Acting President Turchynov issued a decree requiring reservists to report for duty in the Armed Forces.5 This was followed by a second decree in May, according to which the Ukrainian Armed Forces were ordered to create “territorial defense battalions” in each oblast where volunteers would receive training, and (eventually) be tasked with combat assignments.6 In the end, 32 volunteer battalions were created in 2014, including “Aidar” (initially created by Maidan Self-Defense activists) which saw action in Luhansk oblast.7 In addition to the territorial defense units under the command of the Armed Forces, volunteer battalions were formed under the command of the Ministry of the Interior. These were also organized territorially with some of the 22 created units reaching regiment strength, while others remained squadrons. Their primary task was law enforcement, but several—including Dnipro-1 and “Myrotvorets” (“Peacekeeper”—composed of volunteers from Kyiv region) were deployed into small towns in the Donbas for clean-up operations. Three Interior Ministry volunteer units were organized under the auspices of the newly revived (after May 2014) National Guard: the Azov, Donbas and Kulchytsky battalions. Unlike the other units under the command of the Interior Ministry, the National Guard battalions were authorized to directly engage in combat; in 2015 they were supplied with heavy weaponry and armor.

Relations between the command structures of the Armed Forces and those of the Interior Ministry were tense throughout the early years of the ATO. For example: during the battle of Ilovaysk (see below), the leadership of the Donbas battalion publicly accused the General Staff of abandoning their fighters in the Russian encirclement.8 To some extent, the military brass’ skepticism of the Interior Ministry volunteer battalions was understandable: the existence of armed units outside of the structures of the Armed Forces compromised the principle of unified military command. Prospects of the eventual establishment of private armies in Ukraine frightened several observers9—not without justification: in 2015, members of the Dnipro-1 battalion, created with extensive financial support from one-time Dnipropetrovsk governor and oligarch Ihor Kolomoisky, participated in the forceful resolution of commercial disputes involving their patron.10 Furthermore, the Interior Ministry battalions created in 2014 seemed to attract combat-hungry volunteers with radically right-wing political preferences. For example, the leadership of the “Azov” battalion seemed to profess openly racist views;11 their Wolfsangel symbol and balaclava-wearing fighters became the brunt of much criticism.12 On the other hand, Azov fighters were exceptionally well disciplined and effective in the operation to retake Mariupol in July 2014. Similarly, the Right Sector—led by the understated Dmytro Yarosh—whose members had been among the most active in fighting the “Berkut” riot police during the Maidan protests, and then were among the first to volunteer for military service after Yanukovych’s ouster—saw action in some of the hottest battles of the Kremlin-sponsored insurgency. From its inception, the Right Sector attracted young men who were highly skeptical of the formal structures of the Ukrainian state (especially the Interior Ministry); theirs was an anarchic patriotism that coopted the symbolism of the WWII era OUN-UPA (and so was vilified by Kremlin propaganda),13 but also attracted individuals for whom the line between defense of the nation and criminality was often blurred.14

Right Sector fighters took part in multiple military operations in the Donbas throughout 2014-2015, including the defense of Donetsk airport, the battle for Mount Karachun (near Slovyansk), and the liberation of Avdiyivka (13km from Donetsk). However, rather than cooperating with Armed Forces commanders, their small tactical units coordinated their activities with the SBU, and indeed many Right Sector volunteer fighters eventually gained legal legitimacy by signing up for duty in Ukraine’s Secret Service.15 In July 2014, the informally organized Right Sector officially reconstituted itself as the “Right Sector Ukrainian Volunteer Corps”—a brigade-class military unit with multiple battalions (some organized outside of the Donbas theatre), a command center, medical and training facilities, and a diverse logistical supply system. Impressively, these structures were founded, equipped and maintained without financing from the Ukrainian state. For Right Sector’s participants therefore, their loyalty to the state needed to be earned—their cause was the defense of the Ukrainian nation (its territory).

Regardless of one’s opinion of the efficacy of constituting what amounted to an independent army outside of the state’s structures, the Right Sector phenomenon (together with that of other volunteer battalions) was remarkable, and indicative of a broader trend. Throughout 2014, Ukrainians mobilized. Footwear, uniforms, food, electricity generators, Kevlar vests and helmets—all were sourced through grassroots crowdfunding initiatives.16 Although arms and ammunition were retrieved from legacy-Soviet stocks, targeting optics for snipers, and night vision equipment were obtained through volunteer networks. Organizations such as “Armiya-SOS” (reconstituted from the “Euromaidan-SOS” volunteer group that had provided logistical support to the protesters), “Wings of Phoenix”, and “Come Home Alive” (Povernys’ zhyvym) sprang up spontaneously, and on a mass scale.17 Effectively, they created a logistical support network for Ukraine’s Armed Forces (including the volunteer battalions, Right Sector, and more traditional Army units) where none existed prior to the start of hostilities.

As the war in the Donbas wore on, and the logistical systems of the Ukrainian Armed Forces were improved, the need for volunteers diminished.18 However, in the early months of Russia’s aggression, without grassroots mobilization—both of volunteer fighters and of the massive logistical supply effort that supported them—it is doubtful that Ukraine’s territorial defense would have been as successful as it was.

Slovyansk

As noted in the previous chapter, immediately after his election, President Poroshenko engaged in multiple attempts at negotiating a resolution of the conflict in the Donbas, engaging the support of Germany and France as interlocutors in talks with Russia. The Geneva Accords, negotiated in April 2015 in a marathon session between US and EU leaders and the foreign minister of Russia called for a cessation of hostilities, amnesty, and OSCE monitoring of the situation in the Donbas, but the deal proved ineffective. Throughout May-June (and thereafter), the Kremlin poured heavy weapons and men (i.e. fighters who were either decommissioned Russian army officers or nationalist paramilitaries)19 into the Donbas. By mid-June Moscow’s equipment supplies to the “separatists” included “Grad” multiple launch rocket systems, armored personnel carriers, and tanks,20 yet Putin persisted in publicly denying Russia’s direct involvement.

With the intensity of clashes increasing (tank duels on the territory of Donetsk airport began in late May 2014 and continued on a daily basis thereafter; clashes with pro-Russian forces near Shchastia in Luhansk oblast resulted in the near complete destruction of the Aidar volunteer battalion; a major battle near the town of Yampil enjoined several hundred soldiers on both sides and led to heavy casualties), the need for de-escalation was increasingly becoming obvious. Throughout the latter part of May and early June, reports from the region increasingly indicated a shift in the population’s loyalties: if autonomy was to come at the price of lives and mass destruction, the locals were not prepared for that level of sacrifice. On 20 June, less than one week after the Il-76 incident near Luhansk airport which resulted in the deaths of 49 Ukrainian servicemen, Poroshenko announced that Ukrainian forces would unilaterally cease fire for one week. Concurrently, the Ukrainian President announced his peace plan—only to have it immediately rejected by the “DNR” and “LNR” leadership.

On 1 July 2014, the nominal cease fire announced by Poroshenko 10 days earlier was rescinded. Given that casualty figures had continued to mount, maintaining the semblance of “peace” made little sense. During the first week of July, Ukrainian forces scored decisive victories despite facing heavy artillery and Grad multiple launch rocket barrages on several occasions. Slovyansk—the base of operations for the commander of pro-Russian forces in the Donbas, Russian former GRU Colonel Girkin—was cleared of separatist fighters on July 5. On the same day the towns of Druzhkivka, Kostiantynivka, and Artemivsk (later renamed Bakhmut) returned to government control. Kramatorsk was also recaptured. Controversially, a column of separatist troops was allowed to retreat from the area northwest of Donetsk into the oblast center. They fortified their defenses in the city, expecting Ukrainian forces to eventually besiege it or attempt a storm.

[image: ][image: ]

Map 6:	Ukrainian liberation of Sloviansk and Kramatorsk 1-4 July 2014

After liberating Slovyansk and Kramatorsk, the Ukrainian Armed Forces’ attention switched to dismantling unlawfully established checkpoints along the eastern border of Luhansk oblast and the southeastern border of Donetsk oblast, and to defending key infrastructure in the oblast centers. The defense of Donetsk airport was eventually to become legendary, but in early July 2014, the epicenter of heavy fighting with tanks, “Grad” multiple launch rockets and heavy artillery was the smaller airport of Luhansk.21 There Ukrainian paratroopers dug in until the end of August when, because of constant bombardment by artillery and tanks, there was nothing left to defend. 

Meanwhile, along the southeastern border of Donetsk oblast, Ukrainian troops advanced quickly until on July 11, near the town of Zelenopillya (due east of Donetsk, 5 km from the Russian border), they were covered by rocket and artillery fire originating from Russian territory. 37 Ukrainian servicemen were killed.22 During subsequent weeks, shelling by Russian “Grad” and Tornado rocket systems across the border became systematic.23 Ukrainian troops endured heavy losses. Civilian casualties mounted as well. The advancing Ukrainian forces employed air power on separatist targets, but by early July 2014 the pro-Russian forces had gained access to sophisticated anti-aircraft weaponry, making deployment of airpower by Ukraine risky. After numerous transport and fighter aircraft (helicopters and airplanes) were shot down in early July 2014 over the Donbas, Ukrainian commanders grounded the country’s Air Force for the duration of the ATO. 

Turning points

On 17 July 2014, the Kremlin’s gradual escalation of the conflict in the Donbas hit a climax (one of several that would be forthcoming as the war unraveled). On this day Malaysian Airlines flight MH-17 on route from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur and overflying the conflict zone at an altitude of 33,000 feet (just over 10,000 m), was shot down by a hi-tech BUK surface-to-air missile brought to Ukraine from Russia. All 298 persons onboard were killed. Responsibility for the downing of this passenger airliner was never admitted by Moscow, but evidence gathered both by the Dutch-led official investigations into the crash,24 and by the independent Bellingcat investigative organization25 proved conclusively that the sophisticated weapon that brought down the Boeing 777 was operated by a Russian crew, and that the system itself originated from the 53rd Anti-Aircraft Missile Brigade based in Kursk.26 Apparently, the convoy that had transported the BUK missile to the Donbas entered Ukrainian territory on 23-24 June 2014 and was photographed on route on several occasions.

In the immediate aftermath of the MH-17 disaster Valentyn Nalyvaychenko, Acting Head of the SBU, voiced a plausible theory as to what happened that fateful day. Apparently, there are two towns in Donetsk oblast named Pervomaysk (the name translates into Russian as “First of May”—a common Soviet-era designation given to small settlements). According to Nalyvaychenko, the BUK missile system was supposed to have been stationed near the Pervomaysk that is located northwest of Donetsk (near the town of Pisky) but was mistakenly deployed to the Pervomaysk that is south of the town of Snizhne near the border between Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts (adjacent to Torez where the wreckage of MH-17 crashed). If the weapon system had been deployed to the correct Pervomaysk, the BUK missile would have shot down an Aeroflot flight on route from Moscow to Larnaca Cyprus crossing the airspace of the Donbas at a similar altitude and time as MH-17. Nalyvaychenko contended that had that flight been downed (and had the wreckage fallen on government-controlled territory), the Kremlin would have used this event as a pretext for open invasion of mainland Ukraine.27

Before the downing of MH-17, the Kremlin had argued with some degree of credibility that the heavy artillery, tanks, and “Grad” rocket systems used by “separatist” forces in their battles against the Ukrainian Army had been captured in battle, or taken from local stockpiles left over from the Soviet era (not imported from Russia), and that the men operating this equipment were local disgruntled residents of the Donbas and/or Russian volunteers operating without direct orders from the Kremlin. Until July 17, evidence of direct participation by Russian forces had been limited—except for shelling across the border (see above). However, the firing of a hi-tech BUK surface-to-air missile was obviously not the work of local insurgent coal miners. Successful operation of a weapon of this type required significant training, and the weapon itself was not readily available in the conflict zone. For western leaders, the downing of MH17 represented the first turning point in the conflict in the Donbas. This war could no longer be considered an internal conflict over differing visions of Ukraine’s development: this was a war between two sovereign states in which the aggressor had sought to fight through proxies but was increasingly becoming directly involved (albeit still in a limited way). 

On the day MH-17 was shot down, the territory of the Donbas still controlled by the “People’s Republics” had shrunk to a fraction of its size just a month earlier. The Ukrainians’ strategy after the liberation of Slovyansk and Kramatorsk had involved maintaining control over the north-south road that connected the city of Donetsk and the Azov port of Mariupol, and from there, advancing northeast along the Russian border. The plan was to surround the separatist forces in Donetsk and Luhansk, cutting off their supply lines from Russia by stationing Ukrainian troops between the two oblast centers and the border. 
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Map 7:	Territory controlled by “People’s Republics” on 17 July 2014

By mid-August 2014, looking at the map of the ATO zone one could not be faulted for believing the conflict was on the verge of completion. The city of Luhansk, although not liberated, was completely surrounded by Ukrainian forces, and its outskirts had been entered by volunteer battalion fighters; Donetsk was not yet surrounded, but its main supply line to Russia had been cut; a thin strip of territory stretching eastward from Torez (near the MH17 crash site) through Krasny Luch, Antratsyt and Krasnodon to the Russian border had not yet been retaken by government forces, but this territory included no large cities, and so clearing it of pro-Russian insurgents was deemed a matter of weeks.

The immediate task of the ATO commanders was to surround Donetsk: troops that had pushed eastward along the southeastern Ukrainian border, and had endured shelling from Russia, were now ordered to move north towards the MH-17 crash site; meanwhile forces from Artemivsk (later renamed Bakhmut) were sent south towards Horlivka. Understanding that such a maneuver would result in the complete isolation of the city of Donetsk, Russian military commanders moved to assist their separatist proxies. Ground forces of the Russian army were ordered to cross into Ukrainian territory, and the successes of Ukraine’s primarily volunteer forces were quickly reversed.

The exact circumstances and scale of the insertion of Russian Army ground forces into the Donbas conflict remains unclear, but the sequence seems to have occurred as follows:28 on 23 August Special Forces troops dressed in uniforms without markings set up a checkpoint near Amvrosiyivka, 10 km from the Russian border inside Ukraine; on 24 August a column of 250 Russian vehicles crossed the border into Novoazovsk and took control of the main road leading to the Azov Sea port of Mariupol; on the same day a column of approximately 100 Russian tanks and self-propelled artillery vehicles reportedly crossed the southeastern Ukrainian border, and moved north towards Donetsk through the towns of Starobesheve and Kuteinykove (west of Amvrosiyivka). The presence of Russian tanks and artillery was detected by NATO, which issued a statement estimating 1000 Russian troops had entered Ukrainian territory; Alexander Zakharchenko, the leader of the “Donetsk People’s Republic” admitted the number was closer to 3-4 thousand.29 Whatever the exact number, their presence to the southeast of Donetsk effectively meant the Ukrainian forces operating in the vicinity of the town of Ilovaysk were surrounded.30

On 29 August 2014, after receiving personal assurances from both Russian President Putin and “DNR” leader Zakharchenko that the Russian and separatist forces surrounding the Ukrainian units would allow a corridor for their retreat, the volunteer battalions in the vicinity of Ilovaysk began their withdrawal.31 As they retreated, their columns were fired upon, and many were taken prisoner. According to official sources, of the over 1800 Ukrainian fighters in Ilovaysk, 368 died that day, over 300 went missing in action (some were later to be confirmed dead), and 310 were taken prisoner.32 Eyewitness estimates of losses were significantly higher.33 The Ukrainian Prosecutor General later reported that the Ukrainian forces in Ilovaysk in late August were outnumbered 18:1; the Russian Army had moved tanks into the area, outnumbering the Ukrainian deployment 11:1; artillery—15:1; “Grad” rocket systems—24:1.34

The tragedy of Ilovaysk represented a turning point in the ATO from which Kyiv would never really recover. The Ukrainian forces in the battle were highly fragmented with multiple chains of command, and significant difficulty managing inter-unit communications. The volunteer battalions under Interior Ministry command included the Donbas and Azov National Guard battalion, together with the Dnipro-1, Peacekeeper, Shakhtarsk, Kherson and Svitiaz police units.35 Ukrainian Armed Forces units included: the 17th Tank Brigade, units of the 93rd, 28th and 51st Separate Mechanized Brigades, the 39th, 40th and 42nd Territorial Defense Battalions.36 According to Ilovaysk participant testimonials, after the Russian regulars surrounded the Ukrainian forces, significant numbers deserted their posts—how many remains unknown.37

In ensuing weeks, the demoralized Ukrainian forces regrouped, but lost territory was never recovered. A comparison of two maps of the Donbas prepared just three weeks apart indicates that in mid-August areas formerly controlled by pro-Russian forces had been almost cleared. But most of these were returned to Russian military control by early September, and indeed additional territory (the strip of land connecting the “DNR” to the Azov Sea) was occupied. This line of contact between Ukrainian and Russian forces now constituted the effective border of the separatist enclave with Ukraine and would remain relatively unchanged (at least in Donetsk oblast) until the end of 2014.
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Map 8:	Comparison of “DNR/LNR” controlled territory before and after Russian invasion in August 2014.

Diplomacy

While fighting during the summer of 2014 continued in the Donbas, an international “contact group” chaired by Swiss diplomat and OSCE representative Heidi Tagliavini met periodically in Minsk Belarus. The “DNR” and “LNR” were represented at the negotiating table by Aleksandr Zakharchenko and Igor Plotnitsky,38 whereas Russia delegated its ambassador to Ukraine Mikhail Zurabov. The interests of Ukraine were represented by former President Leonid Kuchma—a fact that raised eyebrows domestically since many remembered the multiple political scandals that plagued Kuchma’s second term in office (e.g. the disappearance of journalist Georgiy Gongadze which sparked mass demonstrations in 2001), and his erstwhile support for Yanukovych during the 2004 presidential election which led to the Orange protests. However, despite skepticism as to the choice of representatives, the Minsk Contact Group established a platform for negotiations between the warring parties and for high level meetings.

During the first Contact Group meetings, the direct involvement of Russian troops in Ukraine had not yet been established beyond doubt. After MH-17, and then the battle of Ilovaysk, any doubt that may have existed as to the Kremlin’s direct military role in the Donbas dissipated. A hasty meeting between Poroshenko and Putin (mediated by German Chancellor Merkel and French President Hollande) was organized in Minsk in the wake of the battle, and significant resources were mobilized to try bring Russia to heal. The world was shocked by the Kremlin’s audacity. During the 24th meeting of the Security Council on Ukraine, Samantha Power, the US ambassador to the UN, dropped any previous diplomatic language:

Russia has come before this Council to say everything except the truth. It has manipulated. It has obfuscated. It has outright lied. So, we have learned to measure Russia by its actions and not by its words. In the last 48 hours, Russia’s actions have spoken volumes.

 

On August 26—just this Tuesday—after meeting with Ukrainian President Poroshenko in Minsk, Belarus, President Putin spoke of the need to quote “end bloodshed as soon as possible.” End quote. Yet the same day, satellite imagery show(s) Russian combat units–combat units—southeast of Donetsk, in eastern Ukraine. That same day in Luhansk, Ukraine detained regular Russian Army personnel from the 9th brigade…

 

The day after those talks, Russia fired Grad rockets from inside Russia at Ukrainian positions in Novoazovsk, and then attacked with two columns of Russian armored vehicles and tanks. Russian armored vehicles and Uragan multiple rocket launchers are positioned on the outskirts of that town as we speak.

 

Russia’s force along the border is the largest it has been since it began redeploying forces there in late May and includes significant numbers of combat aircraft and helicopters. Russian unmanned aircraft routinely cross into Ukrainian airspace.

 

Other Russian deployments into Ukrainian territory include advanced artillery and air defense systems not found in the Ukrainian inventory. These artillery systems have shelled Ukrainian positions outside Luhansk City in conjunction with the recent separatist counteroffensive.39

The US diplomatic position with respect to the Kremlin’s aggression in Ukraine was clear. On the other hand, tough talk did not entail action against Russia: NATO troops were not deployed to Ukraine (the alliance was not required to defend a non-member), military aid was not provided (Obama administration officials feared supplying weapons would escalate the conflict), economic sanctions were imposed against targeted officials only (trade with Russia was not stopped completely because this would have hurt the interests of western companies). Stopping further Russian aggression on the ground was up to Ukraine, but with the country’s forces routed in Ilovaisk (and further deployments of Russian forces within Ukrainian territory—in addition to Crimea—considered likely), President Poroshenko’s bargaining position with Putin was less than enviable.

On September 7, following a very public meeting in Minsk, where Poroshenko was shown on camera reluctantly shaking the hand of a smirking Russian President, the first “Minsk Protocol” was agreed. In what represented a diplomatic victory for the Kremlin, the document was signed by the Ukrainian President and the two leaders of the separatist republics, and merely witnessed by the leaders of France, Germany and Russia (Putin insisted Moscow was not a party to the conflict). The agreement consisted of 12 points, largely reflecting the original Poroshenko peace plan first announced in June:40 It called upon both sides to:

1. ensure an immediate bilateral ceasefire,

2. ensure the monitoring and verification of the ceasefire by the OSCE,

3. agree decentralization of power in the Donbas, including through the adoption by Ukraine of a special law “On Local Self-Governance in Particular Districts of Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts,”

4. ensure the permanent monitoring of the Ukrainian-Russian border and verification by the OSCE with the creation of security zones in the border regions of Ukraine and the Russian Federation,

5. secure the immediate release of all hostages and illegally detained persons,

6. agree the amnesty from prosecution and punishment of persons in connection with the events that have taken place in some areas of Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts,

7. continue inclusive national dialogue,

8. take measures to improve the humanitarian situation in Donbass,

9. ensure early local elections in accordance with the Ukrainian law “On Local Self-Governance in Particular Districts of Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts”,

10. withdraw illegal armed groups and military equipment as well as fighters and mercenaries,

11. adopt a program of economic recovery and reconstruction for the Donbass region,

12.  provide personal security for participants in the consultations.

As the Minsk-1 agreement was being finalized, fierce fighting erupted near Mariupol on the Azov Sea. Besides the fact that this city represented one of Ukraine’s key industrial centers, it was strategically positioned as the last major urban center between the Russian border and the northern coast of Crimea. If the Russians occupied Mariupol, there would be little to stop them from punching through a land bridge to the newly annexed peninsula. After Ilovaysk, Ukraine was left with no reserves in the area: the entire territory between Mariupol and Odesa was defended by what was left of the 79th Brigade.

In the aftermath of the Minsk meeting however, the Kremlin’s appetite for further war in eastern Ukraine seems to have diminished. On 6-7 September 2014 Mariupol was shelled with “Grad” rockets from newly occupied positions to the east (the town of Novoazovsk fell to Russian troops on 27 August), but after several 4-way telephone conversations between Poroshenko, Putin, Merkel and Hollande, the assault was called off. The Ukrainian President visited the city on 8 September 2014 and announced that 1,200 prisoners had been exchanged during the past days, and that prospects for a complete cease fire (as required by the Minsk Agreements) and eventual peace looked favorable.

Donetsk airport and Debaltseve

The President’s optimism was belied by the 30-50 ceasefire violations reported daily throughout the autumn of 2014. Although no longer a war of advancing/retreating fronts, intense fighting was reported daily in Donetsk oblast around Donetsk Airport, and in the vicinity of the town of Debaltseve. In Luhansk oblast the primary target of artillery bombardment was the town of Shchastya (ironically this word means “happiness” in Ukrainian and Russian). 

Donetsk Airport was primarily a symbolic target: throughout the autumn of 2014, fierce battles were engaged for control of the new terminal—constructed in preparation for the 2012 European Football Championship, and completely decimated 30 months later. Strategically, the airport was marginally significant because of its location on the outskirts of the city of Donetsk, but the fact that it had been continuously held by Ukrainian forces (despite daily attacks) since the first deployment of paratroopers there in late May 2014, gave it emblematic status. The destroyed hulk of the airport’s control tower became symbolic of Ukrainian resistance to Russian aggression—comparable to the yolka on Maidan. The airport’s defenders were called “cyborgs”—reportedly so named by the separatists who claimed the Ukrainians seemed invincible. Throughout November-December 2014 the cyborgs were blasted repeatedly by heavy artillery, mortars, rockets and tank shells. After four months of heavy fighting, their positions finally were overrun by separatist fighters and Russian mercenaries in mid-January 2015. The airport fell on 20 January 2015. 

Forcing Ukrainian troops to abandon the airport facilities represented an important symbolic victory for the “DNR”. However, their Russian commander-curators set their sights on more strategic targets: the main roads to and from Donetsk. To the south, on the road to the oblast’s second largest city Mariupol, stands the town of Volnovakha (liberated by Ukrainian forces in May 2014). On 13 January 2015 the checkpoint on the road outside of the town was hit by a “Grad” attack. 83 rockets were fired from “DNR”-controlled Dokuchayevsk. 12 civilians were killed and dozens more injured. According to a telephone intercept made public by the SBU, the launch was ordered by Shpakov, a Ukrainian citizen who enlisted in the “DNR” armed forces, but whose commander/curator was Col. Sinelnikov of the Russian Army.

To the north of Donetsk, the small town of Debaltseve (pre-war population: 25 thousand) was identified as strategic. It was targeted for three reasons. Firstly, the town hosts a key railway junction, gaining control of which would allow the supply of equipment and ordinance between the cities of Donetsk and Luhansk along the main railway line. Secondly, the road linking Horlivka and Donetsk to the town of Alchevsk and the city of Luhansk passes through Debaltseve. Thirdly (and perhaps most importantly), in a northwesterly direction, the road from Debaltseve heads towards the strategic town of Artemivsk (now renamed Bakhmut—home of Ukraine’s largest salt mine, providing over 90% of the country’s salt), and then to Slovyansk from where the original “separatist” movement had started in mid-2014, and then on to Kharkiv. 

During its mid-2014 advance into Donetsk oblast, the Ukrainian Army liberated Debaltseve from “separatist” forces on 28 July 2014, but the town was held in a “pocket”—surrounded from the east, west and south by the enemy. In January 2015, pro-Russian separatists, and Russian regular army troops massed around this key strategic town and prepared to push forward to retake territory lost to Ukrainian troops earlier. On 17 January 2015, pro-Russian forces began shelling Ukrainian positions in and around the city from all sides. The intense artillery barrage continued for 3 days. When the infantry advance began, Ukrainian forces experienced mass desertions and dereliction of duty,41 and although Debaltseve itself continued to be held, the town of Vuhlehirsk, 13km to the west, was occupied by “DNR” forces on 27 January. During subsequent days the pro-Russian forces attempted to cut the supply lines of the remaining Ukrainian troops in Debaltseve—to encircle them in the same way as had been done in Ilovaysk.
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Map 9:	The Debaltseve encirclement

Russian regulars were directly involved in the battle of Debaltseve: Ukrainian soldiers on the ground reported being bombed by Russian aircraft.42 The town was key to Putin’s negotiation strategy in Minsk. According to participants in that 11 February meeting, unlike the German, French and Ukrainian leaders who relied on their advisors and assistants in the negotiations, Putin ran his show alone. According to Poroshenko, the Russian President referred to Debaltseve several times, claiming that the situation there was dire for the Ukrainian forces which had, apparently, been surrounded by their opponents and were preparing to surrender en masse.43 The Russian President believed that a Ukrainian military defeat at Debaltseve was imminent, and that such a defeat would represent the end of Kyiv’s ability to project any defensive capacity in the Donbas in the future. This would have strengthened Putin’s hand in the Minsk negotiations, allowing him to extract concessions both from Poroshenko and from the Merkel-Hollande tandem that represented the West. As it happened, Ukrainian forces withdrew from Debaltseve under intense fire on 18 February 2015, but a massacre of the kind that occurred 6 months before at Ilovaysk was avoided. Of the approximately 6,000 deployed Ukrainian servicemen, 267 lost their lives in the battle of Debaltseve.

Implementing “peace”

The second Minsk Agreement was signed on 15 February 2015. Its terms differed minimally from of Minsk-1, but this time Putin was forced to admit to being a party to the conflict: at the insistence of Merkel, Hollande and Poroshenko, the Russian President personally signed the deal. 

Minsk-2 instituted an OSCE-monitored ceasefire from 15 February 2015 (enforced—in large measure—only after the Ukrainian withdrawal from Debaltseve on 18 February), a withdrawal of heavy weaponry from the line of contact (required pullback distances depended on artillery caliber), and release of prisoners of war (according to the principle of “all for all”).44 These measures raised minimal objections from Ukraine’s political class, but the political provisions of Minsk-2 were much more controversial. Specifically, the agreement called for Ukraine to modify its Constitution to enshrine the linguistic, economic and political autonomy of the “Particular Districts of Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts”. These regions were to be given the constitutional right to engage in separate agreements with the Russian Federation (without the consent of Kyiv), and to appoint their own prosecutors and judges. Individuals involved in the “events that took place in the Donbas” (a euphemism for those responsible for separatist violence) were to be granted immunity from prosecution, and the central Ukrainian government would be responsible for the economic restoration of this territory. The agreement also called for the withdrawal of all foreign military personnel from the region and restoration of government control over the Ukrainian-Russian border, but only after local elections in the relevant districts had been run. 

These provisions were problematic for two reasons. Firstly, if local elections in the contested regions of the Donbas were to occur prior to the restoration of government control over the Ukrainian-Russian border, the likelihood of such a vote being free and fair was minimal: so long as Kremlin operatives crossed the border from Russia freely, both the voting procedure and ballot count would be fully controlled by Moscow. Furthermore, although the agreement required a withdrawal of heavy weapons from the disputed territories, it did not specifically require removal of Russian troops before the elections. Thus, even if these elections were held in accordance with Ukrainian law (as required by the agreement), they would be supervised by the Russian military. Such a provision amounted to a restoration of Ukrainian sovereignty in name only. 

Secondly, the Minsk-2 agreement required Ukraine to enact amendments to its Constitution. Previous deals (e.g. the Geneva Accords of April 2014 and the first Minsk agreement in September 2014) had called for Kyiv to adopt a special law granting increased autonomy to the eastern Donbas. Ukraine’s Parliament had passed such legislation in September 2014 immediately after Minsk-1 (the bill was signed into law by Poroshenko on 16 October 2014).45 Its provisions provided significant autonomy for the disputed regions, including the right to create local police forces not subordinate to Kyiv, and to independently appoint judges and prosecutors; locally elected councils and executives could not be dismissed by the central government. After promulgation, the law was valid for a 3-year term and could be renewed on a yearly basis (as occurred in 2017 and 2018). According to Minsk-2, these provisions—amounting to a “special status” within Ukraine with the right to independently engage in foreign relations with Russia, while also requiring Kyiv to pay for the regions’ reconstruction—were now to be enshrined in Ukraine’s Constitution. 

For many (including this author), the requirement of Minsk-2 to enshrine a special status for the disputed regions of the Donbas into the Ukrainian Constitution amounted to a violation of sovereignty. During an August 2015 meeting at the Presidential Administration of the “21 November Initiative Group” (an informal organization of Maidan activists, media and business leaders, and intellectuals created after the ouster of Yanukovych), Poroshenko was reminded of US Founding Father Thomas Paine’s statement: “A constitution is not the act of a government, but of a people constituting a government.”46 Accordingly, the text of the Ukrainian Constitution could not be the subject of a “peace” deal, nor could the provisions of the Constitution be dictated by Moscow, Berlin or Paris. Poroshenko disagreed with this position vehemently (and emotionally), arguing that increased autonomy for the disputed regions of the Donbas was a small price to pay for peace, and that the constitutional concessions were required to maintain and strengthen the anti-Putin international coalition his administration had assembled.

Unfortunately, some radicals within Ukraine’s polity (in this case supporters of the nationalist “Svoboda” party), and many demobilized volunteers disagreed with the President’s position: on 31 August 2015, on the day MP’s were scheduled to vote on the Constitutional amendments in first reading, demonstrators gathered in front of the Parliament building, and one of them threw a grenade at the police perimeter around the building.47 Tragically, one National Guard serviceman was killed, and 90 injured. 

This event marked the beginning of the end of Poroshenko’s political “honeymoon”: throughout the next three years, the President’s approval rating steadily declined. In the Donbas, the military situation largely remained unchanged with casualties averaging 3-5 per week throughout 2016-2018. Periodic cease fire agreements were announced and promptly violated, and skirmishes across the line of contact (effectively now a frontline) reported regularly. Kremlin aggression continued to sap Ukraine of valuable resources, but because the conflict had become localized, the Russian-Ukrainian war gradually receded from the attention of the global media.48

“Frozen” conflict

During the three years of relative “peace” following the Minsk-2 Agreement—with no significant territorial gains by either side, and few major battles along the continuously smoldering frontline—Ukraine rearmed considerably. Within a remarkably short period the Ukrainian Armed Forces improved their fighting capability significantly, and President Poroshenko even boasted in August 2018 that the country’s military would soon be one of the strongest in Europe.49 With over 250,000 active duty personnel at the close of 2018, this claim seemed relatively plausible. A further 180 thousand operational reservists (many with combat experience) could be called up at a moment’s notice if threat of war with Russia reemerged.

In the local Donbas theatre, Ukrainians faced an army that (according to US envoy Kurt Volker) had amassed more tanks in the break-away regions than were stationed in all of western Europe.50 If in 2014 the combined forces of the “DNR” and “LNR” counted 30 tanks that had been captured and/or commandeered from Ukrainian army bases in the Donbas, by mid-2016 the “separatist” forces fielded almost 600. The Kremlin had also increased deployment of armored vehicles tenfold from 124 in 2014, to 1260 two years later. Artillery and multiple launch rocket systems (e.g. “Grad”) had increased from 110 units to 1060, and the 50 anti-aircraft weapons (e.g. “BUK” and “Osa”) available to the supposed “insurgents” had become 470 two years after the start of the war.51 Local fighters among those operating this massive force of armaments became increasingly rare as the conflict dragged on: after 2015, Ukrainian troops—though highly motivated to defend their territory—faced better trained and better equipped fighters from Russia. 

Training for the Ukrainian forces was provided by several NATO members. The Yavoriv facility in western Ukraine hosted two significant personnel training operations: the US-led Joint Multinational Training Group (overseen by the 7th Army Training Command), and “Operation Unifier” under Canadian leadership. Each enjoined approximately 250 military trainers and support staff. In addition, the US, UK, Canada, Poland and Lithuania established the Multinational Joint Commission on Defense Reform and Security Cooperation with Ukraine in 2015 to coordinate international assistance aimed at reforming the command structures and military culture of the Ukrainian Armed Forces.52

The benefits of military cooperation between NATO and Ukraine were mutual. As US Lt. General Ben Hodges pointed out, no NATO country had ever directly engaged the Russian military in combat. Ukrainians on the other hand, had direct experience of Russian electronic warfare capabilities: they had successfully operated while having all their communications jammed by their opponent, and the US needed to understand how.53 Another former US Army infantry officer who had previously served two tours of duty in Afghanistan, and was dispatched to the Yavoriv training facility, reported:

Ukrainian soldiers moving and communicating tactically at a level that matched or exceeded most conventional U.S. units... If the Ukrainians continue to train hard and build combat power—and I suspect that their incentive to do so is greater than that of their (mostly Russian) adversaries—there is a possible outcome here that I have yet seen described in Western media, nor have I heard it in Russian media, either: Ukraine can defeat the separatists. Ukraine can defeat Russia on the battlefield.54

Retired British General Grant was less optimistic. He called on Ukrainian military commanders, and the country’s political establishment to reduce their complacency: 

Ukraine’s senior military act as if they believe they are winning because they are fixated on their successes in this very limited tactical war. They and the Defense Ministry are missing the point, because they are not preparing fast enough for a strategic and operational war that would likely be outside the Donbas and would give no time to mobilize large reserve forces… For soldiers to be forced to stay in one defensive position like Minsk demands is always militarily wrong, because it gives the enemy the strategic advantage. Russia is taking advantage of this fact daily… Ukraine’s military position in the Donbas is at a critical risk of encirclement, which is a common Russian strategic act. Russian troops practice this tactic regularly during exercises. Trench warfare also breeds an entrenched mentality among soldiers and staff… The Ukrainian Army gets better every day, but overall it is not one of the best in Europe because it has some critical organizational flaws…55

Evaluating the scope and levels of success of Ukraine’s military reform is beyond the scope of this book, but the final phrase of the above quote—referencing “critical organizational flaws”—encapsulates the broader problems that extended well beyond the military and seemed endemic to multiple aspects of Ukraine’s socio-economic and political realities at the start of the Revolution of Dignity. These became the target of concerted reform efforts after the victory of the Maidan protests and will be examined in the next part of this chapter. 

The home front – elections

The Maidan had called for a “complete reboot of the political system.” The first element of this demand was enacted in March 2014 when Ukrainians elected a new President. In October 2014 they elected a new Parliament. Despite multiple calls to change the electoral law, the latter vote was conducted according to the previously instituted mixed system: half of the Rada (225 seats) was elected according to a proportional representation (party list) system, and half according to a “first past the post” majority system where candidates contested individual constituencies. Because conducting a fair vote in Crimea and in the occupied portions of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts was impossible, elections were held in 198 of the 225 defined majority constituencies, meaning that the full complement of MPs elected in 2014 numbered 423 instead of the Constitutionally mandated 450.

The result of the 2014 Parliamentary election was encouraging for Ukraine’s future for several reasons. Firstly, for the first time in the country’s history, the Communist Party—a consistently pro-Russian and far-left (pro-Soviet) political force—failed to gain enough votes to be represented in the legislature. Secondly, the far-right Svoboda and Right Sector parties also failed to pass the 5% barrier in the proportional vote and were therefore represented only by a few MPs who had won majorities in specific constituencies (e.g. Dmytro Yarosh of the Right Sector—constituency №39 in Dnipropetrovsk oblast; Yuriy Levchenko of “Svoboda”—constituency №223 in Kyiv; Andriy Ilyenko—constituency № 215 in Kyiv). Thirdly, the Opposition Bloc, consisting of former Party of Regions MPs, won a mere 29 seats (9.4% of the national popular vote).

Five parties (in addition to the Opposition Bloc) were able to pass the 5% proportional representation barrier in October 2014, and formed the main factions which majority constituency MPs then joined: 

1. The Petro Poroshenko bloc (an alliance between Poroshenko’s Solidarity Party and Klitschko’s UDAR) gained 21.8% of the popular vote which translated into 63 seats in Parliament. This faction was joined by 69 majority constituency MPs and therefore represented the largest bloc within the Rada with 127 seats.

 

2. People’s Front (a newly formed political party whose members broke away from “Batkivshchyna” after Yulia Tymoshenko’s return to politics in 2014), led by Arseniy Yatseniuk, was surprisingly able to gain the largest proportion of the popular vote—22.1%—giving it 64 seats + 18 from majority constituency MPs who joined the faction.

 

3. “Samopomich” (Self-Reliance), nominally led by Lviv mayor Andriy Sadovyy gained almost 11% of the popular vote which translated into 32 seats plus one majority MP. This new political force gathered Maidan activists (e.g. Yegor Sobolyev and Oksana Syroid) and leaders of the “Donbas” volunteer battalion, together with non-oligarch sector entrepreneurs (e.g. Oleksiy Skrypnyk and Oleksandr Danchenko) under the banner “Just Do it!” (“Viz’my i Zroby!”)—a slogan that reflected the moto of many Maidan participants. Support for this party was not concentrated in any specific region of Ukraine, and in fact Samopomich was unable to gain a majority of the popular vote in any of Ukraine’s 198 constituencies (see map below), but nevertheless polled respectable support throughout the country.

 

4. Oleh Liashko’s Radical Party won 7.4% of the popular vote, and entered Parliament with 22 MPs, having won no additional majority constituency seats.

 

5. “Batkivshchyna,” led by former Prime Minister and 2-time Presidential candidate Yulia Tymoshenko, gained 5.7% of the popular vote which meant 17 seats, plus two MPs who joined this faction after having won majority constituencies.

Perhaps the most important outcome of the 2014 parliamentary vote was that Ukraine’s traditional east-west electoral divide, although still somewhat persistent in the east’s support for the Opposition Bloc, had all but disappeared. Previously, in March 2014, Ukrainians had elected Petro Poroshenko to the Presidency in an unprecedented single round of voting that belied all previous regional cleavages. Now, the electorate had again proved that its voting preferences were no longer defined by region.
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Map 10:	Results of October 2014 parliamentary election popular vote by constituency

Because Arseniy Yatseniuk’s People’s Front won the popular vote, and because the party had run its campaign under the slogan “Elect Arseniy Yatseniuk as Prime Minister,” the leadership of the Poroshenko bloc (and the President personally), agreed to nominate Yatseniuk to the Prime Minister’s post—even though his faction had the second largest number of seats in Parliament. However, the majority of ministerial seats in the executive branch, and of committee chairs in Parliament, were allotted to Poroshenko Bloc MPs. The candidacy of Oksana Syroid of Samopomich was supported by both factions in her bid for the Deputy Speaker position, whereas the position of First Deputy and Speaker were filled by People’s Front and Poroshenko Bloc candidates respectively: Andriy Parubiy and Volodymyr Hroysman.56 

The five nominally pro-Maidan factions (all elected parties except the Opposition Bloc) signed a grand coalition agreement laying out their agreed legislative plan. The country was in a critical state (facing both military aggression and economic collapse), and so this was deemed no time to jockey for political advantage. Temporarily at least, Ukraine’s political class united in a singular understanding that its state and society required reform. Now was the time to institute it.

Revolutionary reform

The reform plan set out by the newly installed Yatseniuk government in early 2015 (publicly supported by Poroshenko) was impressive, and nothing less than revolutionary: based on 6 strategic documents, including the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement Implementation Agenda, the Parliamentary Coalition Agreement, and Ukraine’s Memorandum with the IMF, it identified 62 priority measures, and grouped these into 18 key areas. The plan targeted the provision of a wide spectrum of public services as ripe for change: elections, education, energy, taxation, policing, public procurement, health, prosecution service, judiciary, security and defense, local government (decentralization), public service, etc. Monitoring frameworks were established for each reform initiative, and an inter-branch National Reform Council was created to coordinate these broad-based efforts. Chaired by President Poroshenko, the Council included the Prime Minister and relevant ministers, and the Speaker of Parliament and relevant Committee Chairs. Representatives of civil society were also coopted. Dmytro Shymkiv, the former Director of Microsoft Ukraine and a Maidan activist who had been appointed Deputy Head of the Presidential Administration, was chosen as Secretary of the Reform Council; 17 high profile meetings were organized in 2015, and a further 22 in 2016; significant donor funding was engaged; glossy brochures printed, and a website launched to communicate achieved progress, plans, and reform perceptions by sector (based on survey results).57 The table below summarizes the goals and results of the first two years of execution of Ukraine’s post-Yanukovych reform agenda.

 




	Reform Initiative


	Objectives


	2015


	2016





	Anti-corruption


	- Transparency of incomes, assets of public officials

- Merit-based appointments

- Effective punishment of (incl. confiscation) for infraction

- Watch-dog bodies enable NGO oversight


	Achievements:

- Lustration completed (843 persons registered)

- Legislation on integrity checks of public officials adopted; free access to information secured

- National Anti-corruption Bureau launched and operating

- National Agency for the Prevention of Corruption launched (NAPC)


	Achievements:

- Special Anti-corruption Prosecutor Office launched

- Over 100 thousand e-declarations showing assets of civil servants and elected officials made publicly accessible





	Failures:

- Delay in launching Special Anti-corruption Prosecutor Office

- Software for collection of e-declarations from public servants is flawed 


	Failures:

- Verification of e-declarations by NAPC delayed

- Launch of State Bureau of Investigations delayed

- Launch of Special Anti-Corruption Court delayed

- No guilty verdicts for suspects charged with corruption-related offenses yet handed down





	Decentralization


	- Improved effectiveness of local government

- Improved service provision for local communities

- Transfer of financial resources to local gov’t


	- Revenues of local governments increased by 42% due to local taxes staying in locality where collected

- 794 village and town council voluntarily merged into 159 territorial communities, elections held


	Achievements:

- 1 billion UAH spent on improvements of local infrastructure

- New hospital districts formed





	Failures:

Further decentralization reforms require Constitutional amendments, and these are hopelessly stalled





	Public Administration


	- Professional civil service that is responsive to public pressure; capable of both policy development and implementation

- Improvement of service provision to citizens

- Reduction of staff


	- Almost 54,000 central government employees made redundant; efficiency and transparency improved according to WE Forum ranking

- New Law on Civil Service passed: competitive selection for all positions; reduction in grades from 15 to 7

- 662 Centers of Administrative Services established providing 51 government services


	- Competitive selection of Secretaries of State (permanent deputy Ministers) completed for 9 ministries

- Concept of “reform officer” and “reform experts” approved for 10 trial ministries: to be implemented in 2017; EU funding for this initiative is approved

- System of electronic document exchange implemented for inter-ministry correspondence by Cabinet of Ministers





	Law Enforcement


	- Creation of an effective police force that citizens trust

- Creation of a renewed and effective prosecutor office


	Achievements:

- Patrol police staffed and operating in 10 cities; training underway in 9; selection underway in 9


	Achievements:

- New patrol police operating nationwide; high trust levels





	Failures:

- New prosecutors’ selection process compromised: pre-Maidan personnel reappointed to key posts at local levels


	Failures:

- Launch of State Bureau of Investigations delayed

- Reform of prosecution service delayed

- District police force reform delayed





	Health


	- Accessibility of quality medicines and vaccines

- Improved health care services

- Transparent financing that reduces endemic corruption


	- Laws allowing procurement of medicine from international organizations without middle-men adopted

- reform of the Ministry of Health and decentralization of hospital administration delayed


	- Law adopted recognizing the registration of medicines and vaccines in Canada, US, Australia, Japan, or EU as valid in Ukraine.

- Autonomation of health care facilities; introduction of pay-per-patient (to replace institutional financing); reform of medical education all delayed due to lack of political will







	Business Climate


	- Deregulation and decreased numbers of inspections

- Streamlined taxation system

- Harmonization with EU standards


	- Number of business activities subject to licensing reduced from 56 to 30; multiple mandatory certificates abolished; moratorium on company inspections introduced

- Payroll taxes reduced from 43% to 30%

- Social Security contribution reduced from 41% to 20%

- Introduction of flat personal income tax—18%

- Introduction of electronic administration of VAT


	- Launch of system of electronic filing of customs documents

- Personal income tax reduced to 17%

- 14,475 Soviet-era standards abolished; over 1000 EU standards adopted

- Ukraine moves from 140th place in World Bank’s 2013 Doing Business Ranking to 83rd in 2016





	Energy


	- Liberalization of energy markets

- Reduced dependency on Russian natural gas

- Increased production of own energy resources


	- Gas imports from Russia significantly reduced; replaced by alternative “reverse” supply from EU

- Agreement signed with Westinghouse for supply of uranium fuel rods

- Energy consumption reduced: electricity by 12%; natural gas by 21%

- Share of nuclear power in electricity generation increased from 49% to 56%

- State support for coal industry reduced; targeted only for mine drainage and conservation

- Introduction of targeted subsidies for vulnerable groups for payment of gas and electricity


	- National consumer energy price control body established as independent regulatory agency

- Amendments to Law on Renewable Energy introduced to harmonize with EU standards

- 2.7 billion UAH in subsidized loans and grants issued to consumers for improvements aimed at energy efficiency

- For the first time in history, Ukraine did not buy gas from Russia for a full year





	Education


	- Modernization of content and learning methods

- Equal access to quality primary and secondary education; increased choice

- Autonomy for schools and universities


	- Implementation of the 2014 Law on Higher Education: introduction of structured PhD programs; academic autonomy for universities; recognition of foreign diplomas; requirement of English proficiency for professors’ career advancement; transparency of university finances

- New Law on Scientific and Scientific-Technical Activity adopted; Ukraine joins Horizon 2020 EU research funding instrument


	Achievements:

- Over 100 new competence-based Standards of Higher Education developed for the bachelor’s level

- Concept of “New Ukrainian School” based on competency curriculum developed





	Failures:

- Establishment of National Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education delayed

- Adoption of new Law on Education delayed





	Public Procurement


	- Transparency of procurement at all levels of government through institution of mandatory electronic auctions

- Increased competitiveness of tenders


	- ProZorro electronic procurement system developed and piloted—2300 state customers; almost 6 billion UAH volume

- Estimated savings: 500 million UAH




	- ProZorro electronic platform is mandatory for all procurement by government at all levels, and large state-owned enterprises

- 420 thousand transactions mediated by ProZorro—total volume: over 200 billion UAH

- Overall savings estimated at 9 billion UAH

- ProZorro receives prestigious “World Procurement Awards” and is recognized at “Open Government Awards”





	Banking


	- Financial stability and reliability of banks

- Consumer and investor protection


	- Foreign reserves increased from 7.5 billion to 13.3 billion USD; bank refinancing rate decreased from 30% to 22%; inflation stabilized at 12%

- 106 stock market abuse cases prosecuted

- 33 banks deemed insolvent (in addition to 32 in 2014); 

- More than 50% of staff of NBU (over 6000 employees) deemed redundant


	- Positive assessment of reform progress from IMF: disbursement of 1 billion USD

- Refinancing rate reduced to 14%; inflation—12%

- 16 more banks deemed insolvent (2014-16 total: 81 banks) Deposit Guarantee Fund disburses funds to consumers with deposits valued under 200 thousand UAH

- PrivatBank (Ukraine’s largest bank) nationalized in December, securing liquidity and protecting over 20 million depositors—cost to state: 5.5 billion USD






 

Table 2:	Reform objectives and major milestones achieved in 2015 and 2016—based on 2015 and 2016 “Reforms Monitoring Progress” reports of the National Reforms Council

By early 2017 it became clear that although much had been done to change Ukraine during the first three post-Maidan years, the reforms had been poorly communicated to the public: poll results showed widespread skepticism of even the most seemingly successful initiatives (e.g. approval of police reform was at 39%, introduction of “ProZorro” in public procurement at 30%).58 Although the Poroshenko administration had been prepared for a drop in its popularity resulting from the implementation of several unpopular initiatives (e.g. raising gas and electricity prices to market rates), the ruling elite’s appetite for further reform gradually evaporated. Attention increasingly shifted to the upcoming election campaigns: Presidential elections were scheduled for March 2019; a Parliamentary vote for October 2019. In early 2017, Ukrainians were granted visa-free travel rights to the EU, and it would seem that Poroshenko deemed this, together with the signing of the EU Association agreement in 2015, to have been enough to fulfil the Maidan demand for European integration. Although health care reform (which had been lagging behind other reform initiatives during the previous two years) was accelerated thanks to the gutsy system-busting efforts of the Acting Minister of Health, Ukrainian Diaspora-born Ulana Suprun, the creation of a specialized anti-corruption court was delayed, and Parliament’s moratorium on the sale of agricultural land extended yet again. Stalled structural reform meant unfulfilled promises to the IMF: the agreed tranche of 1 billion USD scheduled for late 2017 was delayed, and in early 2018, cancellation of the Fund’s Stand-by facility by the end of the year could not be ruled out.59

Sovereign default was avoided in 2015 after successful negotiations with the IMF resulted in significant financial aid.60 However, despite some degree of stabilization, Ukraine emerged from two years of political and social turmoil significantly poorer than it had been at the end of the Yanukovych regime. In the 4th quarter of 2015, a slight uptick in GDP statistics (6% quarter-on-quarter growth) was recorded, and 2.3% year-on-year growth was reported for 2016, but given the extreme decline in industrial production of the previous years, coupled with a doubling of consumer prices, and a more than threefold decline in the value of the currency immediately after Yanukovych’s ouster (from 8:1 UAH:USD to 25:1), minor economic growth was barely noticed. Much needed foreign investment had not materialized largely due to the lack of reform of the Procuracy and judiciary (both affecting perceived security of property rights), and due to infighting within the political class (mutual accusations of corruption) resulting in overall political instability.

At the end of 2016, Ukraine received its last major dose of economic shock-therapy. Since the ouster of Yanukovych, 81 commercial banks had been brought under special administration by the National Bank of Ukraine (NBU), and eventually closed. The state guaranteed deposits up to 200,000 UAH (approx. 7,000 USD), but any larger deposit amounts were generally lost when an institution was declared insolvent. The industry clean-up had been accompanied by significant scandal with several former bank owners suspected of having deliberately squirrelled away depositors’ funds into foreign accounts in offshore havens prior to NBU intervention. On 28 December 2016, PrivatBank, Ukraine’s largest bank, responsible for the fulfilment of over half of the country’s interbank payments—was declared nationalized due to insolvency.61 

PrivatBank could not be allowed to fail in the same way as other (smaller) institutions. Closing it would have collapsed Ukraine’s financial system. However, despite its massive size, one year after its nationalization, it became clear that this institution had never really been a legitimate bank: over 90% of its loan portfolio consisted of unsecured credit extended to businesses owned or associated with its founders—oligarchs Ihor Kolomoisky and Hennadiy Boholiubov. According to documents filed by Ukraine’s Ministry of Finance with the High Court of Justice in London, the previous owners of PrivatBank had used over 5 billion USD of their depositors’ money to finance highly risky ventures, and to siphon cash out of Ukraine.62 In December 2017, the British court issued a worldwide freeze on assets owned by Kolomoisky and Boholiubov, but the legal wrangling seemed likely to continue for years.

The fact that the PrivatBank case (and the prosecution of other pre-Maidan infractions by oligarchs Firtash63 and Akhmetov64) was brought before western courts rather than being tried domestically, was testament to the slow pace of judicial reform implementation by Ukraine’s new elites. In late 2017, a new Supreme Court was finally appointed. Almost a quarter of the nominee finalists had been previously rejected by independent anti-corruption watch-dogs due to their inability to explain the origin of assets accrued while previously serving as lower court judges. They were nevertheless installed in office. Concurrently, inter-agency battles between the National Anti-Corruption Bureau and the Special Anti-Corruption Prosecution Office became public, and in 2018, the IMF openly declared Ukraine’s next instalment of bridge financing dependent on implementation of promised anti-corruption initiatives and judicial reforms.65

Holding elections that resulted in the removal of high-level Yanukovych regime functionaries was not the same as eradicating corruption. Furthermore, stabilizing the country’s economy, reforming the educational, health care and procurement systems, and introducing a new police force (not to mention massively strengthening the army), in the eyes of many, had not yet fulfilled the promise of Maidan to “reboot government.” Although elite circulation after the overthrow of Yanukovych was manifest, and significant progress in reforms implementation had been achieved, Ukrainians’ generally perceived the transformation of their lives to be too slow. Publicly, the Poroshenko administration declared fighting corruption as its highest priority, but the perception among both Ukrainians and observers abroad throughout the 4 years following the Maidan protests was that the authorities had not done enough to fight the problem. The President was accused by western and local analysts, and by leaders of donor organizations, of systematically stalling anti-corruption initiatives.66 Some alleged that instead of enabling the overthrow of the oligarchs, Poroshenko had in fact taken charge of their old system of wealth extraction.

In December 2017, the European External Action Service of the European Commission published a progress report evaluating the status and pace of reform implementation as outlined in the Association Agenda (a corollary document to the Ukraine-EU Association Agreement). The report’s conclusions were encouraging:

Considerable legislative reforms have taken place in the fight against corruption and new specialized anti-corruption institutions have been set up in Ukraine. Work on implementation of anti-corruption efforts continued over the past year, while further substantial work is still outstanding. Some of the new Ukrainian agencies already participate actively in the fight against corruption, while others remain to be fully operationalized. Ensuring sustainable and tangible changes in the governance system to eliminate corruption opportunities and ensure proper prosecution and punishment for corruption-related crimes remains one of the key challenges Ukraine faces in its reform process hindering the improvement of the business and investment climate. 

 

The year 2017 also witnessed important legislative developments in the spheres of the electricity market, energy efficiency, environment, education and decentralization. Key reforms such as pensions, healthcare and food safety were initiated. Justice sector reform, enabled by the adoption of constitutional amendments back in June 2016, continued with the adoption of a new law on the Constitutional Court and the selection of new judges to the Supreme Court. This allowed the gradual renewal of the judiciary system through mandatory exams for all judges of the newly constituted Supreme Court and now also lower courts. The implementation of the Strategy on Public Administration Reform has advanced, and the reforming of law enforcement bodies continues. 

 

Resolute policy actions taken by the authorities, supported by international partners, have reduced external and internal imbalances and the macro-economic situation continued to stabilize in 2017. As a result, the economy has continued to grow, though at a relatively slow pace. The local currency has remained stable and the international reserves of the central bank have increased steadily. In September 2017, the successful stabilization of Ukraine’s economy coupled with the reforms the government has undertaken was marked by its return, after four years, to the international capital markets. Ukraine was able to raise USD 3 billion with a 15-year maturity.67

Throughout 2014-2015, the Ukrainian economy experienced dramatic decline. Even excluding the statistical effect of the loss of Crimea (the region contributed approximately 3% to national GDP before the Russian annexation), real GDP declined 6.8% per annum in 2014, and a further 9% in 2015. The drop was accompanied by inflation of 25% in 2014 and over 40% in 2015.68 Rising prices were largely the result of a sharp decline in the value of Ukraine’s currency which dropped from 8 UAH to 1 USD prior to the Maidan protests to almost 40 UAH to 1 USD in the spring of 2014, settling at a rate of 24-25 UAH to 1 USD by the end of 2015. Not surprisingly, with prices doubling and disposable income declining precipitously, household consumption dropped as well—by almost 70%—and by the end of 2015, Ukrainians’ patience with their new government was beginning to run out. 

However, in Q4 2016 the economy registered an impressive 4.8% quarter-on-quarter, seasonally adjusted, annualized rate of real GDP growth, and 2.3% growth for the year. Three years after the events that sparked protests on the streets of Kyiv, it seemed the worst of the country’s economic decline was over. Growth in 2017-18 was restrained.69 Despite concerted efforts aimed at attracting foreign direct investment, its levels remained muted. On the other hand, exports of both commodity (primarily grains) and non-commodity products (e.g. IT services, machinery components) registered steady gains. 

By the end of 2018, Ukraine’s post-Yanukovych recession seemed over. The transparent public sector procurement system instituted immediately after the victory of the protests had resulted in the savings of several billion hryvnia for the state budget. Significant loopholes that had previously enabled asset-stripping and tax evasion by oligarchs who exercised effective control over state-owned companies had been plugged (though outright victory in Maidan activists’ declared war on high-level corruption was still a distant prospect). Most importantly, the structure of the economy had transformed from one reliant on extractive industry exports (steel, pig iron, fertilizers) that in turn were heavily reliant on energy imports from Russia, to one based on services, high-tech and agricultural exports, and manufacturing for domestic consumption. By mid-2018, ten consecutive quarters of moderate growth had been registered, and growth rates seemed to be accelerating.70 Inflation had finally been brought under control,71 and the country enjoyed a positive balance of trade with IT sector exports almost equaling those of grain. A new Ukrainian economy, transformed by a new neo-bourgeois elite (representatives of the nascent Ukrainian “creative class”—see Chapter 9), seemed to have finally achieved some level of health. But transformation was far from complete. New institutions (both formal and informal) based on the ideas of Maidan had yet to be constructed. The ideational foundations of these proto-institutions, as well as their origins and broader impact on European civilization, will be examined in Part II.
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	Introduction to Part II

Two decades after gaining independence, having survived several periods of economic bust (extreme crises occurred in 1993, 1998, 2008, and in 2014—each accompanied by major currency devaluations, and double-digit percentage spikes in consumer prices) followed by exciting spurts of moderately rapid growth;1 having provided the world with striking images of peaceful political upheaval during the 2004 Orange protests2 (only to disappoint both domestic activists and foreign observers in the aftermath); Ukraine again topped the world’s headlines in 2013-14 when millions gathered in Kyiv (and in other urban centers throughout the country) to protest against, and eventually to overthrow, the Yanukovych government. In the aftermath of regime change in Kyiv came a Russian-sponsored war: a seemingly endless conflict that revitalized old security institutions (NATO), put into question the efficacy of existing international organizations (e.g. UN, OSCE), and the functionality of the global order established in the wake of the collapse of the USSR. By 2016, the confrontation between Russia and the West seemed to increasingly resemble the Cold War (although without the ideological component), with numbers of hot spots of political instability, overt military conflict, and covert operations (including Russian intervention in the 2016 US Presidential election, Kremlin financial backing of European right-wing parties,3 and Moscow’s use of chemical weapons for assassination in the U.K.), increasing in a seemingly endless progression. Five years after the fateful beatings of students on Kyiv’s Independence Square, the outlook for global security was decidedly pessimistic. Clearly, 2014 was a pivot point for more than just the history of Ukraine.

What is most extraordinary about Ukraine’s Maidan having been the catalyst of such global transformation is that its events did not need to happen. Had Prime Minister Azarov’s government not issued a public statement stating that preparations for signing the EU Association Agreement were suspended; had Yanukovych not tried to haggle with EU leaders at the last minute by presenting them with unreasonable financial demands; had Ukraine’s President actually signed the Agreement—the street protests would either never have happened, or they would have dissipated within a few weeks. Most importantly, had there been no violent crack-down on the remaining protesters on Independence Square during the early morning hours of 30 November 2013, the demonstrators would have simply dispersed. Certainly, they would not have camped out in the center of Kyiv for three months in freezing temperatures until Yanukovych’s flight to Russia in February 2014. Very few of the activists (protesters and their supporters) of Maidan would ever have experienced any intense sense of patriotism (see Chapter 8), and fewer still would have volunteered for government service in 2014 (see Chapter 9) had the protests failed. 

Conditionality of events continued after Yanukovych’s ouster. Had Russian President Putin not ordered his Special Forces into Crimea in late February 2014, and had they not supervised (at gun-point) a “referendum” on joining the Russian Federation in March, the peninsula would have remained within the sovereign borders of Ukraine. Had the Kremlin’s aggressive military operation not been expanded in subsequent months to include the entire southeastern region of Ukraine, war would not have broken out in the Donbas, hundreds of thousands of citizens would not have been uprooted, and thousands of lives (including those aboard Malaysian Airlines Flight MH17) would not have been lost. On the other hand, had one of Ukraine’s richest “oligarchs” not mobilized his resources in the eastern industrial city of Dnipropetrovsk (later renamed Dnipro), and had the Russian-speaking residents of the Ukrainian southeast not mounted a concerted grassroots resistance effort against Putin’s Novorossiya project, Ukraine could well have ceased to exist in 2014. Furthermore, had the EU, the US, Canada, and other western countries not imposed sanctions against Russia, and had they not attempted to broker peace between Kyiv and Moscow, the outcome of the war in Ukraine may have been different—certainly it would have been even more bloody, but also it may have remained localized rather than spawning the outbreak of a new global conflict between Russia and the West. 

Whereas the purpose of the first part of this book was to present a chronicle of the Maidan and of the Russian-Ukrainian war that it sparked, in Part II these events will be contextualized, and a version of their theoretical generalization will be presented. Our purpose is to unravel the complexities of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity—a process of social transformation that I contend was simultaneously a national, bourgeois and post-modern revolution, and to identify the character of this three-fold revolution’s agency. Furthermore, I seek to position the events of Ukraine’s revolution (including both the Maidan protests and subsequent war) within the context of the ongoing shift of global civilization from modern, sensate, materialist, industrial society to some form of post-modern, post-industrial, idealist paradigm of organization. In this context, I argue that viewing the “Ukraine Crisis” strictly through a geopolitical lens (as many analysts do) belittles its significance: Maidan was a punctuation event in the historical process of European civilization’s passage from one form to another. 

Part II is divided into five chapters. In chapter 7, the theoretical context for depicting Maidan and its aftermath as an ongoing (“great”) revolution will be contrasted with the prevailing geopolitical (structuralist, realist) perspectives commonly found in the literature on the “Ukraine Crisis” on the one hand, and with Putin-centered (psychological and conspiratorial) theories on the other. I argue that the narrow geopolitical perspective (most often propounded by “Russia experts”) is grounded in a broader materialist paradigm that simply does not apply to analysis of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity and will increasingly become inappropriate to analysis of social phenomena as western civilization moves beyond sensate modernity to a new condition. Maidan was “ideational” (in the sense proposed by Pitirim Sorokin),4 as was the motivation for Ukraine’s defense when Russia launched its expansionist military operation. I argue therefore, that the real significance of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity is in its indicative value: as a possible expression of the vector of development for western civilization.

In her classic work On Revolution Hannah Arendt described “great revolutions” as being powered by three ideational drivers: historical completion (trajectory correction), political birth (transition), and naissance of novel senses (of regional/global importance).5 The structure of Chapters 8, 9, and 10 broadly follows this threefold characterization, arguing that Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity was just such a great (civilizational) revolution: national, bourgeois, and post-modern. 

Thus, analyzing the first dimension (i.e. national awakening, historical completion of Ukraine’s nation-building process), in Chapter 8 I argue that the formation of a distinctly Ukrainian, grassroots, leaderless, collective agency represented a key characteristic of the Revolution of Dignity that has been misinterpreted as being reflective of radical nationalism.

The second dimension (political birth), examined in Chapter 9, involved the mobilization of a previously understudied (and largely unnoticed) socio-economic constituency: a non-oligarchic domestic bourgeoisie. It was this urban creative class that generated the financial and organizational resources required by the lengthy protest action, and later for the territorial defense of Ukraine. The most active members of this socio-economic group formed the core network of reformers who implemented much needed changes in key sectors (banking, police, education, public procurement, etc.) during the immediate post-Yanukovych period. Many of these individuals seemed to share a common—broadly termed “liberal”—ideology, and most considered their own lack of previous public sector experience to be an asset.

The fact that many in Ukraine’s post-Yanukovych government viewed their entry into politics as temporary and preferred the use of influence (including social networks) over institutionalized power to achieve their goals, reflects what I argue in Chapter 10 was a fundamental novelty of values and practices that developed during Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity. This third dimension of Maidan—its pathos—generated a “horizontality” of relations (a heterarchical political community) that differed fundamentally from the nominally meritocratic hierarchies that have underpinned modern societies. In this dimension, I contend, the Ukrainian revolution generated a new paradigm for social organization that approximates a realization of personalist (rather than post-Enlightenment individualist) philosophy, and it was from this novel sense that the name Revolution of Dignity originated.

In the final chapter, I offer some thoughts as to the implications of the Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity for the future of Ukraine and the region. Five years after the ouster of Yanukovych, the Maidan agenda remained unfinished: although the issue of national identity seemed to have been resolved in favor of an inclusive, territorial, non-etatist definition of what it means to be Ukrainian, the issue of institutional development—particularly with respect to the creation of a functioning judiciary that would enact the principles of dignity and fairness—remained unresolved. The danger that Ukraine faced in its next phase of revolutionary development was that of a “leftward shift” (to borrow a term from Arendt) in its political discourse. In the run-up to elections in 2019, such a shift from idealism to materialism could give rise to populism, and the propagation of simplistic solutions to economic problems that would inevitably lead to vengeful witch hunts (i.e. some form of terror as predicted by Crane Brinton). With an aggressive neighbor exerting a constant threat to the country, the realization of such a scenario would be disastrous both for Ukraine and for the region. However, the “Russia problem” may in some way have been a blessing in disguise, allowing Ukraine to follow the model of Israel (i.e. vibrant development under permanent existential threat) and/or the early US where revolutionary institution building occurred in the context of a war for independence. Indeed, both examples inspire optimism in Ukraine’s future.

For those in the West willing to recognize exemplars of change in unlikely places, Ukraine offers a unique window on what the civilizational development of western modernity could entail—an experiment in revolution worthy of protection and cultivation. This unfinished story is eminently exciting, and warrants being understood.
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Chapter 7:
Making Sense of Maidan and Russia’s War

The demonstration of people power that came to be known internationally as the “Euromaidan” and domestically as the “Revolution of Dignity” was largely an enigma to social scientists. As the variance in labelling suggests, Ukraine’s revolution was multi-dimensional. In addition to toppling a corrupt regime, the demonstrators adopted the discourse and symbols of national self-determination (European integration was quickly sidelined); their actions reflected a communitarian ethic that seemed anarchic in its rejection of hierarchy (the protests were leaderless), but proved highly effective both during the protests, and in the mass mobilization of resources for defense in the face of Russian aggression. In the aftermath of the fall of the Yanukovych regime, the population faced dire economic conditions (e.g. threefold devaluation of the currency, large scale bank foreclosures), but Ukrainians endured this hardship without further rebellion. In 2013-14, and then throughout the years of Russia’s war, Ukraine surprised many.

In this chapter, several authors’ approaches to explaining the “Ukraine crisis” will be reviewed, and an alternative perspective presented. Prevailing narratives largely position Ukraine as a territory of struggle between external agents (e.g. Russia, the EU, NATO, the US) who played upon domestic cleavages within Ukrainian society to effect regime change in 2014, and subsequently to foster military conflict.1 Historians substantiate these supposed cleavages with explanations of their apparent rootedness in an “objective” past that conditions the values and decisions of contemporary actors—both individual and collective.2 Journalists and pundits, on the other hand, focus on the decisions and personality of leaders, particularly on one actor—Vladimir Putin—and his diabolical or brilliant (the adjective depends on political preference) role in advancing events in Ukraine, in the region, and further afield.3 

The alternative view (presented here) posits the Ukrainian revolution as a revolution. As such, although its events occurred in an international context, and were therefore influenced both by external actors and historical circumstances, the locus of the agency effecting change is identified internal—within Ukraine. Our purpose is to elucidate the role of domestic Ukrainian agents in this revolution. As a participant observer of the Maidan protests, I cannot accept any representation of my experiences as having approximated those of a puppet fulfilling someone else’s script. I do not imagine Ukrainian society as divorced or isolated from global social trends (quite the opposite), nor do I belittle the role of Russia (or specifically its President) in the eventual outcome of Ukraine’s revolution, but I do argue that any description of the “Ukraine crisis” as an epiphenomenon of global structural (geo-political) discord, or simply as a playground either for Putin or for some ephemeral “West”, leads to an incomplete and/or misconceived understanding of events and their significance.

Prevailing explanations

During the height of Russia’s aggression, when discussions of events in Ukraine spread well beyond the country’s borders, attempting to find an adequate paradigm to explain both Maidan, and the Kremlin’s bellicose reaction to it, became popular among journalists and pundits, but was rarely broached by social scientists. One of the first (and few) excellent book-length analyses, Andrew Wilson’s Ukraine Crisis: What it Means for the West (published in late 2014), included a valuable (though brief) chronicle of both the Maidan protests, and of the early stages of Russia’s aggression in Crimea and the Donbas, but as the title implied, the book aimed to contextualize events for a western policy-making audience, rather than to delve deeply into the social phenomenon that was Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity.4 

After Wilson’s book, the analytical task was taken on (ironically) by Russia experts—generally former Sovietologists who presented Russo-centric narratives that largely grounded events in their supposedly historical antecedents.5 Because the Cold War represented the most recent of historical contexts, a popular approach was to posit the “Ukraine crisis” as fundamentally a clash between the West and Russia (i.e. as a “great power” contest). Accordingly, when Ukrainians were attributed agency at all, it was only in the context of their internal linguistic and political divisions which were seen as reflective of historical contingency (i.e. western Ukraine having been annexed to the USSR only after 1945; eastern and southern Ukraine being populated by a large ethnic Russian minority, and a majority of Russian-speakers; administrative control over Crimea having been transferred to the Ukrainian SSR from the RSFSR only in 1954). Perhaps unwittingly, these accounts seem to have supported Putin’s reported position that Ukraine was “not really a country.”6 Logically, the population of such a country could make no claim to having effected a revolution on its own, but (ironically) this artificiality of the Ukrainian nation was then also seen as the root cause of the “civil war”—as the conflict in the Donbas was labelled.7

The “great power” Russo-centric narrative is frustrating to Ukrainians—particularly to those (like this author) who were active in the initial Maidan protests, and subsequently supported the grassroots effort to mobilize resources for Ukraine’s territorial defense. Most renowned among the Russia-watchers who belittled the role of domestic Ukrainian change agents (or relegated their role to “monist nationalists” and “radicals”) in his account of the “Ukraine crisis” was Sovietologist Richard Sakwa. In the introduction to his Frontline Ukraine: Crisis in the Borderlands, he wrote:

The groundwork of the Ukrainian conflict has been latent for at least two decades. It was laid by the asymmetrical end of the Cold War, in which one side declared victory while the other was certainly not ready to ‘embrace defeat.’… This helps explain how Europe in 2014 has once again become the crucible of international conflict, harking back to an era that has so often been declared to be over. Today, Ukraine acts as the Balkans did in 1914, with numerous intersecting domestic conflicts that are amplified and internationalized as external actors exacerbate the country’s internal divisions.8

In other words, according to Sakwa, if one is to understand events in contemporary Ukraine, questions (historical in the first place) must be asked in Washington, Brussels and Moscow. After-all, both the Maidan and the subsequent war in the Donbas, apparently, were “proxy conflicts” between the West and Russia—a continuation of the “unresolved” Cold War; Ukraine was merely the battleground—similar, supposedly, to the Balkans in World War One—a historically divided zone of contestation between great power interests.

The forms and foundations of this contestation have been variously identified. For example, according to E. Wayne Merry of the Woodrow Wilson Center, Maidan was the culmination of a decade-long struggle between the EU and Russia over effective control of Ukraine. 9 In pursuing its “traditional Great Power status” Russia saw itself as a suzerain of the “near abroad”—particularly the Slavic former republics of the USSR—Belarus and Ukraine—and devised the Eurasian Economic Union (which by 2013 included Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan) as the primary vehicle for institutionalizing this sphere of influence. However, Russia’s plans were countered in 2009 by the Eastern Partnership program of the EU: designed and implemented by Poland’s Foreign Minister Sikorski and Swedish Prime Minister Bildt, this instrument of “soft power” included imposition of EU standards on many sectors of the neighboring countries’ economies, and their acceptance of portions of the EU’s Acquis Communautaire. From Moscow’s perspective the Eastern Partnership was not as bad as NATO enlargement, but was nevertheless a mechanism for expanding the EU’s sphere of influence, and as such conflicted with the Eurasian Economic Union. The EU’s offer to Ukraine of an Association Agreement and accompanying DCFTA was thus seen as an encroachment on Russia, and such expansionism was bound to solicit a negative reaction from the Kremlin. 

In sum, the clash of EU and Russian policies in Ukraine transformed the long-simmering political crisis of that country into an international competition for influence and dominance. There was no inevitability to that clash; it was the product of policy choices. Both Brussels and Moscow conducted the competition without regard for its potential damage to Ukraine and without respect for its sovereignty. Thus, the EU and Russia share the responsibility for internationalizing the Ukrainian political crisis. However, Brussels initiated the competition, as it sought to alter an existing status quo in Ukraine at Russia’s expense whereas Moscow sought to preserve the status quo without compromising EU interests…10

Similar, more-or-less exonerating analyses of Russia’s interventions in Ukraine are common in the social sciences literature. Some justify the Kremlin’s aggression with an appeal to Russian political culture, which supposedly holds “great power status” as an endemic value.11 Others echo the position of Sakwa, according to which the Maidan protests and the war in the Donbas were superficial expressions of a deeper structural conflict between the EU and Russia and/or between Russia and the “West” (NATO, the US, G7, etc.). These narratives posit Ukraine as the territorial battlefield, and its citizens as pawns in a larger international game, rather than as actors whose voices warrant attention. Accordingly, the key to understanding the “real” causes of the “Ukraine Crisis” lies in grasping its underlying structural causes—i.e. the material interests driving the policy choices of the world’s power brokers.

Structural (Marxist) Realism

This approach to understanding events of international significance is called structuralism, and it derives its pedigree directly from Karl Marx. Marx identified class conflict as being the basis for all social relations and relegated all other social phenomena (including and especially ideas, cultural practices, symbols, and language) to the “superstructure”—an arena of “false consciousness” constructed by the dominant class of any society as a tool for reproducing its power. Thus, according to (particularly neo-Marxist) structuralists, what is visible is rarely (if ever) true.12 For structuralists, the causes of events are always hidden. Explanations are to be found in a seemingly more fundamental, but inevitably masked, realm of material relations.

Sadly, the paradigm of structuralism has achieved near hegemonic status in the social sciences. True causes of events are believed to be found in underlying social relations that are rarely visible prima facie. As a result, more often than not, facts are interpreted in a way that is explainable through theory, rather than vice versa. For example, in international relations (particularly for adherents of the “realist” school),13 real motives for policy choices and individual actions are said to be found in the material (power) interests of conflicting parties. Unarguably, these interests are hidden from view. The explanatory value of the immediately observable (e.g. what politicians actually say, how actors on the ground actually behave) is therefore questioned—particularly if/when a fit to preferred theory cannot be found. 

Among analysts of Maidan and the Russian-Ukrainian war, the structuralist approach has gained significant popularity resulting in the proliferation of multiple pseudo-academic falsehoods. For example, when the Maidan protest movement was still in its infancy, few analysts (and even fewer regime officials) believed the demonstrations to be truly grass-roots phenomena: someone powerful had to be pulling the proverbial strings. When that hypothesis was proved patently wrong, analysis switched to searching for “nationalist radicals” who were somehow controlling the protests in an effort to take power, and then to create an ethno-nationalist Ukraine. Later, when a provisional post-Yanukovych government was formed of moderates (rather than nationalists) who faced overt Russian aggression in Crimea that was justified by President Putin in expansionist Russian nationalist terms, this fact was downplayed, and the “nationalist” narrative gradually waned.

“Analysis” of the early fighting in the Donbas led several authoritative commentators to conclude that the Kremlin’s military intervention in Ukraine could be explained by Moscow’s desire to control the northern Black Sea shelf natural gas and oil deposits off the coast of Crimea, and the newly discovered shale gas deposits of the western Donbas, centered around the town of Slovyansk. The fact that Putin’s speech, given on 18 March 2014 on the occasion of the annexation of Crimea, justified Russia’s actions in purely ideological (non-materialist) terms, and that the Russian President resorted to what amounted to a reinterpretation of historical facts14 was somehow talked down. The same occurred after his announcement in August 2014 of the Novorossiya project for southeastern Ukraine, and the anti-western ideological pronouncements prominent in virtually all of Putin’s public appearances since the Munich Security Conference of 2007. The fact that he repeatedly scoffed at western governments’ imposition of sectoral and personal sanctions in the wake the Crimean annexation, and “retaliated” with economic policies that hurt his own population in the first place, was brushed off as political bluster. According to structuralist analysis, in each of these cases Putin was simply playing to the electorate—perpetuating the false consciousness of the superstructure, as it were. His real motives must be different. After-all, according to orthodox “realist” theory, all interests of international actors (particularly “great powers”) are fundamentally material. Ideas are merely a façade behind which the economic foundations of power struggles hide—so says the dominant paradigm.

Axiomatically, according to “realists”, states are rational actors that perpetually pursue their national (material) interests. Their success in this great game is measured in their political power. Access to resources, ability to spread economic, political and/or cultural hegemony over territory, capacity to influence the decision-making of others—these are said to be the “real” motives for decision-making in international relations. Because ideas (ideologies) are seen as window-dressing for fundamental structural interests, values-based politics is rejected as myth, and no concession is given to subjectivity (e.g. historical memory, political culture, irrational leadership). Neither is grassroots agency, or the ability of idealistically motivated social movements to effect change, taken seriously.

Realists contend that Russia’s “soft” intervention in Ukraine’s political affairs prior to the collapse of the Yanukovych regime, and then militarily in 2014 and thereafter, was justified by an apparent threat of NATO expansion to include Ukraine. However, this argument (a repeat of the official Kremlin narrative) is based on a fallacy: Ukraine’s NATO membership became a marginally realistic option for the country’s political elites only after Russia’s annexation of Crimea and invasion of the Donbas. Prior to 2014, domestic support for NATO membership within Ukraine had ranged between 20% and 30% with over 2/3 of the population opposed.15 Even in the midst of Russian aggression in 2015, polls showed only 48% support for joining the alliance,16 and it was only at the end of 2016 (after almost 3 years of war with Russia) that a majority of Ukrainians came to support their country’s membership in NATO.

Yanukovych overtly rejected NATO membership, but prior to his election, successive Ukrainian leaders had promised a referendum on NATO if the alliance were to open its doors to Ukraine. In 2008, when pro-western President Yushchenko made a bid to receive a Membership Action Plan, the request was politely declined at the alliance’s Bucharest summit: Germany and France (as well as several smaller member states) were not keen on infuriating Russia, and therefore the summit communique promised that NATO foreign ministers “will now begin a period of intensive engagement with both (Ukraine and Georgia) at a high political level to address the questions still outstanding pertaining to their MAP applications.”17 In the words of prominent political scientist Alexander Motyl: “Western policymakers have certainly been open to Ukraine’s efforts to move westwards, but they have at best been consistently noncommittal about Ukraine’s actually joining any key Western institutions such as the European Union and NATO.”18

In addition to its being based on the false claim of Ukraine’s westward orientation somehow posing an imminent threat to Russia, realist (structuralist) analysis of the “Ukraine Crisis” failed to provide any viable explanation for the masses of people gathered on the streets of Kyiv and other cities. The claim that a social movement numbering in the millions (including intellectuals, entrepreneurs, and educated white collar workers from a variety of Ukraine’s regions), that was able to sustain continuous protest for several months in freezing temperatures, constituted a subversive plot orchestrated by the West or by radical nationalists (whose material interests were never explained), simply did not stand up to empirical scrutiny. Nevertheless, throughout the early post-Yanukovych period, the Russia-friendly narrative, according to which the Maidan had enacted a coup d’état (supposedly sponsored by the US and/or NATO), and the Kremlin’s ensuing military aggression was termed a “civil war” remained prevalent in the western news media.19 After-all, this story fit the dominant paradigm perfectly.

However, facts on the ground did not fit the paradigm. Denying agency to the most active segments of Ukrainian society may have been theoretically acceptable to a scholar writing in Washington, Berlin or Moscow, but on the ground this interpretation was patently wrong. To portray Maidan as having been a materialization of latent conflict between the West and Russia was to relegate the millions of people who supported the anti-Yanukovych movement to the status of puppets. Furthermore, to portray the stand-off between the regime and the protesters as a manifestation of ethno-linguistic cleavages that mapped onto regional politics, was belied by the fact that many (if not the majority) of Maidan participants were Russian-speaking. The same can be said of most of the volunteers who enlisted to fight in the Donbas, as well those who organized logistical support for Ukraine’s military after the eruption of hostilities. The eastern and southern regions were well represented both on the anti-Yanukovych and on the anti-Russian sides. The “cleft country” hypothesis, according to which latent tensions became manifest in 2014, and then spiraled catastrophically into “civil war” in subsequent years was patently false.

Finally, to claim that liability for the downing of flight MH-17, and responsibility for the deaths of over 10,000 Ukrainian citizens and displacement of almost 2 million more, was somehow shared by the West, or caused by a “failed” Ukrainian state, was to absolve the Kremlin of guilt for invasion, illegal annexation, and continued military escalation in overt violation of supposedly agreed peace accords. In the words of RFE/RL commentator Brian Whitmore “… at the end of the day, one man is responsible for these people being dead, wounded or displaced… One man…”20

Putin

The Russian President is the one person who is never denied agency in any account of the “Ukraine Crisis”. Indeed, the amount of ink spent on psychoanalyzing Putin is astounding. His actions throughout the five-year period spanning 2013-18 were unpredictable and highly unorthodox. 

Whether Putin masterminded Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the separatist insurrection in the Donbas in advance, or whether he took advantage of opportunities as they presented themselves, is important to understanding the psychology of the Russian leader and is a matter of some debate. According to the official Kremlin narrative, the Russian President gave the “go ahead” to insert Special Forces into Crimea during a “war cabinet” meeting on February 25. Apparently, that meeting was held secretly in Moscow immediately after Putin’s return from Sochi where he had attended the closing ceremony of the Winter Olympics. Only three of his closest advisors were present.21 Supposedly, the decision to invade Ukraine was taken that evening spontaneously—as a reaction to the threat posed to “Russians and Russian-speakers” by Kyiv’s pro-Maidan “junta.” However, this version of events is flawed: prior to the start of the Sochi games, Putin had already ordered troop movements (numbering several hundred thousand soldiers, artillery, and tanks) in the southern and southwestern military districts—i.e. along Ukraine’s eastern border. Several of the units involved were later moved into Crimea and ordered to seize key infrastructure. Each unit had very specific instructions as to targets, and the operation was obviously well rehearsed. It therefore seems likely that Putin’s Crimean operation was not spontaneous at all. The Kremlin had planned its invasion of Ukraine well in advance.

Why? Why would the leader of one of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council, a signatory of multiple treaties and agreements aimed at securing stability and peace in Europe, deliberately conspire to undermine his country’s status as a pillar of the international order, and invade the sovereign territory of a neighboring state? A theory that has been advanced by Elizabeth Wood of the Woodrow Wilson Center22 (the same theme has been echoed by Russian opposition politicians Gary Kasparov,23 Ilya Ponomaryov,24 and the late Boris Nemtsov25) posits Vladimir Putin’s power in Russia as tied closely to “small quick wars” that increased his popularity and fed his personality cult. The war in Chechnya (artificially ignited in 1999 by staged “terrorist” attacks in Moscow that were then blamed on Chechens), the war in Georgia in 2008, and the annexation of Crimea in 2014 all resulted in spikes in Putin’s approval rating. During the initial Maidan protests, in the lead up to the Sochi Olympics, Putin’s popularity was exceptionally low by Russian standards.26 A “short victorious war” in Ukraine may have been devised to change that.

This theory is plausible with respect to Crimea, but it sheds little light on the motives for Putin’s invasion of the Donbas. According to a document made public by Kyiv Post deputy editor Katya Gorchinskaya, plans to annex large parts of eastern and southern Ukraine were circulating in the Kremlin as early as December 2013.27 The source or authenticity of this document has never been verified, but crucially, it shows the invasion plan as including provisions for the occupation of Kyiv. Another document (formulated as a policy recommendation), supposedly authored in early February 2014 when Yanukovych was still in office, was leaked by a Kremlin insider to Moscow’s Novaya Gazeta a year later. Its author called for the deliberate destabilization of the Kyiv government by Russian agents so as to create a pretext for invasion by Russia’s military: “to launch the process of the pro-Russian drift of Crimea and Eastern Ukrainian territories, it is necessary to create the events that would give this process political legitimacy and moral justification beforehand.”28 If one believes the authenticity of these leaks, Putin not only planned the dismemberment of Ukraine well in advance of Yanukovych’s ouster, he may well have been responsible for the massacre of protesters on Maidan in late February 2014. 

Such covert plans could not possibly have been part of a “short victorious war” scenario. These were part of a deliberate strategy of Russian territorial expansion. Years after the failed attempts by the Kremlin to foster armed rebellion in the eastern and southern oblasts (particularly in Odesa and Kharkiv), Ukraine’s Prosecutor General’s office released transcripts and audio files of intercepted telephone conversations between Russian agents in Ukraine in early 2014 and Putin’s special advisor on Ukraine Sergey Glazyev.29 The recordings suggested that a coordinating, if not leading, role was played by Glazyev during the supposedly spontaneous anti-Kyiv protests in eastern and southern Ukraine that followed Yanukovych’s flight to Russia. In addition to earlier published interviews by FSB Colonel Girkin, who commanded the Russian Special Forces operation in Slovyansk and Kramatorsk (Donetsk oblast) in April-May 2014,30 these testimonies indicate that the Kremlin was directly orchestrating the post-Yanukovych civic unrest in the southern and eastern regions, and that Moscow had planned to annex much more Ukrainian territory than just Crimea. In fact, as political scientist Andreas Umland pointed out in the wake of the release of the “Glazyev tapes,” Crimea seems to have been part of a broader Kremlin operation aimed annexing virtually half of Ukraine’s territory.31

Throughout the first half of 2014, the Kremlin publicly maintained that Crimea had been “liberated” by “local self-defense forces” protecting themselves from “dangerous extremism, radical nationalism, and violent anti-Semitism.”32 Later the story changed, and Putin admitted to having ordered the Russian military to take control of key strategic targets directly.33 However, even according to this revised narrative, the Kremlin asserted that Russian Special Forces were ordered into Crimea only after regime change in Kyiv, and only in response to the “obvious” threat “nationalists and fascists” posed to Russians and Russian-speakers on the peninsula. The Kremlin’s expansionist plans required face legitimacy, but as events unfolded, this became increasingly problematic: plausible media reports of anti-Russian violence in Crimea and Ukraine’s eastern oblasts were too few. The early March raids and forcible occupation of oblast administration buildings in the eastern cities of Donetsk, Kharkiv, and Luhansk by “local” pro-Kremlin demonstrators were supposed to have been opposed by “radical nationalists from Maidan,” and video footage of anarchy and violence was supposed to have been transmitted worldwide. But none of this transpired. Despite being barricaded inside their bases by Russian troops, Ukrainian military personnel in Crimea did not fire their weapons. Television reports of large numbers of refugees from eastern Ukraine fleeing to Russia proved false. Maidan Self-Defense forces did not mobilize to fight the Russian “tourists” bussed in to eastern and southern Ukrainian cities to foment anti-Kyiv protests (see Chapter 5). Right Sector fighters did not descend on Donetsk or Kharkiv. This kind of peaceful restraint translated into an epic failure of the Putin plan to justify invasion on the basis of threats to the lives of Russians and Russian-speakers. The Ukrainian side did everything possible to avoid violence.

The fact that Putin initially claimed the soldiers in unmarked uniforms in Crimea were not Russian forces, and only admitted the obvious well after the operation was successfully completed, indicates that at the time the need for deniability was paramount. Similarly, the fact that Colonel Girkin acted relatively autonomously in Slovyansk and Kramatorsk in his efforts to spawn armed rebellion in April-June 2014, and that references to combat deaths or injuries of Russian soldiers in the Donbas were vehemently denied at the time by the Kremlin, suggests that Putin’s decision-making during the later stages of the “Russian Spring” military operation in Ukraine was tactical and at least partly spontaneous.34 The chaotic and poorly organized nature of the Donbas “uprising” (in contrast to Crimea) indicates that operational plans to annex this portion of Ukrainian territory were vague in 2014.35

It now seems likely that after the climax of the protests in Kyiv, Glazyev and Girkin (Putin’s emissaries in the Donbas) were improvising within the broad framework of a previously planned (and gradually failing) scenario. In other words, the original Novorossiya plan had called for the legitimate President of Ukraine to ask for Russian assistance, but with Yanukovych too timid to address the February 2014 Kharkiv Party of Regions Congress (see Chapter 5), the Kremlin reverted to “plan B”—i.e. trying to foster rebellion through “hybrid” means: gradually escalating from insertion of special forces, to supplies of military hardware, and eventually to direct invasion. The back-up plan also failed. Moscow ended up with a mere 7% of Ukraine’s territory (instead of the half Putin had planned for), and instead of being met with open arms by the Russian-speaking residents of Ukraine’s east and south, the Kremlin now faced a belligerently defensive independentist neighbor on its western border.

Improvising Novorossiya

On 1 March 2014, the Federation Council of the Russian Federation (the country’s highest legislative body) voted unanimously to support President Putin’s request for authorization to deploy the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation onto the territory of Ukraine. This decision was widely interpreted as referencing the ongoing operation in Crimea—i.e. as a post hoc announcement that legalized what had already happened. But, the Council’s decision may have been preparatory: covert operations aimed at fomenting separatism in the southern and eastern regions of Ukraine were just starting, and had they achieved their aim—occupation of local government buildings followed by oblast councils calling for Russian military assistance—the Russian Armed Forces would have invaded. The plan failed, and Putin was forced to settle for the creation of two rump “republics” in the eastern parts of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts. But that was much later—in 2015. 

In August 2014, the Russian President’s plans were still germane. During a 4-hour televised “Dialog with Russians” aired to coincide with Ukraine’s Independence Day celebrations, President Putin publicly laid out his vision of the territorial division of Russia’s southwestern neighbor: “I’ll remind you that this is Novorossiya. And it includes Kharkiv, Luhansk, Donetsk, Kherson, Mykolayiv, Odesa—they were not part of Ukraine during Tsarist times. All these territories were given to Ukraine by the Soviet government. Why this was done, God knows!”36 Evidently, in the wake of the fall of the Yanukovych regime, Putin determined to “return” these territories to Russia.
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Map 11:	Novorossiya as conceived by Putin in August 2014 

Although publicly announced in August 2014, Putin’s plan to create Novorossiya was likely hatched much earlier. Indeed, preparations for a large-scale military intervention into Ukraine seem to have begun well before the Maidan protests. For example, the “fictional” scenario underpinning the “Zapad-2013” military exercises held in Belarus 19-28 September 2013 (2 months before the start of Euromaidan!) involved Russian forces entering a “neighboring country” where “opposition forces” had created “illegal armed formations” that threatened violence against local ethnic Russians. At the time of the exercises, western analysts believed the “terrorists” in the scenario to have been a poor cover for NATO,37 but according to long-time Ukrainian National Security Council Secretary Volodymyr Horbulin, the Zapad-2013 war game was a dress rehearsal for Putin’s Crimean operation, and indeed for his invasion of eastern Ukraine.38

The theory according to which Russia’s military intervention in Ukraine was pre-planned long before the Maidan protests maintains significant popularity in Ukraine. Many believe the Kremlin’s hand was somehow pulling the strings of Ukraine’s political scene even before the mass protests erupted. For example, according to Lviv publicist Taras Vozniak (editor-in-chief of “Ji” magazine), the overall script of the Revolution of Dignity was largely pre-planned by the Kremlin.39 Understanding that Yanukovych’s refusal to sign the EU Association Agreement would provoke a popular reaction, Putin apparently pushed his Ukrainian counterpart not only to refuse to sign, but also to crack down hard on the demonstrations once they began. According to Vozniak, Putin needed violence in Kyiv to demonstrate to the world that Ukraine was a failed state, and so ordered agents that he had previously infiltrated into the Yanukovych regime to first organize the beating of students on November 30, and then to stage violence against journalists and police in front of the Presidential Administration on 1 December 2013. In subsequent months, the Russian President is said to have repeatedly called upon Yanukovych to crack down on Maidan, and finally took matters into his own hands after the Ukrainian President refused to break-up his own country (Vozniak attributes blame for the massacre in Kyiv’s city center on 18-21 February 2014 to Russian snipers—a claim that remains unproven).

This theory (and other variants)40 seems to be based on an internal contradiction. On the one hand, the Russian President is portrayed as a master strategist able to plan, anticipate, and engineer the behavior of large numbers of people, and to manipulate elites both in Ukraine and in the West to his own benefit. Oddly however, his grand strategic plan for breaking up Ukraine was foiled in the end by the ineptitude of Yanukovych—his failure to condemn the “coup” in Kyiv, and to announce the formation of an alternative Ukrainian state during the Congress in Kharkiv under his own “legitimate” leadership—and by miscalculation as to the loyalties of Russian-speakers in Kharkiv, Odesa, Dnipropetrovsk and throughout Ukraine’s southeastern region. This seems inconsistent: on the one hand Putin is portrayed as a master puppeteer, worthy of the title Anti-Christ, and on the other the actual outcome of events is explained as the result of miscalculation. 

Putin’s greatest miscalculation seems to have been the result of misunderstanding: in contrast to their portrayal by Russian historiography as a “brotherly people” Ukrainians proved themselves to be fundamentally different from Russians. Despite often speaking Russian and claiming affinity to Russian culture, when presented with the prospect of political unity with Russia, the population of Ukraine’s southeastern regions largely refused (the western and central regions wholeheartedly opposed). They did not rally behind an alternative leader, nor did they passively agree to be pawns in a geopolitical game between “great powers”. They resisted. Their anarchic defiance was unexpected. The character and substance of this grassroots agency behooves explanation: these were nobody’s puppets; they had a voice and they had values and interests that they believed worthy of armed defense.

Leaderless agency

Popular unrest and mass resistance are not new phenomena for Ukraine. In 1990, student protests in Kyiv’s city-center forced the government of the Ukrainian SSR to implement concessions; in 2001, the “Ukraine-without-Kuchma” movement undermined the progress towards authoritarianism of the then in-post President; in 2004 large scale street demonstrations against voting fraud led to a repeat of the Presidential election run-off, and eventually to the loss of Ukraine’s presidency by Yanukovych (who had been publicly favored by Putin) to Viktor Yushchenko.41 

But the 2013-14 Maidan protests were fundamentally different from “Orange-style” election-based demonstrations, and from other Ukrainian “Maidans”. In 2004, demonstrators in Kyiv had followed the classic “colored revolution” script:42 they challenged a semi-autocratic regime (weakened by the reality of an election) through mass protests, organized by a united opposition, and led by a popular alternative leader. Indeed, this final component—the presence of a charismatic leader of the opposition—was a fundamental success factor of the Orange protests,43 and has been identified as key to explaining the failure of similar election-based protests in Russia and in Belarus.44

However, the Revolution of Dignity was no Orange Revolution. Unlike the demonstrations a decade earlier, when “political/protest entrepreneurs”45 carefully, and masterfully crafted the messages of the protests as a battle between “good” and “evil”, the Revolution of Dignity had no centralized advertising or PR structures. The imagery, slogans, and symbolism of 2013-2014 appeared spontaneously—often through a reconstitution of historical symbols for modern needs (see Chapter 8). Material demands were rarely voiced (despite the presence of an alternative elite on Maidan that represented a distinct economic status group—see Chapter 9). The protest demands were verbalized in idealistic terms: dignity, community, fairness, transparency, rights (see Chapter 10). The risks for the demonstrators was considerably higher because the Yanukovych regime was not contesting an election in 2013-2014, and therefore had no reason to hide its authoritarian essence. Few doubted that, unlike Leonid Kuchma in 2001 and 2004, Viktor Yanukovych was ready and willing to use force to disperse the crowds in Kyiv’s city-center.46 

Most importantly (and this is the most fundamental difference between the “Maidans” of 2004 and 2013-14), the Revolution of Dignity had no leader. Unlike Yushchenko, whose name was chanted nightly by the crowds gathered in Kyiv’s city-center in 2004, the nominal political opposition leaders of 2013-14—Yatseniuk, Klitschko and Tiahnybok—elicited marginally higher levels of trust from the protesters than Yanukovych and his closest entourage. Ironically, this anarchic aspect of the demonstrations proved key to their eventual success. The ability of representatives of the nominal political counter-elite to direct the will of the crowds was limited, and this made the protests both unpredictable and strong. Similarly, in the post-Yanukovych phase of the Revolution, lack of central command structure proved key to the success of the mass mobilization efforts against Russia’s aggression in the Donbas (i.e. volunteer battalions and logistical supply efforts).

Past studies of social movements have generally focused on leadership as a key determinant of success.47 However, recent analyses of such phenomena as Occupy, the Arab Spring, and Maidan (the 2016 protests in South Korea and Romania seemed to follow the same pattern), indicate that the importance of a clearly identifiable leader may have been overstated. On the contrary, one may differentiate between the traditional (“vertical”) leadership of revolutionary movements of the past (i.e. those led by charismatic figures the likes of Lenin, Mao, Gandhi, Che Guevara, and others), and the communitarian (“horizontal”) model of leadership manifest in more recent protest actions.48 We will return to this point in the context of the discussion of the Revolution of Dignity as a “post-modern” revolution (Chapter 10) because the heterarchical structure of both the Maidan protest camp, and of the volunteer battalions organized subsequently, seems to suggest a substantively new social phenomenon that warrants deeper inquiry. 

Of course, to claim that the Maidan completely lacked leadership would be false. The fundamental feature of this protest was its lack of consolidated leadership: no single person commanded the protests, nor did a personified figure-head ever emerge from the movement. Instead, individuals banded together in small ad hoc groups for the fulfilment of a particular task e.g.: building barricades, preparing meals, organizing self-defense or the supply of clothing, fuel, etc. These groups were organized by local leaders who elicited authority from their immediate followers, but whose clout rarely extended beyond their personal trust network. The resultant structure of the movement was not completely “horizontal”, but rather had multiple (hundreds if not thousands) of loosely connected local leaders, each eliciting loyalty from followers numbering from 5-6 to 100 persons (hence the “sotnia” or “hundred” designation given to the basic organizational unit of the Maidan). After the protests ended, the “weak ties” network49 of local leaders was again manifest in community policing efforts (necessitated by the disappearance of formal police forces in several major cities, including Kyiv, in the wake of the February 18-20 shootings). Later, when hostilities began in the eastern regions, the defense of Ukraine’s territorial integrity, and supplies of basic needs to the troops, were organized by local leaders linked together through informal networks rather than by more permanent hierarchical structures.

The “glue” that united this multiplicity of local leaders was ideational, and rarely personified. This fact should have made the structures temporary. Prior to Maidan, such communitarian (heterarchical) social movements had never been able to sustain protest for more than a few weeks. The Occupy protests dissipated less than a month after they started. The protests on Egypt’s Tahrir Square lasted for 18 days, after which the army removed President Hosni Mubarak from office. In contrast, the Ukrainian President tested the resolve of his ousters for over 3 months in much colder conditions than the Occupy movement or the protesters in Cairo had ever experienced. 

The Ukrainian case seemed to point to a fundamental change in the way social movements organized and achieved their aims. Ironically, for a country that had traditionally been seen as having an underdeveloped civil society, Maidan organized and achieved success precisely through networked communitarian action. This grassroots mobilization (leaderless agency) and idealistic solidarity (collective action without material gain) were among the most striking achievements of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity, and both require explanation. As will be argued further in subsequent chapters, the “glue” engendering solidarity was a grass-roots idea of “nation” (sacrosanct, but stripped of its traditional conceptual link to the state); the local leaders who organized resources and coordinated their efforts through heterarchical networks hailed from a new “creative” class of self-reliant urban bourgeois; the resultant phenomena reflect previously unobserved trends in organizational development that may well be of global civilizational importance.

Revolutionary idealism

To the non-specialist, a revolution is often associated with a momentary, usually violent change of government resulting from popular protest or rebellion. In fact, the technical term for such an event is “coup d’état”—a term used by Russian officials throughout 2014 (and thereafter) to discredit Ukraine’s post-Yanukovych government given the questionable legal legitimacy of the former President’s removal from office. Technically, a “revolution” is much more than a “coup d’état”. A revolution involves rapid transformation of a society’s political, economic, and social institutions—a process that is certainly accelerated by “revolutionary events” but is not limited to a single event. Any analysis of such rapid transformation (qua revolution) must be based on a process perspective. In the Ukrainian case, this process of transformation began with Yanukovych’s departure, and is ongoing (i.e. the Revolution of Dignity should not be referred to in the past tense). The Maidan protests and the ouster of Yanukovych were not a moment of revolution, but rather the first stage of a much more fundamental process.

The argument presented here posits Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity not just as a social and political revolution, but as a “great revolution”—comparable in historical importance to the French or Russian revolutions, but whose events followed a sequence more like the American Revolution (1776-1789). Indeed, the American case is used for comparison because, firstly, as with Maidan, the period of “Terror” and/or ascension of a personalized tyrannical leadership figure (e.g. Robespierre or Stalin) during the later stages of the revolution’s “lifecycle” did not materialize in the US case, and secondly, because the Ukrainian revolution’s idealist core seems not (yet) to have become significantly contaminated by populist materialism. These arguments draw heavily on the work of two authors: Crane Brinton, and Hannah Arendt.50

In 1938 Crane Brinton first published what has come to be known as a “classic” study of revolutions. Revised in 1952 and 1965, his comparison of the English, American, French and Russian cases is still considered the seminal work on revolutionary “stages.” The Anatomy of Revolution identifies a “natural lifecycle” of event trajectories that seemingly occur during revolutionary periods of history: from regime overthrow, to institution of a moderate post-revolt regime, to regime radicalization leading to the violent destruction of real or supposed “enemies of the revolution” (i.e. a “Reign of Terror”), and eventually to Thermidorian “cooling.” 

Brinton’s schema is significant for the Ukrainian case because through its lens the Revolution of Dignity is seen as a process rather than an event. Accordingly, the Maidan protests and the ouster of Yanukovych represent the first stage in the postulated “natural” lifecycle of revolutionary development whereas the brief transition period under acting President Turchynov followed by Poroshenko’s willy-nilly reform efforts correspond to the moderate post-revolt stage. Presumably this stage was to be followed by disillusionment and frustration leading to radicalization, and possibly to some form of “Reign of Terror” (i.e. the appearance of a Robespierre equivalent).

At time of writing, fears of Ukraine’s revolutionary process descending into a Brintonian “Reign of Terror” had not materialized. No significant street protests occurred during Poroshenko’s first term as President (at time of writing his election to a second term was far from a foregone conclusion), and although new parties calling for more radical reform did gain some popularity,51 none called for political change through anything but peaceful means. The belief that disillusioned soldiers and volunteers would return to Kyiv after their tours of duty in the east, and would enforce street justice on political elites whose actions they deemed unworthy of the “values of Maidan” and/or the “memory of the Heaven’s Hundred,” was likely planted by the Kremlin as part of its information war against Ukraine,52 rather than reflecting any real grassroots initiative. Throughout 2015 the meme of an inevitable future “Third Maidan” (i.e. where 2004 was identified as the “first”, 2014 as the “second”) was ever-present in the Ukrainian and international press,53 and in February 2016, a short-lived protest under this banner did appear, but its main organizer later turned out to be a citizen of Russia who had previously supported the separatist “DNR” and “LNR” and had promoted the cause of Novorossiya in social media.54 Nadia Savchenko, the captured Ukrainian military pilot who had been jailed by the Kremlin and later released, was charged in early 2018 with plotting a violent coup attempt aimed at toppling Ukraine’s duly elected government, but revelation of her plans elicited more ridicule than support in popular discourse.55

The lack of support for radicalism during the years immediately following Yanukovych’s ouster was surprising. The pace of transformation (objectively much faster than anything Ukraine had previously experienced, but still below expectations) implemented by Ukraine’s new elites disappointed many. Forced by circumstances to focus their attention on combatting Russian military aggression, the post-Yanukovych leaders vacillated on many of the domestic reforms that the Maidan protesters had called for, concentrating instead on foreign affairs (securing western financial and diplomatic support) and military matters (including mobilization, supplying the troops, renewing equipment manufacturing). National defense was prioritized over domestic institutional reform, and so a memetic drift to “existential politics”56 (i.e. subordinating political discourse and decision-making to the exigencies of warding off external threat) occurred. 

By the end of 2016, the seemingly slow pace of domestic reform implementation (particularly in the judiciary, and in the enactment of anti-corruption initiatives)57 finally led to a rise in public unrest. Protests were organized first in the Donbas: activists allied with the “Samopomich” party organized a blockade of rail lines leading into and out of the occupied territories of the “DNR” and “LNR”, thus forcing an end to trade across the line of contact that was widely believed to be in the interests of corrupt high-level government officials. In mid-2017, small-scale protests were organized in Kyiv by Mikhael Saakashvili—the former President of Georgia, who had been granted Ukrainian citizenship by Poroshenko, and appointed Governor of Odesa in 2015. Saakashvili had fallen out with the Ukrainian President by 2016 and was later stripped of his citizenship while travelling outside of Ukraine (i.e. his passport was annulled). After forcing his way back into the country across the Polish border, Saakashvili organized a public crusade in November 2017 against what he termed “the corrupt Poroshenko” calling for the latter’s impeachment.58 However, even at their most numerous, the demonstrations organized by Saakashvili’s Movement of New Forces were able to gather no more than 20 thousand people. 

Despite the dire economic conditions endured by the Ukrainian population in the post-Yanukovych years, prevailing public discourse seems to have remained idealistic, and attempts by populists to shift the political agenda to material concerns failed.59 Saakashvili’s marginally successful 2017 protests focused on wages, tariffs, and pensions as byproducts of corruption (rather than on corruption as a social phenomenon per se), and so they aroused suspicion from the public rather than widespread support. After the former Georgian President’s expulsion from Ukraine, the supposedly grassroots movement that he had organized quickly dissipated with no further protests forthcoming. In this respect, the course of events in Ukraine after the ouster of Yanukovych was quite surprising: despite multiple years of economic hardship, the coming to power of “radicals” seems to have been avoided. No equivalent to Stalin or Robespierre (nor even a Mao, Castro, Ortega, or a Franco) ever emerged from Ukraine’s revolution.

As Hannah Arendt pointed out, the distinguishing characteristic of the American Revolution (i.e. what made it different from other “great revolutions”) was the single-minded focus of its protagonists on the ideals that had brought about the initial overthrow of the ancien regime. A shift away from the novel principles that had inspired the original revolutionaries had resulted in both the French and Russian revolutions’ discourse descending into populist materialism and led to the guillotine and tyranny. Thus, the lesson of the “great revolutions” was that a “leftward shift”—a move away from idealism towards materialist socio-economic demands—distorted the original romantic ideals of the revolutionaries and resulted in terror. 60 It would seem that as in the US case, in Ukraine, the discourse of independence (de-colonization) trumped the discourse of social engineering; although external threat slowed the pace of domestic reform, its reality seems to have provided some protection against radicalization. Thus, despite severe economic hardship and war, during the first four post-Yanukovych years, the revolutionary process (and its protagonists) seems to have remained lodged in idealism. A shift to populist discourse was in evidence in the pre-election campaigns of Yulia Tymoshenko (running for the Presidency in 2019, promising to reduce natural gas prices in half), and of actor-comedian Volodymyr Zelensky, but the incumbent President’s message of “Language, Faith, Army” continued to approximate the “revolutionary canon” of Maidan. At time of writing, the eventual result of this electoral contest between materialism and idealism remained unknown.

Three-dimensional process

It should be clear to the reader by now, that the analysis of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity presented in the balance of this book posits the Maidan and Ukraine’s subsequent defensive war with Russia as a process. Furthermore, I argue that this process is intelligible through ideational, rather than through a materialist lens. As such, I reject the structuralist (especially “realist”) approach that has led other authors to interpret the “Ukraine Crisis” as an epiphenomenon of some postulated geopolitical power play, and therefore to overemphasize the macro-level context of events at the expense of the actors on the ground. Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity was (and continues to be) effected by Ukrainians. Certainly, the persona and decisions of Russian President Vladimir Putin are key to understanding the course of events described here, but revolutions are by their very nature social processes, and their analysis should not be reduced to an account of individual decision-making. 

To the extent that one accepts a developmental perspective, according to which societies are said to evolve along set paths, revolutions represent radical breaks in these paths. As Arendt observed, the discourse of revolutionaries, firstly, implies a restoration of the “proper” path of development for society—a historical correction of a society’s developmental trajectory. Secondly, the revolutionaries’ “pathos” centers around novelty: the break with the past is not just a correction, but also a new beginning—a new polity, new institutions, a new social context. Thirdly, revolutions are about ideas: novel senses, untested organizational forms, experimentation and discussion. In the next three chapters I elaborate a thesis that follows Arendt’s threefold characterization. I present Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity as having been about three things:

1. National liberation—completion of the de-colonization process that began in 1991 but was never fully realized due to the enduring Soviet identity myth of “brotherly Slavic peoples”. This aspect of the Maidan was most controversial during the early stages of Ukraine’s Revolution because the nation-builders coopted symbolism rooted in the country’s 1918-21 and 1939-52 insurgencies and wartime proclamations of Ukrainian independence. However, in the process of becoming “canonized” as symbols of the Maidan protests and subsequent territorial defense efforts, the portraits of historical figures, and the symbols (badges, logos, emblems) and slogans adopted from previous eras acquired radically different meanings from those of their original context. Whereas prior to the Revolution of Dignity, one might associate the semiotic markers of Ukrainian patriotism (e.g. the red and black flag of the OUN; portraits of WWII-era nationalist leader Stepan Bandera) with unacceptable forms of integral nationalism, during and after the Maidan protests, these iconic markers came to symbolize solidarity in resistance to foreign aggression.

 

2. De-feudalization—revolt against a thoroughly corrupt, neo-feudal, oligarchic regime that had privatized and monopolized large sections of Ukraine’s economy, and had created a regulatory environment that was hostile to both independent business and to foreign investors. In addition to this negative program, this aspect of the revolution included a very basic demand for safety—i.e. citizens should not be beaten and shot by police in the streets—and more complex demands for “voice” in decision-making which later were enacted through the cooption of new actors (“flexians”) into Ukraine’s post-Maidan government. The purview and effect of the Revolution of Dignity was far from uniform in this dimension: new social cleavages came to the fore which will define the country’s political and socio-economic landscapes for years to come.

 

3. Novel values and practices—a declaration of “dignity” of the person through organization and interdependency. Independence square in Kyiv became a focal point for spontaneous organization (barricades, first aid services, supply of food and firewood); when called upon to defend the country, many from this volunteer movement refocused from supplying protesters to supplying the front while others enlisted for military service. For many observers, this spontaneous social process seemed hardly revolutionary, but it is precisely in these new forms of horizontal solidarity and active citizenship that Ukrainians have offered a unique contribution to the world’s civilizational development. Indeed, it may be this third social process that the Kremlin found sufficiently threatening to warrant being crushed by military aggression.

These three dimensions of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity will be explored in the three chapters that follow. We begin with the most basic (and perhaps most controversial) dimension: the view of Maidan and the subsequent Russian-Ukrainian war as moments of nation-building that resulted in the rapid construction of a new, coalesced polity.
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Chapter 8:
A National Revolution

In early December 2013 there were many nights when I returned home late from Maidan. I would ride the long escalator down into Independence Square metro station (the subway in Kyiv’s city center is exceptionally deep), and I would observe. One evening, as I waited for the train, a group of young ladies (in their mid-20’s) descended the escalator singing Ukraine’s national anthem. Within seconds several hundred people who had been waiting quietly on the underground platform stood at attention and sang. I stopped observing. I sang too. And then I cried tears of joy... This was Kyiv! No one ever sang the national anthem spontaneously here! That night, I addressed my Ukrainian Diaspora friends through Facebook with the following message: 

Please be patient! Ukraine is in the midst of a very real and very significant social revolution. This revolution for many Ukrainians involves a new conceptualization of their values and identities. This is a painful process that needs to occur through collective action, introspection, and without external intervention.

Later, Kyiv Post deputy editor Katya Gorchinskaya pointed out that when one came to the city-center regularly, one could not help but notice a gradual, but perceptible change in discourse, in symbols, in peoples’ attitudes and actions towards each other. Katya (a Russian-speaker) famously called this process the “birth of a nation:”

This is about a nation being born. Mutilated by years of misrule, impoverished by looting, it emerges slowly from the ruin. This process is massive, and we don't know how well this birth is going to go. But it's happening now and here, in Kyiv, and it's both painful and awesome. The only place to truly feel the pain and grandeur of this national awakening is to stand there right on Maidan.1

Although Kyiv’s Independence Square was the focal point of Ukrainians’ sudden realization of their nationhood, the wave of spontaneous displays of patriotism that swept the country during the Maidan protests and in subsequent months was not limited to the capital. During the heady months of 2014 the entire country turned blue and yellow—literally—with the national colors hung on what seemed like every building. Ribbons and flags were mounted on cars. Children painted the railings of bridges in their towns and villages in blue and yellow. Cars had tridents, embroidery, and the national colors decaled on their hoods and trunks. Hundreds of millions of hryvnia were collected through crowd-funding efforts to pay for clothing, food, and equipment for the front, and each dispatch was accompanied by a flag, and by patriotic cards hand-made by school children. Although many of the volunteer battalions adopted symbols that some observers found objectionable (e.g. the Azov battalion’s neo-Nazi Wolfsangel, and the Right Sector’s adoption of the red and black flag used during WWII by the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists—OUN), the ethnic origins of the fighters, and their language preferences, represented a relatively typical cross-section of Ukrainian society.2 These people (men and women) came to the front to defend their country against a foreign invader—Russia—and there was no doubt that the vast majority of their fellow citizens supported them, and honored their valor.3

In this chapter we examine the “national” dimension of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity. Many external observers interpreted the symbolism and discourse of the protests, and the frequent displays of patriotism in response to what was widely perceived as unwarranted Russian aggression, as symptomatic of Ukraine’s “radicalization” (and even a turn towards “fascism”).4 For Ukrainians however, their adoption of symbols and slogans conceived by other freedom fighters from their past were not a reflection of “nationalism”, but rather of “patriotism”. Whatever the label, the idea of Ukraine mobilized millions to engage in collective action and sacrifice. Many of those who did so, prior to the Maidan protests and the Russian invasions, had never previously given their identity serious thought.

Birth of a nation

Throughout the country’s post-Soviet history, Ukraine was said to be inherently divided between a Russian-speaking east centered in Donetsk, and a Ukrainian-speaking west centered in Lviv.5 Given regional ethno-linguistic cleavages (reflected in electoral preferences—see Chapter 2), and supposed differences in identity, the vast majority of political analyses began with a presentation of the country as a union of two solitudes: nation-building policies were to be its “glue”.6 However, as eminent historian Yaroslav Hrytsak pointed out, the division of Ukraine between east and west, with Lviv and Donetsk representing polar opposites, was a heuristic simplification that grossly misinterpreted Ukraine’s realities. This dichotomous Ukraine never really existed. In his words, “there are other regions that defy this dichotomy. Instead of the theory of “two Ukraines”, I would suggest the metaphor of “twenty-two Ukraines” as a more accurate way of describing the Ukrainian cultural and political map.”7

What became clear in the aftermath of Russia’s invasions of Crimea and the Donbas was that in Ukraine, diversity does not necessarily entail division.8 Contrary to historiographic myths propagated by Russian nationalist ideologues,9 according to which the territory of Ukraine was actually inhabited by two ethnically and historically distinct peoples (Galician-Volynians in the west, and Russians in the east), by the end of 2014 it had become patently obvious that Ukrainians were one people, and proud of it. Internal differences between the country’s regions turned out to be comparable to those in evidence in any large European country. After-all, a Bavarian speaking his/her local dialect will not be understood by a resident of Hamburg, but no one in Germany would seriously suggest that the north and south are somehow artificially joined by historical circumstance. The foundational glue of their “imagined community”10 includes agreement on national symbols, values, history, and a common feeling of belonging to a bounded citizenry. This agreement does not negate allegiance and identification with one’s region or hometown (or to a transnational identity e.g. “Europe”), but particularly in times of stress, it is their nation that 21st century Europeans identify with.

In the Ukrainian case, this feeling of belonging to a distinctly national community was amplified by the Maidan protests, and by Russia’s invasions thereafter. In the table below, poll results from the summer of 2013 (before the start of Euromaidan) and those of the summer of 2014 (after Yanukovych’s ouster) are compared. When asked “Who do you consider yourself in the first place?”, the majority of respondents in both surveys answered, “A citizen of Ukraine”. However, in the wake of the Maidan protests and the annexation of Crimea by Russia, the proportion choosing this option grew dramatically: from 50.4% to 64.6% nationally:

 




	Region11


	West


	Center


	South 
(not incl. Crimea)


	East


	Donbas


	National average





	Self-identification


	2013


	2014


	2013


	2014


	2013


	2014


	2013


	2014


	2013


	2014


	2013


	2014





	Resident of the village or town I live in


	27.7%


	14.5%


	27.9%


	14.4%


	32.0%


	25.1%


	33.6%


	13.8%


	28.6%


	16.0%


	28.7%


	16.1%





	Resident of the region (oblast or group of oblasts) I live in


	6.6%


	6.7%


	5.6%


	2.7%


	2.1%


	5.1%


	7.4%


	5.1%


	14.8%


	22.6%


	7.9%


	8.0%





	Citizen of Ukraine


	55.9%


	70.1%


	56.3%


	75.7%


	41.4%


	59.5%


	48.1%


	66,7%


	41.7%


	37.0%


	50.7%


	64.6%





	Representative of my ethnic group, nation


	3.2%


	3.2%


	2.4%


	1.9%


	3.9%


	1.0%


	0.9%


	3.2%


	0.3%


	0.0%


	2.0%


	2.1%





	Citizen of the former USSR


	1.4%


	0.3%


	3.7%


	2.7%


	10.5%


	5.6%


	6.8%


	8.6%


	11.7%


	19.3%


	6.6%


	5.5%





	Citizen of Europe


	2.3%


	3.2%


	1.2%


	0.5%


	1.1%


	0.5%


	1.2%


	0.8%


	0.3%


	1.1%


	1.2%


	1.1%





	Citizen of the world


	2.6%


	1.4%


	2.1%


	1.1%


	2.8%


	3.1%


	1.8%


	1.7%


	1.8%


	3.3%


	2.4%


	2.1%





	Other


	0.3%


	0.5%


	0.9%


	1.0%


	1.1%


	0.0%


	0.0%


	0.0%


	0.7%


	0.5%


	0.6%


	0.5%






 

Table 3:	Poll results of responses to the question “Who do you consider yourself to be in the first place?” Surveys taken 27 June – 28 July 2013 and 10-29 July 2014. N = 1800 in each survey. Margin of error = 3%12

 

Besides the obvious and striking increase throughout Ukraine (except in the Donbas) in the number of respondents identifying themselves firstly as Citizens of Ukraine (an indicator of increased national pride), the data also show a decline in regional and local city/town self-identification (again—except in the Donbas).13 With respect to the Donbas, the data shows a dramatic rise in the number of respondents in this region identifying themselves as “Citizens of the former USSR”, and of those answering “Resident of the region I live in.” Given that the 2014 data are from one of the last polls taken before access to areas not controlled by the Ukrainian government became restricted, the rise in regional solidarity, and the increased identification of Donbas respondents with their Soviet past, are both significant indicators of local distinctiveness. We shall return to a discussion of the specificities of the Donbas identity later in this chapter. 

On a national level, the data indicate that the Maidan protests and their immediate aftermath (i.e. Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the first months of war) produced a new conceptualization of the identities of large numbers of Ukrainians throughout the country. This was a deeply personal process that involved introspection, participation in collective action, and sudden revelations as to the core of one’s identity. It entailed individual and voluntary entry into a community of like others, much larger in scope than one’s town or village or region. Rather than being taught or implanted by elites (as had been recommended by policy-analysts throughout the post-Soviet period), nation-building seems to have occurred organically from the bottom-up. Alternatively, one could argue that years of elite-led nation-building (i.e. “soft” Ukrainianization policies in education, media, official communications) finally bore fruit in 2014. Whatever the causal path, the phenomenon of identity introspection was suddenly evident in a very large number of people.

Often, the conscious decision to be Ukrainian involved a decision to speak Ukrainian. For example, on 22 December 2013, one month after the start of the Maidan protests, Sonya Koshkina, a respected Russian-speaking Kyiv journalist posted the following to her Facebook page (in Ukrainian): “More and more, I feel an internal need to speak Ukrainian. I stress—an internal need. I guess this is my own personal revolution. P.S. (continued in Russian): I haven’t crossed the line yet, but I’m getting close.” During the three years that followed this post, this author’s observations suggest that the number of Ukrainian speakers in Kyiv increased dramatically. 

On the other hand, although speaking Ukrainian in the capital may have become trendy, language use in other regions changed minimally. Three years after the Maidan protests, the Razumkov Center asked a national sample of Ukrainians what language they spoke at home: 55% of respondents said Ukrainian, and 41% said Russian (1%—“other” and 3% refused to answer).14 This compared with 52% vs. 45% in an analogous survey in 2011. If one views language as an identity marker, then a 3-4% change nationally indicates minimal identity shift. However, when asked what language they considered their “native language” (“mother tongue”), the number of respondents answering “Ukrainian” rose in 2016 to 69% from 61% in 2011, and the number of respondents answering “Russian” declined from 36% in 2011 to 27% in 2016. In other words, more Ukrainian citizens identified Ukrainian as being their native language (a significant shift of 8-9%), while relatively fewer changed their daily linguistic practices. This reflects the dual function of language: on the one hand it is a means of communication, and in this dimension, Ukrainians seemed pragmatic (or lazy) with Russian remaining the language of everyday use for many (particularly in the eastern and southern regions), as it had been for many for decades. On the other hand, language is a marker of identity, and in this dimension significantly more Ukrainians in 2016 than 5 years earlier indicated (truthfully or otherwise) that Ukrainian was their native language.

Identity (r)evolution

Sonya Koshkina’s “personal revolution” (cited above) reflected this shift in linguistic identity: she almost switched to Ukrainian in her daily interactions, and for her this near-change already represented a fundamental identity shift. For Sonya, feeling Ukrainian did not necessarily entail speaking Ukrainian in everyday interactions, but it did involve a public declaration of linguistic allegiance as part of her personal identity revolution. Reflecting upon his own personal revolution, President Poroshenko’s first Chief of Staff, Borys Lozhkin (a Russophone native of Kharkiv), wrote the following in his memoires: 

If, prior to November 2013 someone had asked me “Who are you?”, most likely, I would have answered “a manager.” In March 2014, the airplane on which I was returning from a business trip landed at Boryspil (Kyiv’s international airport). I was suddenly struck by everything I had reflected upon and felt during the previous winter, and something inside clicked. I felt myself Ukrainian. I can say for myself: Ukrainian identity is not something given once and for all. It’s a process that was ongoing (in me) during the past decades, at first unnoticeably, and then suddenly it accelerated.15

During what seems like a previous lifetime, in January 1991, I travelled to the eastern Ukrainian (Soviet) city of Dnipropetrovsk from Canada as an exchange student. During the six months that I studied history there, I enjoyed playing a linguistic game with the locals: while walking along the main street (Karl Marx Prospekt) of this industrial city of just under one million inhabitants, I would stop random pedestrians to ask the time—in Ukrainian. In 9 out of 10 cases the reaction would be shock, and less than half would actually understand my question. At the time, Dnipropetrovsk was a city whose primarily ethnic Ukrainian population had become thoroughly russified. During the March 1991 all-Soviet referendum on renewal of the USSR, over 80% of the city’s population voted in favor of preserving the Soviet Union as a “renewed federation” (82% at Dnipropetrovsk University where I studied). Six months later, these same voters cast their ballots in huge numbers in support for Ukraine’s declaration of independence, but few really identified with the Ukrainian nation—theirs was primarily a vote against the USSR, rather than for an independent Ukraine. For many years after 1991, the blue and yellow flag continued to be considered mildly subversive and the trident was largely a foreign symbol in this heavily industrialized region that had been the birthplace of Brezhnev, and the home of the USSR’s largest rocket factory.

Fast forward one generation. On 1 June 2014 I watched a news report about an officer from Dnipropetrovsk who had volunteered to serve in the Anti-Terrorist Operation in the Donbas. He had been wounded and was brought home for surgery and convalescence. His friends and comrades sent out a call for blood donors through social media. Within a few hours several hundred volunteers showed up, and the hospital’s blood donor clinic was overwhelmed. The people in line spoke Ukrainian (loudly and proudly though with frequent errors in pronunciation and grammar); they sang the national anthem; they wore t-shirts with the trident, and many wrapped themselves in blue and yellow flags. 

During subsequent months, the city of Dnipropetrovsk (officially renamed Dnipro in 2016 as part of Ukraine’s “decommunization” policy)16 became the de facto linchpin of Ukraine’s defense against Putin’s plans for the creation of Novorossiya. Although the role of Ihor Kolomoisky in turning this city into a fortress and central supply point for the front should not be underestimated, without support from the local population, Ukraine’s third richest oligarch, and primary owner of the “Pryvat” financial industrial group would not have been successful in realizing his personal grudge against Putin.17 Ukraine’s eastern industrial hub continued its role as the central logistical center for the war effort well after Kolomoisky left the governorship in 2015. Furthermore, the city’s Mechnikov hospital—and its Russian speaking Head Doctor, Dr. Sergey Rizhenko18—became staples of the national news throughout the war in the Donbas: whenever heavy shelling led to casualties, seriously wounded soldiers were evacuated there by helicopter for complex surgery. The doctors seemed to perform miracles.

Several observers have mused that Putin is to be thanked for making Ukrainians outside the Donbas and Crimea realize their nationhood,19 but the process began well before Russia’s (stealth and then overt) invasion. During the Maidan protests many activists reported having experienced a kind of identity reset: reflection, and purposeful decision-making as to their own definitions of ”I”. This process was in many ways spiritual (or felt as such), particularly in moments when newly identified “I”s found others (MANY others) who had just experienced the same introspective process. 

Independentism

Ironically, Ukraine’s identity revolution began as a declaration of unity with the European Union—a political project that was specifically designed to downplay what had been the tremendously destructive consequences of 20th century versions of nationalism on the continent. However, as argued in the final part of this chapter, the territorial, inclusive and present-focused version of Ukrainians’ identity construct that emerged from the Maidan protests and subsequent defensive mobilization of volunteers, had very little in common with past European versions of ethno-linguistic (primordial) nationalism, and even less with the early 21st century pan-European political identity project of the EU. The territorial identity spawned by the Maidan protests and the experience of war was surprisingly inclusive of multiple languages and ethnicities. It was also non-etatist—often explicitly rejecting the state as a central institution of the nation. Independence was valued (expressed in the phrase “sovereignty and territorial integrity”), but not necessarily its instantiation in political structures.

Ukrainians’ attitudes towards their country’s independence has not always been unequivocal.20 The Kyiv International Institute of Sociology first conducted a poll in 1991, on the eve of the referendum that led to the dissolution of the USSR, asking respondents as to their voting intentions (these data largely predicted the official results). The poll was repeated with the same question in 2006, 2011, and 2016.21 
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Figure 5:	Poll results showing support for Ukrainian independence. Comparative data for polls taken in 1991, 2006, 2011, 2016 by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (N=2040). Respondents were asked “If the referendum on Ukraine’s independence were held today, how would you vote?”22

As shown in the graph above, whereas the number of advocates of independence clearly waned fifteen and twenty years after Ukraine’s separation from the USSR, by 2016 support for national self-determination had returned to 1991 levels throughout the country—most notably in the Russian-speaking regions of the east and south. In the wake of the Maidan protests and Russia’s invasion, Ukrainians seemed to have become convinced as to the righteousness of their founding choice twenty-five years earlier. As Steffen Halling and Susan Stewart of the German Institute for International and Security Affairs note:

Surveys show that the Ukrainian population’s emotional connection to the nation increased sharply in the course of 2014; one can certainly speak of an acceleration of the Ukrainian nation-building process. While pro-Ukrainian attitudes are more prevalent in the western, central and northern parts of the country than in the east and south, it should be noted that a majority of Ukrainians in all these areas identify with the Ukrainian state and support its independence. In fact, the strongest growth in pro-Ukrainian attitudes is found in the eastern parts of the country, where more than two thirds of the population now favor Ukrainian statehood. This underlines how regional differences have as a whole declined in importance in the course of the crisis, and that despite regional specifics Ukrainian society is today more united than before.23

Universally, observers of post-Maidan Ukraine noted a significant decline in previously manifest regional divisions and an upsurge of national patriotism. Variously manifest in linguistic identification, affinity to symbols, re-evaluation of historical figures, reappraisal of holidays, etc., this process of identity reorientation involved emotional soul-searching. Self-analysis of an individual’s definition of “I” was of necessity not an easy process. When this self-examination was followed by a realization that many others characterized themselves using the same (or very similar) interpretation of “I”, the result was the formation of a coalesced and very powerful “WE”. The depth of this personal revolution, and its uniqueness as a social phenomenon, needs further explanation.

Development of discourse

Identity is intimately linked to jargon. Terminology reflects cultural codes, mutually understood conceptual frames, communicative artefacts produced, exchanged, and understood by members of an in-group. When new terminology is created—rapidly, to keep up with fast-paced events—it is not inconceivable that a process of new identity creation is underway. When new terms are immediately understood and internalized by large numbers of people, a very special process of large-scale collective identity construction is in evidence. This is precisely what seems to have transpired in Ukraine during the Maidan protests and during the early months of the conflict with Russia.

Sociolinguist Nadia Trach likened the evolution of discourse around Maidan to a process approximating maturity: “By studying the language of protest we witness Ukrainian society transforming from that of rebellious post-Soviet teenager into an entity that is grown-up, civic.”24 The first signs of this evolution were observable at the very start of the protests when the prefix “Euro” was added to the familiar (after the 2004 Orange demonstrations) place-of-protest term “Maidan”.25 The author of this innovation remains unknown, but the result was the establishment of a global brand that encapsulated the essence of the demands of the early protesters, and simultaneously caught the attention of the international press as an intriguing yet simple name for a complex political phenomenon. For many of those protesting (particularly after 1 December 2014), “Euromaidan” did not necessarily connote a specific demand to sign the EU Association Agreement. The “Euro” prefix symbolized a set of (imagined) values—life according to set rules, recognition of personal dignity, freedom to travel, study etc. Coupled with “Maidan”, the resultant term encapsulated all of the place, the cause, the method, and the goal in a single identifier.26 

Eventually however, the prefix “Euro” disappeared from domestic discourse surrounding Maidan. EU leaders’ expressions of “deep concern” became the objects of ridicule, particularly when voiced in response to obvious aggression from Russia and/or loss of life. For example, a poster with the following words (in English) was initially shared on Facebook in late January as the first protester deaths were reported,27 and then was posted on the wall near the entrance to the main post office on Kyiv’s Independence Square:

Dear European Union and United States of America!

We no longer need your moral support. Act or fuck off!

With Eurolove from EuroUkraine

Domestication of Maidan (its decoupling from the “Euro” prefix) was not only the result of disillusion with the lack of tangible assistance from Ukraine’s western partners. It also reflected a positive tendency—evolution of the protest movement from one focused on a foreign policy document (effectively a free trade agreement) that was interpreted as carrying significant weight with respect to Ukraine’s “civilizational choice,” towards a primarily domestic movement engendering a distinctly Ukrainian struggle for self-identification, self-reliance, individual and collective dignity, and independent nationhood. In the words of the TaRuta folk-rock band “We were searching for Europe, but we found Ukraine.”28

Several wordplays around the term Maidan appeared during the early “Sich” period of the protests (see Chapter 3), as the relevance of the “Euro” prefix declined. For example, in December 2013 a group of activists led by Yulia Tychkivska (nee Kocherhan) and rapper Oleksandr Polozhynsky organized an information center under the catchphrase “Ne zlyy Maidan”—a triple-meaning allusion that translates in the descriptive form as “Not a bad Maidan”, in the instructive form as “Don’t anger Maidan”, and in the colloquial as “Don’t betray Maidan” (in colloquial use “zlyy” means “flush” and implies betrayal—a reference to the political opposition leaders whom many of the protesters feared were actually in cahoots with Yanukovych).29 In a testament to the national scale of Ukraine’s revolutionary movement, in late 2013, people began referring to the local protest camps established in regional centers as “Maidans”.30 At approximately the same time, “Maidan” first came to be used as a verb in the context of “Let’s maidan Yanukovych!” (“Pomaidanemo Yanukovycha!”), and demonstrators throughout the country came to identify themselves as “maidanivtsi” (adjectival noun), while their detractors called them “maidauny” (i.e. combined the term Maidan with Down—a reference to Down Syndrome). People caught up in the spirit of the protest movement became known as “maidanuti”, and those who volunteered for public service in the aftermath of Yanukovych’s ouster were said to be creating “internal Maidans” in their respective ministries. Universally, they were seen as carriers of “Maidan values” (tsinnosti Maidanu)—a term whose meaning varied over time, but initially and superficially meant valuing transparency, cooperation, idealism, patriotism, and service.

Unity of the nation was a central theme of the Maidan protests, and it became even more important during subsequent months when the threat of separatism loomed over many of the eastern and southern regions. The slogan “Yedyna Krayina—Yedinaya Strana” meaning “One country”, but written both in Ukrainian and in Russian, was broadcast in the top right corner of the screens of most Ukrainian television stations 24/7 throughout the summer of 2014. The burnt-out Trade Unions building on Kyiv’s Independence Square was draped in a massive banner with these words, and several flash-mobs on social media were organized whereby normally Russian-speakers would write posts exclusively in Ukrainian, and Ukrainianophones would write in Russian. 

A surprising source of solidarity and national pride was to be found among Ukraine’s football ultras, including fans of Donetsk Shakhtar, Luhansk Zorya, and Kharkiv Metalist. During the protests they popularized the chant: “Vid Luhanska do Karpat, fanat fanatu druh i brat!” (“From Luhansk to the Carpathians, one fan for another is friend and brother”). Their message was a call for unity—i.e. a solidification of the in-group. Kharkiv’s Metalist Ultras were later credited with authoring the “Putin khuylo!” (“Putin is a dickhead!”) chant and song in March 2014 which defined the out-group with little uncertainty.31 By the summer of 2014, the chant and associated song had gone viral on the internet, with Ukrainians around the world competing as to who could create the most creative rendition.32

The extraordinary social energy and collective creativity of 2014 (typical of revolutionary periods) resulted in terminology and discourse developing rapidly and in completely unpredictable ways. For example, whereas the greeting “Slava Ukrayini!” (“Glory to Ukraine!”) and the requisite answer “Heroyam Slava!” (“Glory to the Heroes!”) was once used only by marginal nationalist groups, during the Maidan, and especially in the context of the war with Russia, this greeting came to be adopted universally: pronounced at the end of President Poroshenko’s speeches, and voiced by both Lithuanian President Dalia Grybovskaite and EU Commission President Donald Tusk in their addresses to Ukrainians on the occasion of the EU’s granting them visa-free entry.33 In August 2018, Poroshenko announced that “Slava Ukrayini!” would become the official greeting of the Armed Forces of Ukraine.

Misread symbols

One of the key aspects of the Maidan protests were their “national-liberationist” character, and therefore not surprisingly, symbols and slogans from previous independentist Ukrainian social movements (some of which had a controversial history) were eagerly adopted by the demonstrators, and later by volunteers who mobilized to support the war effort against Russia. In some cases, the line between righteous protest and territorial defense on the one hand, and extremism and military adventurism on the other became blurred. On the streets of Kyiv, the demonstrators wanted a change of government; they wanted to unseat a despot.34 In the fields and trenches of the Donbas, the volunteer movement spawned by Russia’s aggression was motivated by a similar ethos. Willingness to sacrifice for the sake of one’s “nation” became the defining characteristic of both a Maidan revolutionary, and a Ukrainian volunteer defender.

But one might ask: why frame this patriotic ethos in nationalist rhetoric? Why fly red and black flags, and display portraits of WW2-era OUN leader Stepan Bandera—a figure who had been portrayed in Soviet historiography as an enemy of the Ukrainian socialist state, and was therefore divisive? One answer might involve reference to the OUN of the 1930’s as one of the few organizations in recent history that propounded an independent Ukrainian state; the UPA (Ukrainian Insurgent Army) that the OUN spawned, fought both the Nazi and Soviet armies in equal measure (a fact that was downplayed by Soviet historians, generating a negative image of the insurgency in the central and eastern regions of the country). Although the details of particular military operations conducted by the OUN-UPA are highly controversial,35 given the revolutionary situation of 2014 and thereafter, objective analysis of historical facts was completely irrelevant to the protesters on Maidan, and doubly so for most of the volunteers who took up arms to defend Ukraine’s territorial integrity. For them Bandera and the OUN-UPA simply represented symbols of Ukrainian independentist struggle and were therefore a useful anchor for their own efforts.

However, this adoption of symbols from the past (their modernization) by the Maidan protesters, and later by volunteers mobilizing resources for Ukraine’s territorial defense, caused significant controversy. Western journalists arriving in Kyiv in late 2013 or early 2014—parachuted into a country they knew little about—would inevitably ask: is this a revolution, a rebellion, a sit-in, or a radical-right inspired conspiracy? The last characterization was clearly the “juicy story” most hoped to find, but many (i.e. those who bothered to objectively examine implanted stereotypes) were disappointed.36 The first Euromaidan demonstrations were sparked by a Facebook post authored by Mustafa Nayem—an ethnic Pashtun journalist born in Kabul Afghanistan, who moved to Kyiv in his youth. The first tragic deaths on Hrushevskoho St. in January 2014 were of Serhiy Nigoyan, an ethnic Armenian who enjoyed reciting poetry by Shevchenko,37 and of Mykhailo Zhysnevskiy, a Belarusian. Given these facts, any descriptions of the Maidan protests or of the subsequent war in the Donbas as clashes between ethno-linguistic identities were obviously false. Nevertheless, the portrayal of Ukraine’s revolution as a “fascist coup” proved highly pervasive and sustained. In the words of journalist and commentator Oksana Forostyna “This approach is shallow but comforting: identity conflicts can be transferred to the domain of irrationality, which means we do not need to treat these tribes somewhere beyond the EU borders as comprehensible or driven by rational narratives.”38 Simplification does not require nuance. The fact that many of the Maidan activists and most of the volunteers who went to fight in the Donbas were Russian speakers (not ethno-linguistic Ukrainian nationalists) can be glanced over as a fact that adds superfluous complexity and can therefore be omitted from the presented narrative. 

The above should not be interpreted as a claim that right-wing nationalism was not a factor in Ukraine’s revolution. Certainly, supporters of the right-wing “Svoboda” party (led by Oleh Tiahnybok) were active in the Maidan protests, and nationalists/patriots (what one calls them depends on one’s political preferences) were among those who condoned the use of violence against the Yanukovych regime. Indeed, the role of Pravyi sektor (the Right Sector led by Dmytro Yarosh) as an initiator of violence on 19 January 2014 on European Square, and then their role as autonomous combatants during the war in the Donbas is well documented. Notably however, candidates fielded by both groups gained a combined 6.5% of the popular vote in the October 2014 Parliamentary elections. Right-wing nationalism clearly did not enjoy national voter support, whereas the Maidan protests and the volunteer efforts aimed at defending the country, did. 

On Maidan, and in the trenches of the Donbas, nationalist rhetoric and symbolism became the ‘semiotic glue’ for an imagined community formed and located in the present—not in the past. The protesters adopted the red and black of the OUN-UPA because it was a flag of resistance: after-all, Yanukovych, as President of Ukraine, used the traditional colors of the Ukrainian nation (blue and yellow), and so a different identifier was required.39 The fact that the colors of the OUN-UPA were chosen as a symbol of bonding on Maidan was probably initiated by those right-wing nationalists (“Svoboda” and/or Pravyi sektor) present among the protesters who understood the flag’s historical significance, but for the majority, the ideology of integral nationalism that had led to the creation of these symbols, was foreign. To claim that the Maidan or the volunteer battalions created in response to Russia’s aggression in 2014 represented radical nationalist phenomena is equivalent to claiming that the images of American Presidents printed on US currency represent an acceptance by Americans of slavery—after-all, almost every one of these men, at one time, was a slave owner. A more nuanced approach would suggest that in the process of becoming “canonized”, historical figures’ factual biographies often become irrelevant to the nation that has adopted them as symbols. This is precisely what occurred in Ukraine during the Maidan: although the historical symbols of the OUN-UPA may have been introduced into public discourse by representatives of nationalist groups, as the transformation of these symbols into present-focused “semiotic glue” proceeded, followers of an exclusively ethnic conception of the Ukrainian nation became sidelined from public discourse.

Donbas and the southeast

Ukraine is a large country—the largest nation-state wholly within Europe. Not surprisingly, its regions differ. Unfortunately, these regional differences have rarely been the object of careful academic study40—a fact that has resulted in proliferated stereotype and misconception. As noted previously, one of the most tragic errors committed by analysts of Ukraine (and it would seem also by the Kremlin since Putin’s proclaimed support for an imaginary “Novorossiya” was based on this error), was to equate choice of language for everyday interaction with identity and geopolitical preference. The portrayal of Ukraine as divided between two poles—one centered in Ukrainian-speaking Lviv, and the other in Russian-speaking Donetsk—represented an extreme case of oversimplification.41 According to this stereotype, the south-central (e.g. Dnipropetrovsk), southern (e.g. Odesa and/or Mykolayiv), and eastern (e.g. Kharkiv) regions were portrayed as more moderate versions of the Donbas: whereas the electorates of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts voted almost unanimously for the pro-Soviet Communist Party in the 1990’s and thereafter for the pro-Russian Party of Regions, the other regions of the southeast displayed more plurality in political preferences, but nevertheless supported “orange” (pro-European national-democratic) forces only marginally. The reason for greater plurality in voting patterns outside of the Donbas (so it was believed) was that everyday use of Russian in these southeastern regions was not as all-embracing as in Donetsk and (especially southern) Luhansk oblasts. Given the highly significant statistical correlation between voting preference and language use,42 Russian-speakers (a majority throughout the southeast, though not uniformly distributed) were deemed less loyal to Ukraine. This stereotype held until 2014. 

In the wake of the Maidan protests it became clear that although Ukraine’s largely Russian-speaking south-central industrial heartland (centered in the cities of Dnipropetrovsk and Zaporizhzhia), and the southern agricultural region (Kirovohrad, Mykolayiv and Kherson oblasts) predominantly voted for Yanukovych in 2004 and 2010, and for the Party of Regions in multiple parliamentary elections (including 2012), their electorates’ geopolitical preferences were not pro-Russian. Whereas in Donetsk and Luhansk (and certainly in Crimea), anti-western and anti-Kyiv sentiment was relatively widespread, this was not the case (at least not to the same extent) in other southeastern oblasts. When prompted by circumstances to choose their geopolitical orientation in 2014, most residents of Ukraine’s southeast chose loyalty to the post-Maidan Kyiv government over Putin.

This geopolitical choice was not taken lightly. It was the result of an identity revolution that swept the region in early 2014—one in which the image of the freedom-loving Cossack warrior proved an exceptionally strong identity marker for residents of Ukraine’s southeast. To many this groundswell of historically rooted patriotism was surprising because throughout the post-Soviet period, the Cossack identity myth had been largely ignored in the discourse of memory politics. To emotionally rouse their bases, Ukraine’s politicians had often appealed to differing interpretations of recent history (especially WWII), but the Cossacks were generally left out of these debates: Ukraine’s steppe warriors were deemed archaic, outmoded, and/or quaint, but uncontroversial. Whereas anti-nationalist rhetoric (propagated by the Communists and Party of Regions) was fostered in the Donbas by local elites, and an anti-Soviet narrative was cultivated in western Ukraine (not least by far-right groups such as “Svoboda”), the memory politics of the south-central and southern regions were more ambiguous. Their identity seemed to be rooted in an uncontentious, uniquely Ukrainian, narrative of the Zaporozhzhian Cossacks that was neither politicized, nor actively verbalized. In the geographical Cossack heartland, the response to existential threat seemed almost genetically programmed. Residents of Dnipropetrovsk, Kirovohrad and Mykolayiv, may have been ambivalent as to who should be considered a hero in World War II,43 but their regional identity—powered by the Cossack mythomoteur—left no room for ambiguity as to what should be done when their territory came under attack: of the approximately 90 volunteer battalions organized throughout Ukraine in April-June 2014, seven originated in Dnipropetrovsk; Mykolayiv was home to the 79th Airborne Brigade (sent into action in the Donbas in July 2014), and later became home for the Ukrainian Marines (36th Naval Infantry Brigade); Kirovohrad had been the base for Ukraine’s special operations training center, and also organized three volunteer battalions in mid-2014.44 

In Kharkiv and Odesa the populations’ choices were equivocal. Attempts to foster separatism in these cities failed, but for different reasons than in the Cossack heartland regions of Dnipropetrovsk and/or Mykolayiv oblasts. The cities of Kharkiv and Odesa both have weak identity associations with Cossack history; their urban populations are largely descendants of Russian-speaking immigrants who settled in the agrarian Cossack region during the 200 years that preceded the formation of the USSR. In both cases, the urban centers are surrounded by Ukrainian-speaking villages and towns, and so language in these regions traditionally reflects rural/urban tension. However, during the Maidan protests, activist counter-elites emerged within the urban populations of both cities: in 2014, the traditionally passive Russophone working-class majority of Kharkiv was confronted by a suddenly active Ukraine-focused intellectual minority whose identity harkened back to the 1920’s literary revival of the city (the informal leader of the Kharkiv Maidan was the Ukrainian writer Serhiy Zhadan); in Odesa, a similar ambivalence of identity was rooted in the city’s history and image as a center of Ukraine’s Jewish community—an image that ceased to reflect reality by the end of the 1990’s due to mass emigration to Israel, but nevertheless left an indelible mark on the city’s residents’ self-perceptions. The existential threat to Ukraine, manifest in the violence in Kyiv, and then in the covert invasion of Crimea by Russia, resulted in the rise of pro-Ukrainian proto-elites in both Kharkiv and Odesa. They challenged these cities’ established pro-Russian identity constructs, debunking the stereotype according to which Ukraine’s predominantly Russian-speaking southeast universally leaned towards Moscow. 

As a result, the Novorossiya project failed: the urban elites of Kharkiv and Odesa rejected the uncertainties of separatism, whereas throughout the rest of Ukraine’s south-east, large majorities asserted their Cossack heritage to justify their distinctly Ukrainian identity. In the end, these supposedly pro-Russian regions spawned a new phenomenon: the Russian-speaking Ukrainian patriot. In the words of political scientist Volodymyr Kulyk, the Revolution of Dignity changed the geography of identity politics in Ukraine:

(T)he main dividing line has shifted eastwards and now lies between the Donbas and the adjacent east-southern regions. Residents of the latter have acquired a stronger and more anti-Russian Ukrainian identity, while in the former people increasingly prioritize the attachment to their region or particular localities, coupled with a political and/or cultural orientation towards Russia. For a decade after the Orange Revolution, Ukrainian society was characterized by the uneasy coexistence of two roughly equal territorial ‘halves’ with their respective divergent identities and policy preferences. Now the bulk of the population seems to agree on the salience of national identity and main elements of its content, including a pro-Western foreign policy…45

Asserting an eastward shift in Ukraine’s regional identity divide (though accurate) does not explain why such a shift occurred. Although it is now clear that anti-Maidan (and later pro-Russian) activism throughout eastern and southern Ukraine was instigated, financed, and organized by Russian agents in the region (see Chapters 5 and 6), clandestine operatives would not have been successful in their efforts to sow unrest in the Donbas (and certainly Putin’s “little green men” would not have been successful in taking control of Crimea) if some level of support for separatism and/or joining Russia were not forthcoming from the local population. Whereas the situation in Crimea is understandable—a majority of the peninsula’s population was ethnically Russian; over 20 thousand Russian troops (and their families) were permanently stationed there; pro-Russian political parties had operated openly and gained some support (although minor) throughout the previous two decades—the sources of support for separatism in the Donbas were not immediately obvious. What made the people of the Donbas different from those of other regions of Ukraine’s southeast? Why did the wave of patriotism that swept through all of mainland Ukraine in the wake of Putin’s annexation of Crimea, not affect the Donbas in the same way? Although it is now clear that the “referenda” that supposedly legitimized the formation of the breakaway “Luhansk People’s Republic” and “Donetsk People’s Republic” were shams, why in mid-2014, did some local leaders (including police and SBU officers, mayors, city councilors) in the Donbas overtly betray the Kyiv government whereas their counterparts in Dnipropetrovsk, Zaporizhzhia, Mykolayiv and Kharkiv did not? 

One possible answer refers to the differing historical roots of the various regions of Ukraine’s south-east. Whereas the populations of the south-eastern oblasts outside the Donbas identified with an independentist Cossack past, this identity myth was not natural for the easternmost coal-mining region which had been settled much later (primarily in the late 19th and early 20th centuries). Several researchers of Ukraine’s Donbas have concluded that the region’s unique history as a frontier that attracted migrant “freedom-seekers and fortune hunters”46 from all corners of the Russian Empire and (later) the USSR, generated a unique local culture characterized by insularity, mistrust of outsiders, and tolerance of crime. As politically incorrect as this hypothesis may sound, the Donbas identity seems to have differed from that of even its closest regional neighbors. According to one study of the coal basin’s culture, “…spending time in prison (was seen as) an opportunity to enrich one’s personal experience, especially in one’s youth… (I)n the Donbass, serving a prison sentence is considered the equivalent of serving in the military.”47 The region’s dependence on coal mining generated a strictly hierarchical culture whose representatives were characterized by “tough styles of behavior, respect for force, high value of labor culture, and a focus on issues of material well-being.”48

A negative image of Kyiv had been fostered for years in the local Donbas media by elites who stripped legacy Soviet-era assets while blaming wage arrears and underinvestment on the central government.49 Asset stripping reached epic proportions under the Yanukovych regime, and not surprisingly, after the change of government in Kyiv, many local officials feared prosecution. In 2014, mayors in towns like Slovyansk, Kramatorsk, Horlivka in Donetsk oblast actually led attacks against their own buildings. They feared prosecution by the revolutionary Kyiv government if local Yanukovych-era crimes were uncovered; feared losing access to income streams resulting from criminal/corrupt rent-extraction schemes. In Dnipropetrovsk, Mykolayiv, Odesa and Kharkiv corrupt elites (including former Party of Regions appointees) sided with the post-Yanukovych pro-Maidan government—likely not because they feared prosecution for corruption any less, but rather because they believed immunity deals and/or continued access to income streams could be negotiated more readily with Kyiv than with Moscow. In Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts, faced with the choice between loyalty to a pro-European post-Yanukovych government that promised rules-based administration (and possible prosecution), and the prospect of anarchic self-rule and banditry in nominally independent “people’s republics”, local elites in the Donbas chose the latter.50 A significant portion of the population supported them—though not all. Tragically, within several months after the proclamation of the “DNR” and “LNR”, anarchy resulted in a mass exodus of those Donetsk and Luhansk residents who had supported unity with Ukraine.51 The de-populated and unrecognized “republics” of the Donbas came to be ruled by multiple criminal gangs supported (but not fully controlled) by the Kremlin.52

Russia’s annexation of Crimea, and the events that led to the partial occupation of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts, resulted in Ukraine losing approximately 7% of its territory. Identity conflict—stoked by Russian agents but supported by a small (compact) minority of pro-Russian citizens of Ukraine—was the root cause of this loss. However, had the previously accepted narrative, according to which Russian-speaking southeastern Ukrainians were said to crave closer ties with the Russian Federation been valid, the territorial loss would have been much greater.53 To the surprise of many, Ukrainians in the country’s southeast declared themselves Ukrainian: contrary to the Soviet-inspired myth of “brotherly peoples”,54 they avowed their difference from Russia. Their declared identity was neither linguistic, nor ethnic, nor (as seen below) “civic”.

A newfound patriotism

Classical studies of the phenomenon of national identity (e.g. by Benedict Anderson, Anthony Smith, Ernest Gellner, etc.) suggest that nationalism evolved in Europe in one of two ways. In western Europe, pride in one’s country developed according to an institutional (“civic”) model whose nucleus was the state and its institutions (e.g. monarch, parliament, president, constitution, etc.). An alternative form of nationalism is said to have developed in Germany and in stateless Eastern European countries: a primordial identity based on a myth of common ethnic ancestry, focused on language, history, custom, etc. The brand of patriotism developed by Ukrainians during the Revolution of Dignity seems to fit neither conception. Although the Cossack mythomoteur was strong, this choice of historical myth was more based on a unifying territorial identification, than on an acceptance of a specific historiographic narrative. Plural and inclusive (i.e. in-group identification based neither on language, nor ethnic origin), Ukrainians’ national pride seemed far removed from the ethno-nationalist ideology that spawned fascism and Nazism in the 20th century. On the other hand, the institutions of the state, which are said to form the core around which “western” national identities coalesced were almost universally weak in Ukraine. 

Ukrainians are notorious for their consistently low levels of trust in government institutions.55 Since independence, multiple polling agencies have repeatedly asked respondents whether they trust their government, Parliament, President, political parties, judges, police, army, security services, etc.56 Despite short periods during which more respondents answered positively than negatively (usually immediately after elections) the balance of Ukrainians’ trust in their state institutions has consistently been in deficit.57 The army was a notable exception (trust levels rose dramatically in 2014 and thereafter), but when asked whether they trust the Armed Forces command, respondents’ answers inevitably switched to “no”. During the post-Maidan period, the only social institutions that consistently elicited trust were volunteers, the Church (denomination unspecified), and non-governmental organizations. Under such conditions, to claim that a “civic” form of national identity had formed during the Maidan protests and subsequent Russian invasions, would clearly be an overstatement.58 Conversely, intense patriotism was in evidence throughout Ukraine during the post-Maidan years of defensive war with Russia, and the expression of such patriotism was not limited to Ukrainian-speakers, nor to ethnic Ukrainians. This was not an ethno-linguistic (“primordial”) identity either. Indeed, discourse focused on “Ukrainian” as an ethno-linguistic category was patently rejected. The historical or political bases for this newfound Ukrainian identity were not immediately obvious. 

The most striking aspect of Ukrainians’ identity revolution was their refusal to ground identity in history. The discursive shift was logical and unifying: the wars of the past were controversial; the war of the present was clear-cut: Russia had attacked; Ukraine needed to be defended. During 4 years of hostilities spanning 2014-2018, almost 11 thousand Ukrainians lost their lives to the war—over 3,000 of these were servicemen killed defending their homeland. Throughout Ukraine, the dead were honored by passers-by kneeling on the street when military funeral processions passed. An additional 12 thousand Armed Forces personnel were wounded in battles with an aggressive enemy, and over 1.8 million citizens of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts were internally displaced and resettled in other regions of Ukraine. These individuals (ever-present in the population—see Preface), and the graves of the sons, husbands, and fathers who paid the ultimate price defending Ukraine, generated a powerful foundation for common identity: even if it had not existed consensually in the past, it materialized and hardened quickly in the present. This shift to a present-focused identity represented a major—revolutionary—outcome of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity.

A present-focused identity required a clear break with the past. In April 2015, the Verkhovna Rada adopted a package of laws mandating the removal of all remnants of communist rule from public places (i.e. Lenin statues and Soviet-era symbolism). The legislation also made the promotion of communist and fascist ideologies illegal, required the renaming of streets, villages, towns and cities with Soviet-era toponymics, and (controversially) equated the status of veterans of the World War II OUN-UPA nationalist movement to that of Red Army veterans. Public criticism of organizations and individuals who struggled for the cause of Ukrainian independence was declared “derision” and “humiliation of the Ukrainian people’s dignity”, and therefore illegal (the law did not specify punishment for infraction). Propaganda of both communism and national socialism (including displays of relevant symbolism) was outlawed.

The passage of this package of laws aroused opposition from scholars (both Ukrainian and foreign), concerned that its provisions would threaten objective historical research.59 Later, the Polish Foreign minister sensationally declared that his country would veto any eventual EU accession request from Ukraine so long as Ukrainians continued to officially venerate the war-time leader Bandera.60 Poland objected to the glorification of the OUN-UPA in particular, because this group had been accused of war crimes against Polish troops and civilians in the Volyn region in 1944.61 Despite such high-level protests however, the implementation of the de-communization laws did not result in significant domestic resistance: in 2016 Dnipropetrovsk was renamed Dnipro; Kirovohrad became Kropyvnitsky; the names of 30 other urban centers and 955 villages were changed either by local-level decisions or by Parliament. A total of 1320 Lenin statues throughout Ukraine were dismantled in 2014-16.62 Additionally, 1069 other Soviet-era monuments were torn down, and 51 493 streets were renamed. The de-communization initiative received some criticism from skeptics who questioned whether the expense of changing signs throughout the country was justified, but overall, Ukrainians welcomed the changes; some even enthusiastically. A nationally representative survey conducted in November 2016 found 48% of respondents supporting de-communization, 36% opposed, and 16% undecided.63 

Ukraine’s removal of Soviet-era monuments and renaming of toponymics contrasted sharply with the memory politics propagated by the “administrations” of the occupied territories of the Donbas and Crimea. Having fallen under the cultural umbrella of the Russian Federation, where Soviet heritage (including the persona of Stalin) was venerated, there, glorification of “Victory in the Great Patriotic War” was pompous and sacrosanct.64 On the other hand, the Holodomor (Stalin’s artificial famine), the one consensual 20th century identity anchor that Ukrainians universally commemorated—a tragedy that had decimated no less than 20% of the populations of the southeastern regions in 1932-33—was rejected by the Donetsk and Luhansk “republics”. The contrasting commemorative contexts represented visible and tangible identity choices: whereas Russia and the occupied territories idolized the region’s Soviet heritage (celebrating military victory, glory, and past grandeur), Ukrainians honored those who died innocently and tragically because of that Soviet legacy. 

But the Holodomor did not form the core of Ukrainians’ identity narrative after the Maidan,65 nor did any other event or period in history. Given the controversial nature of Ukraine’s historical narrative and of its varied linguistic tradition, and in the absence of trusted state institutions as points of cohesion, Ukrainians’ spontaneous expressions of patriotism—a natural reaction when faced with existential threat—seemed to focus on the “institution” of territory, and its present need for defense. The map became one of the most publicly proliferated patriotic symbols to emerge from the early period of war with Russia: after 2014, displaying a map of Ukraine that included both the Donbas and in Crimea became an act of public defiance. The territory represented by the map was understood to be sacred. It was a place of birth and life (hence skepticism towards Ukrainians born and/or living abroad). It was life-giving (hence derision towards the term “terytoriya”, and its replacement with “zemlya” meaning “earth”). The slogan “Zemlya Dobra” (Land of Good) seemed to unite all Ukrainians, and although its meaning seemed banal to outsiders, it was this concept that both epitomized Ukraine for its citizens and united them in the cause of its defense. The contours of the country’s internationally recognized borders were displayed prominently at state-sponsored events, on billboards, in schools, on company marketing materials, even on birthday and Christmas greeting cards. Companies who dared to display a map with Crimea shown as part of Russia, or missing from Ukraine, were vilified and their products boycotted.66 Performances of artists who travelled to the occupied peninsula were boycotted throughout 2014-2018.67 Russian products disappeared from Ukrainian store shelves because consumers refused to buy them. Russian retailers were largely pushed out.68 Tolerance and inclusiveness remained mainstays of everyday interaction among Ukrainians, but a demand for recognition of dignity—particularly with respect to territorial integrity, as defined in the here-and-now, rather than in a mythical past—formed the core of the emergent national identity.69

For the citizens of a country forced into a defensive war, the symbolism of the map represented more than a geographic rendition of borders. The map symbolized “unity”—a discursive term that had represented a cliched dream in the past, became a very real declaration of political identity in the present. Given that such unity had never been experienced in Ukraine’s post-Soviet history, its emergence—the “birth” of the Ukrainian nation—was truly revolutionary.

 

===

 

As noted in Chapter 7, revolutions are not events. Rather, they are processes that seem to conform to a somewhat uniform lifecycle, identified by Crane Brinton as involving revolt, rule of moderates, terror, and then thermidor. However, this schema is unidimensional: to follow the standard lifecycle, the revolution should be primarily about a single broad-based issue (e.g. the idea of “freedom” as suggested by Arendt,70 or rectifying socio-structural disfunction caused by competition between social groups as suggested by Skocpol).71 If Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity had been primarily an identity struggle led by “monist nationalists” (as suggested by Sakwa),72 or indeed a “nationalist coup” followed by a domestic reaction to it by Crimean and Donbas separatists (as suggested by pro-Kremlin analysts), then applying a “lifecycle of revolutions” paradigm to its analysis one would foreshadow the likely appearance of a nationalist strongman on Ukraine’s political scene several years after the ouster of Yanukovych. No such nationalist leader emerged, but facts on the ground suggest that at time of writing, Ukraine was undergoing a rapid open-ended transformation that was affecting more than just identity: the country’s fundamental social structures were transforming. The latter (broadly termed) “class” aspect of the Revolution of Dignity, and its protagonists, will be examined next.
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Chapter 9:
A Bourgeois Revolution

As outlined in the previous chapter, the phenomenon of mass patriotism on Maidan, and its near total manifestation throughout the country during the early years of the Russian-Ukrainian war that followed the protests, reflected a key national dimension of Ukraine’s revolution. Its result was the constitution of an inclusive, multi-lingual and multi-ethnic “political” nation whose members strongly identified with patriotic symbols and a set territory deemed inviolable. However, Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity cannot be fully understood solely through the lens of nation-building (although without this lens, it cannot be understood at all). In addition to being a moment of national self-determination, the Maidan also spawned fundamental change in the country’s political, economic and social structures. It was this dimension that made the protests, and the subsequent mobilization of resources for Ukraine’s defense and domestic reform, unique phenomena in the country’s post-Soviet history—different from previous social upheavals (e.g. the “Orange” protests),1 and significant not only for the establishment of new forms of solidarity, but also for the institution of new governance structures and the foundations of a new economy. At time of writing (more than four years into the defensive war with Russia), Ukraine’s domestic reset was far from complete: although significant aspects of the country’s socio-economic and political structures had already been transformed, and substantial elite circulation had occurred, considerable work still needed to be done to complete the revolutionary agenda of Maidan.

New actors entered Ukraine’s political class after the ouster of Yanukovych, effecting a fundamental transformation of the country’s social and economic systems. As described further in this chapter, this new proto-elite came from Ukraine’s urban private sector; they entered politics suddenly (often unexpectedly for themselves). Before the Maidan protests they had worked as managers, entrepreneurs, programmers, journalists, and university professors—members of Ukraine’s nascent (and mostly unrecognized) “creative class.”2 Their socio-economic program was distinctly liberal—approximating what one might term “bourgeois”3—emphasizing self-reliance, entrepreneurship, civic activism, rational rule-based relations with the state, and valuing merit over ascription or connections. In the economic sphere, Maidan activists (generally younger than those who entered government) embarked on the creation of new entrepreneurial ventures, in sectors that had previously remained dwarfed by Ukraine’s neo-feudal financial-industrial (oligarchic) groups. The result was a fundamental (truly revolutionary) transformation of Ukraine’s socio-economic and political structures. 

“Bourgeois” and “liberal”

According to the argument presented here, an important aspect of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity was its “bourgeois” character. This choice of terminology requires some explanation. After-all in socio-economic terms many of those who slept in tents in Kyiv’s city center during the winter months of 2013-14 could more accurately be called Ukraine’s underclass—not bourgeois at all.4 Our choice of designation stems from two demarcations of the term “bourgeois”.5 Firstly, Maidan activists (i.e. organizers, leading demonstrators, providers of material support) were almost exclusively urban dwellers (the term “bourgeois” is derived from the German “burger”). Although up to one third of Ukraine’s population resides in rural areas, and an additional third live in settlements with populations under 50,000 (Ukraine has over 400 such towns where lifestyles are often more rural than urban in practice), representatives of this non-urban majority were generally not involved in the initial protests.6 Even when “Maidans” erupted in multiple oblast centers (large cities), protest camps in rayon centers were exceptionally rare. Maidan (and anti-Maidan) was a distinctly large city (oblast center) social phenomenon—a fact that is likely to have long-lasting political aftereffects (see “New cleavages” below). During the post-protest phase of the Revolution of Dignity, volunteer soldiers and mobilized servicemen were drawn from all regions of Ukraine, and indeed many village and small-town residents were among the first to volunteer for military service. However, the grassroots organizational support network that fed, clothed, and armed the troops developed almost exclusively in large cities. Similarly, IDP aid and resettlement generally occurred in large urban centers.7

Secondly, the characterization of the Maidan as a “bourgeois” revolution refers to the professional backgrounds and values of its activists. The values that the Maidan (as a collective actor) stood for, and the economic and political reforms that its activists lobbied in the wake of the collapse of the Yanukovych regime approximated those generally associated with the bourgeoisie: self-reliance, innovation, limited government, entrepreneurial freedom, and meritocracy. These values represented the core beliefs of Ukraine’s entrepreneurs, managers, artists, young academics, journalists, etc. who made up the majority of early Maidan protesters.8 Paradoxically, they differed significantly from those of the Ukrainian majority. In the words of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy sociologists Sviatnenko and Vinogradov, who compared the results of a survey of Maidan activists taken in early December 2013 with representative data from Ukraine and several EU countries:

The average Ukrainian and average protester on Maidan are situated on different ends of a trend line. That is why we are speaking about some sort of value or paradigm shift: compared to (the rest of) Ukraine, the Euromaidan (survey data) shows a “value shift,” where instead of conservatism and dependence on state, the dominant value orientations are Universalism and Benevolence… a Euromaidaner, similar to a typical resident of Denmark, Finland, Germany, Sweden, Netherlands, and Belgium, can be characterized with high demand for openness to changes…The protester on Maidan is also characterized by a high degree of independence and non-conformism, courage to take responsibility, appetite for risk; (s)he is not in need of defense by the state, strongly expresses the need for novelty, creativity, freedom, and seeks fun and pleasure.9

As the protests dragged on in Kyiv, carriers of these “bourgeois” values (the capital’s self-employed, entrepreneurs, and company managers) encouraged their subordinates to take leave of their jobs to demonstrate on Independence Square during working hours, and it was this bourgeoisie that financed much of the supply effort for the Maidan camp. It was this bourgeoisie that formed the heart of the AutoMaidan—a very effective “cavalry” force of protesters who would drive their midrange and upscale passenger vehicles to picket the homes of regime representatives. After Yanukovych’s flight, it was this bourgeoisie that financed the volunteer battalions and rejuvenated Armed Forces whose (often rural and/or working class) soldiers defended Ukraine in the face of Russian aggression. And it was members of this bourgeoisie who triumphantly entered the corridors of power after the climax of the Maidan protests. 

In January 2016, the Head of President Poroshenko’s Administration Boris Lozhkin (a former businessman who had never held political office before the Maidan protests) published a book entitled “Fourth Republic” in which he presented Ukraine’s brief period of independence during World War One as the country’s first “republic”, existence in a state of limited autonomy within the USSR as the second, the post-Soviet Ukrainian state (1991-2014) as the third. He argued that Maidan represented the birth of a new state—the fourth republic. In his book Lozhkin muses much like a social scientist: “When new rules are introduced and institutionalized, they are followed by practices, from which grow new traditions and new values.”10 He then continues: 

(These) new rules should ensure freedom of self-actualization for the active minority—entrepreneurs, managers, civic activists, creative professionals. They should ensure conditions under which no one will be able to take away the fruits of your efforts, forbid you from expressing your opinion—whether it be through mass action, or through a newspaper article, or through representation in politics. In this case, by guaranteeing the rights of the minority of the population (understandably, not everyone is ready to actualize their creative potential), the political system acts in the interests of the relative majority. If the hands of the active minority will be untied, we will have new jobs and growth of welfare for all other members of society.11

The Maidan protests launched a process of socio-economic transformation that was (and continues to be) sufficiently fundamental to the social fabric of Ukraine to warrant being labelled “revolutionary”—a transition from one “republic” to another. Furthermore, as demonstrated by the quoted passage from one of the prominent proponents of this new “republic”, the revolutionaries put forth an ideology. Their political program emphasized freedom, self-reliance, and self-actualization—values that were antithetical to the neo-patrimonialism of Ukraine’s oligarchic system.12

Notably, this ideology contradicted not only the paternalist ethic of the ancien regime (seen previously as all encompassing), but also clashed with the prevailing ideology of continental Europe (i.e. the “social market”). During the months immediately following Yanukovych’s ouster, I met informally with Pavlo Sheremeta, the interim government’s Minister of Economic Development.13 In his words, the IMF functionaries who arrived in Kyiv in early 2014 to arrange bridge financing for the new government were shocked: in their history of dealings with developing countries, they had never encountered a government whose ministers were “more liberal than the IMF!” The term “liberal” in this context could well have been replaced with “libertarian” because the intent was to communicate a desire for drastically limiting the regulatory powers of the state. According to Ukraine’s initial post-Maidan reformers, it was regulation that had historically led to massive corruption and had hindered the development of entrepreneurial ventures that were now to become the main drivers of the country’s economy—a belief also reflected in the quote from Lozhkin’s book cited above. When, in November 2014, investment bankers Natalia Jaresko (Finance Minister) and Aivaras Abramavicus (Economic Development Minister) took control of the economic bloc of the executive, the radical anti-etatist rhetoric of the initial post-Yanukovych government was toned down (likely for the sake of pleasing IMF advisors), but skepticism of the ability of the state to ensure social equity and economic growth remained widespread among Maidan activists.

Notably, the liberalism (libertarianism) of Ukraine’s new “bourgeois” elite also represented a shift from materialism to idealism. Interviews with young firm founders whose start-ups appeared in 2014 or later14 suggest that the intentions of most could be captured by the classical Schumpeterian characterization of the entrepreneur as motivated by “the dream and the will to found a private kingdom.”15 In other words, whereas accumulation of material possessions seems to have been the primary measure of success of pre-Maidan business owners (as reflected in the opulent lifestyle of Yanukovych-era political and business elites), in the wake of the protests and economic upheaval caused by Russia’s aggression, a new generation of idealistic (self-actualization oriented) start-ups appeared. And the values shift seems not to have been limited to those choosing entrepreneurial careers: individuals entering politics in 2014 also seemed to exhibit an idealistic mindset characteristic of their time and generation. For this new political elite, the decision to participate in government meant drastic income reduction. Having volunteered their time and effort, they propagated a liberal reform agenda founded on self-actualization and meritocracy because these were the foundational planks of their ideology.

Elite renewal

Revolutionary social transformations typically lead to sudden entry of new actors into a country’s political elite. The Ukrainian case was no different: the first post-Yanukovych government included several ministers who had no previous political experience. Two came from academia: Education Minister Serhiy Kvit was previously President of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy; Pavlo Sheremeta, appointed Minister of Economic Development and Trade, was previously President of the Kyiv School of Economics. Three were heroes of the Maidan protests: Sports Minister Dmytro Bulatov had been kidnapped and badly beaten in January 2014 in apparent retaliation for his role as organizer of the AutoMaidan; Culture Minister Yevhen Nishchuk, an actor in Kyiv’s Ivan Franko National Theatre, was the “voice of Maidan”, speaking from the stage during the viche meetings, and at the height of the sniper massacres; Health Minister Oleh Musiy was one of the organizers of the Maidan First Aid Service. Several others were political appointees hailing either from Prime Minister Yatseniuk’s Batkivshchyna party (e.g. Justice Minister Pavlo Petrenko, Social Policy Minister Liudmyla Denysova, and Interior Minister Arsen Avakov), or from “Svoboda” (e.g. Acting Defense Minister Ihor Tenyukh and Acting Prosecutor General Oleh Makhnitsky). Additionally, two non-aligned professionals were coopted into the first post-Yanukovych government: Andriy Deshchytsia (a career diplomat) was appointed Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Oleksandr Shlapak (a banker) was picked for Finance Minister.16

After the October 2014 Parliamentary elections, several new faces joined the Cabinet. Most prominently, three non-citizens were granted citizenship in order to allow for their appointment to ministerial positions: Natalia Jaresko, a Diaspora Ukrainian from Chicago who had lived in Ukraine for over 20 years having managed a large investment fund, was appointed Finance Minister; Aivaras Abromavicus, a Lithuanian investment banker and long-time Kyiv resident, was appointed Minister of Economic Development and Trade; Oleksandr Kvitashvili, the former Georgian Minister of Health was appointed to Ukraine’s Health Ministry. Three other Georgians were granted Ukrainian citizenship and appointed to positions in the law enforcement sector: Khatia Dekanoidze was appointed Chief of the new Ukrainian National Police; Eka Zguladze was asked to serve as First Deputy Minister of Internal Affairs; former Deputy Chief Prosecutor of Georgia David Sakvaralidze was appointed to an analogous post in Ukraine.17 Also appointed were two men with no previous political experience, but considered to have strong reform credentials: Oleksiy Pavlenko, a former manager of a large Ukrainian agricultural concern, and former director of Ukraine’s largest appliance retailer, was tapped for the Agriculture Ministry, and Andriy Pyvovarsky, another former corporate top-manager was appointed Minister of Infrastructure (Transportation and Communications). Former Kyiv-Mohyla Academy political science professor Rostyslav Pavlenko and former Microsoft Ukraine Managing Director Dmytro Shymkiv were appointed Deputy Heads of the Presidential Administration by Poroshenko. 

The table below shows the backgrounds, birthdates and portfolios of a sample of the new post-Yanukovych political elite of Ukraine.

 




	Name


	Pre-political background


	Year of birth


	Role in government





	Mustafa Nayyem


	Ukrayinska Pravda journalist


	1981


	MP Poroshenko Bloc

Founder of “Euro-optimists”





	Serhiy Leshchenko


	Ukrayinska Pravda journalist


	1980


	MP Poroshenko Bloc

Anti-corruption campaigner





	Ihor Lutsenko


	Journalist; Kyiv city anti-corruption activist


	1978


	MP Batkivshchyna





	Tetiana Chornovol


	Journalist


	1979


	MP Narodnyi Front





	Hanna Hopko


	Anti-tobacco; Anti-corruption NGO activist


	1982


	MP Samopomich (excluded 2015)

Chair of Foreign Affairs Committee





	Svitlana Zalishchuk


	Press Secretary of First Deputy PM; NGO activist


	1982


	MP Poroshenko Bloc

Co-Chair Democratic Alliance Party





	Inna Sovsun


	University lecturer, NGO founder


	1984


	First Deputy Minister of Education until August 2016





	Natalia Sevostianova


	University lecturer, Parliamentary assistant


	1986


	First Deputy Minister of Justice





	Viktoria Ptashnyk


	Lawyer


	1983


	MP Samopomich (excluded 2015)

Co-Chair Democratic Alliance Party





	Alyona Shkrum


	Lawyer


	1988


	MP Batkivshchyna





	Rostyslav Pavlenko


	University lecturer, political analyst


	1976


	Deputy Head of Presidential Administration





	Dmytro Shymkiv


	Managing Director of Microsoft Ukraine


	1975


	Deputy Head of Presidential Administration





	Aivaras Abromavicus


	Co-founder East Capital Investment Fund


	1976


	Minister of Economic Development and Trade—Dec 2014 to Apr 2016





	Valeria Hontareva


	Founder of ICU Holdings Investment Fund


	1964


	Head of the National Bank of Ukraine until May 2018





	Natalia Jaresko


	Founder of Horizon Capital and Western NIS Investment Funds


	1965


	Minister of Finance—Dec 2014 to Apr 2016





	Oleksiy Pavlenko


	Former Director of Rayz Agro-holding; Founder of Pharus Asset Management Investment Fund


	1977


	Minister of Agriculture—Dec 2014 to Apr 2016





	Max Nefyodov


	Former VP of Dragon Capital, Managing Director of Icon Private Equity Fund


	1984


	Deputy Minister of Economic Development





	Oksana Markarova


	Founder of ITT Investments


	1970


	Deputy Minister of Finance, Acting Minister of Finance from June 2018





	Oleksandr Starodubtsev


	Founder and Managing Director of “Otkrytiye” brokerage


	1979


	Director of the Department of Public Procurement at the Ministry of the Economy (“Prozorro”) until Sept 2017





	Andriy Pyvovarsky


	Former head of investment banking at Dragon Capital; CEO of Continuum Group


	1978


	Minister of Infrastructure—Dec 2014 to Apr 2016






Table 4:	Backgrounds and roles of new post-Yanukovych elite members

During the political reset of 2014 (Presidential and Parliamentary elections) three distinct channels of elite recruitment emerged. Firstly, well-known opposition journalists and NGO activists were coopted into political party candidate lists (likely as vote boosters), and then became prominent in the Rada (several were eventually excluded from the factions whose lists they were elected on).18 Specifically, in this category, one can identify Mustafa Nayyem and Serhiy Leshchenko (both former investigative journalists of the Ukrayinska Pravda website) included on the Poroshenko Bloc list, Ihor Lutsenko (a Kyiv-city activist and journalist) who was included on the “Batkivshchyna” list, and Tetiana Chornovol, elected on the People’s Front list. All joined the “Euro-optimists” inter-factional parliamentary group in February 2015.

A second path to post-Maidan political prominence involved activism in Ukraine’s NGO sector prior to 2013-14, and then vocal support for the Maidan protests once they developed. For example, Hanna Hopko, who was later to become Chair of the Parliamentary Committee for Foreign Affairs, gained prominence during the Yanukovych era as an anti-tobacco lobbyist and NGO anti-corruption crusader. She cooperated in her lobbying efforts with Lesya Orobets19—a vocal opposition MP in the 2012-2014 Parliament, and post-Maidan challenger for the Kyiv mayoral seat in May 2014.20 Lesya was forced to quit politics for health reasons in late 2014, but during her tenure in Parliament, she was able to catapult several young activists to prominence, including Hopko and Vitaliy Shabunin—the head of Ukraine’s Anti-Corruption Action Center watchdog NGO, and Dmytro Sherembey—Chair of the Patients of Ukraine NGO. Similar informal patronage was provided by Oleh Rybachuk—former Chief of Staff to President Yushchenko, and founder of the “Chesno” (Honest) NGO network which advocated transparency for politicians. After the Maidan protests, Rybachuk’s former press secretary Svitlana Zalishchuk became a prominent MP and co-leader of the Democratic Alliance Party. Similar close association with a pre-Maidan prominent opinion-leader was in evidence in the naming of Inna Sovsun, a former Kyiv-Mohyla Academy lecturer and founder of the CEDOS think tank, as First Deputy by Education Minister Serhiy Kvit, and in the appointment of First Deputy Justice Minister Natalia Sevostianova—a young lecturer from Odesa Law Academy and former Assistant to Crimean Tatar leader Mustafa Dzhemilev.

The third source of recruitment for Ukraine’s post-Yanukovych elite was the country’s nascent western-oriented investment banking community. Although this recruitment mechanism was least publicized, its incumbents can be thanked for implementing some of Ukraine’s most difficult (though controversial) economic reforms. Three prominent members of this group included Natalia Jaresko—co-founder of Western NIS and Horizon Capital investment funds and later Finance Minister; Aivaras Abramavicus—co-owner of East Capital Investment Fund and later Minister of Economic Development and Trade; and Valeria Hontareva—founder of ICU Holdings Investment Fund, and later Head of the National Bank. Also prominent were Max Nefyodov, Deputy Minister of Economic Development, and Oleksandr Starodubtsev, Director of the Department of Public Procurement at the Ministry of the Economy. Together, the latter two organized the award-winning “Prozorro” procurement system (one of Ukraine’s most successful post-2014 reform projects)21 which reportedly saved the state coffers over 24 billion UAH during the first two years after its launch in 2015.22 Both the flamboyant Nefyodov and the reserved Starodubtsev worked in Ukraine’s equity investment sector, and were colleagues at Dragon Capital23—the country’s largest investment bank, involved in 1/3 of all equity investments—for several years prior to the Maidan. Infrastructure Minister Andriy Pivovarsky also worked at Dragon Capital for 7 years prior to his appointment to government in late 2014, while Deputy Finance Minister Oksana Markarova founded ITT Investments, a partner in several equity deals with Dragon Capital.

Whether the recruitment drive initiated by Presidential Administration Head Boris Lozhkin specifically targeted individuals with investment banking backgrounds for cooption into government is unknown. In late 2014, Poroshenko asked Lozhkin to enlist the services of several western recruitment firms, and then to personally oversee the selection process for key ministries.24 As a former business owner,25 the Head of the Presidential Administration would logically have preferred others who possessed professional managerial skills, but the choice of individuals with experience specifically in the financial sector (rather than in manufacturing and/or IT services) is notable. The post-Maidan government needed a financial rescue package from western donors (e.g. IMF, World Bank, EBRD, etc.), and was mandated to accelerate the implementation of the Association Agreement and DCFTA with the EU. This agenda required leadership positions to be occupied by individuals who had experience cooperating with western financial institutions and were themselves integrated into western business structures and networks. Such individuals represented a minority within Ukraine’s business community prior to Maidan. Interestingly, these investment bankers’ vision of Ukraine’s economic development was less liberal than that of many domestic activists (including, it would seem, Lozhkin—the man ultimately responsible for their recruitment).

“Flexians”

In early 2016, once the fundamentals of the IMF stabilization program had been implemented,26 and following a series of accusations of high-level corruption,27 Prime Minister Yatseniuk was forced to resign. Jaresko, Abromavicus, Kvit, Pavlenko and Pyvovarsky lost their ministerial posts. Within several months, Lozhkin resigned from the Presidential Administration to head the National Investment Council, and several deputy ministers and high-level civil service functionaries resigned their posts as well (e.g. Dekanoidze, Zguladze, Sakvaralidze, Sovsun, Starodubtsev). Maidan activists who had been elected to Parliament remained in office, but with few colleagues able to implement reforms through high-level positions in the executive branch, a degree of depression consumed many. 

Frustrations were vented during a semi-private event in Kyiv in November 2016 called “Reforms F*ck-up Night” where those who had recently resigned, reflected on their post-Maidan government experiences. They lamented the legacy elite’s lack of political will for radical reform, and blamed the bureaucracy for stifling efforts to implement change.28 In the words of Vlad Rashkovan (a former banker and university lecturer from Odesa who was appointed Deputy Governor of the National Bank in 2014): “when we entered government, we found the reform capacity of the various executive administrations and ministries to be close to nil.”29 Yanukovych-era government employees were trained to execute orders, but never to think or recommend action independently. As a result, the activists found few internal allies in the civil service. The idealistic maximalism with which they had entered government was dashed.

The Hroysman government which succeeded the cabinet of Yatseniuk in April 2016 included few flamboyant reformers. Most were career politicians who either had served as opposition MP’s or had worked as civil servants during the Yanukovych period. The exception was Ulana Suprun—acting Minister of Health—an American doctor of Ukrainian descent who had come to the Maidan protests to volunteer, and then organized the “Patriot Defense” combat medical training initiative (providing first aid kits and training to military personnel), once hostilities in the Donbas started. Except for Suprun, the Hroysman coalition government was staffed with Ministers who were political appointees representing either the Poroshenko Bloc or the People’s Front in Parliament. Yet despite low expectations, these ministers were able to achieve multiple policy breakthroughs including in the areas of education, health care, road construction, and decentralization (anti-corruption initiatives and judicial reform remained bogged down largely due to stalling from the Presidential Administration).30 

The Hroysman government reform initiatives were often driven from behind the scenes by “advisors”—individuals who rarely claimed political limelight but were able to drive change through a relatively placid bureaucracy. Valerii Pekar, a former businessman who founded the “Nova Krayina” (New Country) NGO and served as advisor to PM Hroysman on civil service reform, presents a good example of such a behind-the-scenes player. Taras Kozak and Dmytro Sherembey, advisors to the Finance and Health Ministers respectively, were also able to use their NGO leverage to push through policy changes. This author was able to contribute to the reform of the system of educating and granting PhD’s as a member of the National Erasmus+ Higher Education Reform Experts (HERE) Team, and Advisor to Ministers Kvit and Hrynevych.31 

The role of such advisors as change agents seemed to approximate that of the “Flexian” described (critically) by Janine Wedel in her book The Shadow Elite: 

The mover and shaker who serves at one and the same time as business consultant, think-tanker, TV pundit and government adviser glides in and around the organizations that enlist his services… Such individuals are in these organizations (some of the time anyway), but they are seldom of them.32

Wedel’s “flexians” are ultra-nimble players who move seamlessly among roles in the public and private sectors and academia/NGO’s. Their level of influence on policy suggests questions as to their accountability, and their interaction in close-knit networks arouses suspicion among those who are not part of their in-group. However, “flexians” are not lobbyists. They are volunteer policy advisors with regular access to in-post decision-makers. Rather than relying on bureaucracy, they use the structures of government to their advantage, and skillfully access media to “sell” their ideological message. Their affiliation with academic and/or NGO institutions legitimizes their programs, and thus serves to grease changes in organizations where status quo is the norm.

One can criticize the “flexian” phenomenon for its lack of transparency (as Wedel does), but faced with a despondent electorate, and the global rise of populism, the pragmatism of instituting reform from the shadows can well be understood. Furthermore, it would seem that in the early 21st century, a transformation of the traditional stratified social and political arrangements typical of the industrial era has been ongoing throughout western civilization. As Moses Naim has astutely pointed out, the “end of power” (the title of his book) seems to be a worldwide tendency manifest in many corporate, political, and social structures. Specifically, one can see a diminution of lasting authority emanating from hierarchical position or office, and its replacement by “influence”.33 In Ukraine this transformation became particularly evident after the Maidan protests due to the revolutionary atmosphere permeating the country; it seemed to reflect broader civilizational trends (e.g. horizontalization, popularization of self-reliant activism and de-institutionalization—see Chapter 10). In this context the appearance of “flexians” as the new movers and shakers within Ukraine’s political structures is not surprising, but nevertheless interesting.

But the agenda of Maidan called for more than just a change of faces within elite circles. Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity was to bring about a shift in the organizational norms of society: from hierarchy to heterarchy; from large business to small; from industrial production to post-industrial services; from state-capture and asset-stripping to rules-based institution-building. The practices of previously dominant oligarch-controlled financial-industrial groups of Ukraine—organized strictly hierarchically and operating internally according to a tiered culture where formal rank often trumped expertise in decision-making—were to be replaced by the more horizontal cultures and structures of IT and service sector companies where teamwork and familial structures were preferred. At time of writing, transformation in this direction had commenced, but it remained an open question how long the revolutionary changes spawned by the Maidan (i.e. a complete reconstitution of the organizational practices of Ukrainian society) would take.34 

If one limits analysis to the state apparatus, there is little doubt that in the wake of the violence on Maidan which culminated in Yanukovych’s departure, authority structures throughout Ukraine self-dismantled. The revolutionaries—whether originating from the Maidan, or from the opposition parties, and whether formally in-post, or acting as behind-the-scenes “flexians”—universally called for the establishment of a rules-based meritocracy whose structure was much “flatter” (heterarchical rather than hierarchical) than the de facto ascriptive status pyramid of post-Soviet industrial society. Revolutionary change required the institutionalization of new rules and practices—i.e. to a dismantling of the clientelist relations that defined the “habitus” of the ancien regime. But first, the incumbents of that regime needed to be removed. 

De-oligarchization

During the Yanukovych Presidency, seven identifiable groups were represented within the parliamentary faction of the Party of Regions (187 MP’s), and each had delegated representatives to the executive branch. The following table identifies the key members of these “oligarchic” groups, and their fate after Yanukovych’s ouster.

 




	


	Oligarchic group during Yanukovych regime


	Post-Yanukovych 





	1


	Firtash group

Nominally led by Serhiy Tihipko (owner of TAS Group—a financial-industrial conglomerate)

Forms base of support for Serhiy Liovochkin, Yanukovych’s Presidential Administration Head until January 2014

Yuriy Boyko, Deputy Prime Minister responsible for energy, represents Firtash interests in relations with Russia.


	- Tihipko: Presidential candidate in 2014, exits politics after receiving 5.2% of popular vote; owner of Universal Bank

- Boyko: Elected to Parliament in 2014 (immune from prosecution); leader of Opposition Bloc faction

- Liovochkin: Elected to Parliament in 2014 (immune from prosecution); member of Opposition Bloc faction





	2


	Akhmetov group

Led in Parliament by Yuriy Voropayev (lawyer originally from Makiyivka Donetsk oblast)

Represented in the Presidential Administration by First Deputy Head Irina Akimova (appointed on 17 January 2014 as the President’s representative in the Cabinet of Ministers)

Represented in Government by Deputy Prime Minister Oleksander Vilkul, Health Minister Raisa Bohatyriova, Economics Minister Prasolov, and Sports Minister Ravil Safiullin


	- Voropayev: Elected to Parliament in 2014 (immune from prosecution); member of Opposition Bloc faction

- Akimova: not politically active; living in Ukraine

- Vilkul: Elected to Parliament in 2014 (immune from prosecution); member of Opposition Bloc faction

- Bohatyriova: self-imposed exile in Russia; arrest warrant issued by Interpol 

- Safiullin: not politically active





	3


	Kliuyev group

Led in Parliament by Serhiy Kliuyev

Andriy Kliuyev Secretary of the National Security Council during the initial student beatings on 30.11.2013; appointed Head of the Presidential Administration in January 2014 

Andriy Portnov—legal counsel of the Presidential Administration; considered author of 16 January ”dictatorial” laws


	- Both Kliuyev brothers in exile in Russia; abandoned business holdings in Donbas, but not in Crimea; EU sanctions imposed in 2014; Interpol arrest warrants issued

- Serhiy Kliuyev was elected to Parliament in 2014, but stripped of his immunity in 2016; fled to Russia to avoid arrest

- Andriy Portnov—sanctioned by EU in 2014 (lifted in Oct 2015); wanted by Ukrainian prosecutors; self-imposed exile





	4


	Yanukovych group

Led by First Deputy Prime Minister Serhiy Arbuzov (appointed Acting PM in January 2014)

Justice Minister Lukash, Interior Minister Zakharchenko, Revenue Minister Klymenko, and Prosecutor General Viktor Pshonka were all considered loyal to the Yanukovych “family”.


	- Arbuzov, Lukash, Zakharchenko, Lebedev, Klymenko, and Pshonka, as well as Yanukovych and his two sons—all sanctioned by EU; all wanted by Ukrainian prosecutors; all in self-imposed exile in Russia; Viktor Yanukovych Jr. died in apparent automobile accident in 2016.





	5


	Ivaniushchenko group

Led by businessman and Party of Regions MP Yuriy Ivaniushchenko (nickname Yenakiyivsky)

represented in the Azarov government by Agriculture Minister Prysiazhniuk


	- Ivaniushchenko accused of financing and organizing “titushky” thugs in Kyiv; criminal cases against him closed in February 2017 after an out of court settlement.

- Prysiazhniuk wanted by Ukrainian prosecutors; in self-imposed exile in Russia 





	6


	Russian lobby

Publicly represented by MP Vadym Kolesnichenko—co-author of controversial 2012 Language Law; co-author of January 2014 “dictatorial laws”

Represented in Azarov government by Education Minister Dmytro Tabachnyk, Defense Minister Pavlo Lebedyev, SBU Head Oleksandr Yakimenko


	- Kolesnichenko moved to Sevastopol Crimea; in 2014 publicly declared that he is now a Russian citizen; ran for elected office in annexed Crimea—lost.

- Tabachnyk in self-imposed exile in Israel

- Lebedyev and Yakimenko in self-imposed exile in Russia; both were present at the Kremlin during Putin’s Crimean annexation ceremony





	7


	Luhansk group

Led by Party of Regions Parliamentary faction leader Oleksandr Yefremov

Represented in Azarov government by Social Services Minister Nataliya Korolevska


	- Yefremov jailed in 2015 for aiding and abetting separatism in Luhansk oblast (trial pending)

- Korolevska: Elected to Parliament in 2014 (immune from prosecution); member of Opposition Bloc faction






Table 5:	Party of Regions oligarchic groups pre- and post-Yanukovych

As shown in the above table, after the victory of the Maidan, all of the key representatives of the Russian lobby in the Party of Regions, and the majority of the Kliuyev, Ivaniushchenko and Yanukovych oligarchic groups, were forced to leave Ukraine for fear of prosecution; many were sanctioned by the EU and/or other western countries;35 several were elected to Parliament in October 2014 under the Opposition Bloc banner, and thus avoided prosecution (possibly temporarily). The more moderate groups within the former Party of Regions—i.e. those members of the Yanukovych-era political elite financially supported by Firtash and Akhmetov—fared better than hardliners. But all lost their previously influential positions in power.

Besides being politically sidelined, practically all of Ukraine’s formerly all-powerful “oligarch” businessmen lost significant wealth and economic influence in the wake of Yanukovych’s ouster. The value of the assets of Ukraine’s richest individual—Rinat Akhmetov—reportedly fell from a high of over 21 billion in 2012 to less than 4 billion during the first 2 years of war in the Donbas before rebounding in 2017 to 6.9 billion.36 Ihor Kolomoisky—considered Ukraine’s 3rd wealthiest oligarch together with his partner Hennadiy Boholiubov—saw the state nationalize his bank (PrivatBank), and then file suit in international courts seeking the arrest of 2.5 billion USD of his assets both in Ukraine and abroad.37 Another symbol of massive enrichment through access to the corridors of power—Dmytro Firtash, whose gas import business prospered under both Yushchenko and Yanukovych—was jailed in Vienna in anticipation of his extradition to the US (or Spain) on bribery charges.38 Similar fates awaited each of the economic mainstays of the Yanukovych regime: the Kliuyev brothers both fled from Ukrainian prosecutors to Russia, largely abandoning their business holdings in the Donbas; Serhiy Kurchenko—the young gas trader from Kharkiv who had been suspected of acting as a proxy-owner for the Yanukovych “family”—also fled to Russia; his bank accounts in the EU and Switzerland were frozen.39

The obvious (and most controversial) exception to the post-Yanukovych de-oligarchization trend was President Poroshenko, whose net worth was estimated to have topped 1 billion USD for the first time in 2017.40 Furthermore, after the victory of the Maidan some new oligarchs (e.g. Poroshenko ally Ihor Kononenko, and Yatseniuk ally Mykola Martynenko) emerged—in each case causing huge public outcry.41 However, their enrichment through access to state resources amounted to tens of millions of dollars rather than billions. Without belittling the problem of persistent corruption in Ukraine, claims that its levels after the ouster of Yanukovych approximated those of the previous regime,42 were outlandish.

In April 2017, assets and cash amounting to 1.5 billion USD allegedly belonging personally to Viktor Yanukovych were confiscated in Ukraine, and nationalized by court order.43 The total amount of wealth extracted by the former President and his closest confidants in the course of 2010-2013 remains unknown, but according to former opposition MP Senchenko, up to 3 billion USD in cash was loaded onto special trucks and driven out of the palatial Mezhyhirya mansion in December 2013.44 Oleh Makhnitsky, Ukraine’s acting Prosecutor General, appointed immediately after the ouster of Yanukovych, sensationally announced in April 2014 that the former President’s inner circle had been responsible for funneling up to 100 billion USD out of the country.45 While this number is likely an overstatement, it is difficult to find a business owner or top manager in Ukraine who did not experience extortion and/or polite demands to “contribute informally” to local government “funds” under the previous regime. It was understood that only a portion of the collected cash was used locally. The rest—estimates vary in the range of 20-50% of collected amounts—was delivered to Kyiv.

On 4 April 2014 the political talk show ShusterLive broadcast a 3 minute video tour of the main building of the Ministry of Revenue, the government agency created in late 2012 by amalgamating the Tax and Customs agencies.46 Minister Klymenko, a close confidant of Yanukovych, had overseen the construction of a closed area in the Ministry building which included a sauna, salt mine spa, private massage room, and boxing ring where no-rules fights were attended by top-level Ministry officials and members of the Yanukovych “family”. The closed area also included a “safe-room” with thick metal doors, transparent furniture, and sound proofing. Apparently, this room was used for secret negotiations with owners of large businesses regarding profit distribution, false tax reimbursement claims, and kickbacks from state contracts.

The mechanics of wealth extraction by the Yanukovych regime were a poorly guarded secret prior to the eruption of the Maidan protests. Although business owners and managers understood that the bribes they paid regularly to tax, fire safety, and countless other state agency inspectors (including traffic police) were “shared” upwards through the state bureaucracy, the scale of the amounts of cash, and the extent to which the machine of graft was efficiently managed by the regime was not public knowledge. In the wake of events in late February 2014 when the President’s formerly closed palatial residence in Mezhyhirya was suddenly opened to the public, it quickly became a symbol of the extent of the riches generated by the centralized “payments up” pyramid that the Yanukovych regime had constructed.47 And the structure of graft did not serve the President exclusively. When the home of one of his most loyal vassals, Prosecutor General Pshonka, was raided by Maidan activists, the gaudy opulence on display (including paintings of the home’s owner in the image of Caesar and Napoleon, Faberge eggs, golden chandeliers and candelabras) became an international sensation.48 When the post-Yanukovych government ordered police to raid the home of former Energy Minister Eduard Stavitsky, they found 42kg of gold bars, and $4.8 million US in cash.49 Two facts are striking in this case: firstly, Stavitsky had held his ministerial portfolios (Environment and Energy) from April 2012 until February 2014, so the discovered loot likely represented a personal accumulation requiring less than two years in high office; secondly, the former Minister did not flee Ukraine to Israel immediately after the climax of the Maidan protests (he left in early March), so the gold and cash discovered by police are likely to have represented only a small amount of his total booty—a stash that he had either forgotten, or was unable to take with him when running away.

Overthrowing the ancien regime

The composition of Ukraine’s political elites obviously changed with the overthrow of Yanukovych and the Party of Regions. However, as Cambridge sociologist David Lane pointed out after the Orange protests of 2004, replacement of elites is a necessary, but insufficient precondition for calling historical events such as Maidan and its aftermath, “revolutions”:

A maximalist definition of a social or political revolution requires major changes in the social and economic system consequent on the political transformation of the ruling elites by a new political class taking power… If the intentions of the insurgents are not subsequently realized in structural transformation, a political revolution cannot be said to have occurred. In this way we may distinguish a social/political revolution from a coup d’état consequent on public protest.50

The intentions of the Maidan revolutionaries were clear: they sought to replace the (post)Soviet system of corrupt neo-feudal clientelism that had been dominant in Ukraine after the USSR collapsed, with a “European” rules-based meritocracy. Yuriy Lutsenko51—a regular speaker on Maidan—said as much during the 1 December 2013 viche that gathered in Kyiv’s city-center immediately after the student beatings: “Today, here, the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic dies. This is its funeral!”52 Lutsenko’s words echoed the opinion of prominent intellectual Mykola Ryabchuk, who declared that after the collapse of the USSR, “the patrimonial nomenklatura system transformed (mutated) in Ukraine, into a patrimonial oligarchic one, but its patron-client, quasi-feudal essence did not change; the closed access regime, which makes impossible the development of a dynamic economy, effective government institutions and full-fledged civil society, did not change.”53 The intent of the Maidan revolutionaries was to finally effect this change.

In a process lasting over a decade, (beginning in the early 1990’s), the apparatus of the Ukrainian state—its security, licensing, revenue collection and wealth distribution functions—had been gradually captured by representatives of the former Soviet-era hierarchy (“Red Directors”) who allied themselves with “violent entrepreneurs”54 who made their fortunes immediately after the USSR’s collapse through racketeering and extortion (practices made possible by a weak state environment).55 In other words, representatives of the Soviet-era nomenklatura (particularly from the eastern industrial regions), allied with outright crooks and bandits, took advantage of the weakness of nascent post-Soviet Ukrainian state institutions to de facto become the state—hence the term “oligarchy.” The structures these “oligarchs” created were strictly hierarchical (“neo-patrimonial”)56 with state-embedded patrons offering protection and political advantages to clients (business owners) in exchange for loyalty and a share in profits.

In 2011, Russian academic Vladislav Inozemtsev described this oligarchic socio-economic and political system in Russia (which differed little from Ukraine at the time) as “neo-feudal”:

At every level of the hierarchy a certain degree of bribery and clientelist parochialism is not only tolerated but presupposed in exchange for unconditional loyalty and a part of the take for one’s superiors. The system is based on the economic freedom of its citizens (consumers have choice), but cautious political restrictions on these freedoms generate the wealth of the biggest beneficiaries. There is a cascade of floors and ceilings to the restrictions on freedom, so it is a feudalism with more levels than the old kind. But it works fundamentally the same way: The weak pay tribute “up”, and the strong provide protection “down.”57

The neo-feudal oligarchic “habitus” (a term coined by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to denote values and behavioral practices accepted as standard by a group or community) involved three characteristics. Firstly, an ethic and discourse of materialism: for owners and managers of companies that formed part of Ukraine’s financial-industrial groups, value was defined as the tangible output of business activities (i.e. production and/or construction); the universal measure of success was profit—no matter how begotten; the standard of personal worth was wealth—conspicuously demonstrated by one’s material possessions. Secondly, the focus of capital accumulation activities was the state: oligarchic businesses were generally former state enterprises (privatized through insider deals and/or raided)58 whose uncompetitive facilities required subsidies or guaranteed state contracts to operate; for the management of such companies, rent-seeking behavior was preferred to market competition. Thirdly, the structures of financial-industrial groups were strictly hierarchical and ascriptive rather than meritocratic; the primary criterion for appointments and upward mobility was personal loyalty, resulting in a territorial or regional dominance of personnel backgrounds.

During Ukraine’s first two decades of independence, the economic power of the “oligarchs” was achieved first through non-transparent privatization of former state assets, and then consolidated through corporate raiding.59 Eventually, individual “oligarchs” achieved monopoly status in their respective sectors, and sought to build both competitive barriers to outsiders (e.g. foreign investors), and to maximize profits from their enterprises by lobbying preferential tax regimes, subsidies, and regulated pricing schemes from the state. To support their lobbying efforts “financial-industrial groups” fielded representatives first to Parliament, then to the executive branch. No single group was ever able to monopolize the state completely, and so the function of the Presidential Administration in this system was to act as arbiter between the competing interests of big business. 

This story has been retold repeatedly in the literature on post-Soviet Ukraine.60 What has received much less attention is the story of Ukraine’s ‘de novo’ or grass-roots entrepreneurship, and the autonomous (of the state) market sphere that emerged in parallel with the “oligarchic” system during the two decades preceding Maidan. Largely unnoticed by Ukraine watchers, concurrent with the economic crisis of 1998, an alternative economy—and concomitant “habitus”—began to gain strength. The transformation was both structural and cultural. Structurally, during the late 1990’s Ukraine’s GDP ceased to be dependent on industrial and/or agricultural production: over half of the economy became represented by services.61 Although agriculture and the heavy industries of the east continued to provide the bulk of export revenues (offset by inflated hydrocarbon imports from Russia), increasingly, domestic wealth came to be the result of intangible production (services), with Kyiv and cities in the western regions becoming centers for such activities. In this ‘de novo’ entrepreneurial sector (i.e. where firm founders had not been involved in privatizing Soviet-era legacy assets), a “bourgeois” culture opposed to that of oligarchic companies developed: competitive, market-oriented, meritocratic, and with value placed on intangible assets (e.g. intellectual, cultural, social capital) on par with material possessions.

Ukraine’s entrepreneurial sector spawned a new “class” in the late 1990’s, composed first of small and medium business owners, and later (in select cases) representing quite substantial firms (1000+ employees). According to this author’s calculations, at the turn of the millennium, up to 1/3 of Ukraine’s employees worked in firms that had emerged ‘de novo’ since independence, and the share of such companies in the overall economy was growing.62 The distinguishing characteristic of the entrepreneur-founders of these ‘de novo’ enterprises (interviewed by the author throughout the 2000’s)63 was their radical skepticism of the state as an institution, and their contempt for other business owners who had accumulated capital through insider privatization or other forms of interaction with the state. Furthermore, these owners exhibited an ethic of social responsibility that was neither paternalistic nor patrimonial, but rather reflected civic mindedness: they viewed Ukraine as the country in which they lived, nor merely as a territory on which to make profit.

Several analysts predicted that the new entrepreneurial sector would gain dominance over Ukraine’s legacy oligarchy after 2004. That year, the architect of the “oligarchic” system, former Yuzhmash (Southern Machine Building) Rocket Factory Director Leonid Kuchma retired from the Presidency, and his post was filled (eventually) by Viktor Yushchenko, a banker who promised rules-based, broadly termed “European” socio-economic development, and a patriotic discourse that was new to Ukraine. Yushchenko’s election campaign was generously funded by “moderate” oligarchs (e.g. Poroshenko) and especially by larger ‘de novo’ businesses. In some circles, the Orange protests came to be called a “revolt of millionaires against billionaires.”64 However, despite a noticeable shift in economic policy (e.g. increased FDI, spiked consumer lending, increased wages and pensions), “old” post-Soviet industrial economic practices remained dominant throughout the Yushchenko Presidency. Insider deals involving the Presidential Administration (e.g. on gas imports)65 dashed the hopes of many for a complete shift to rules-based economic governance and a truly competitive market, but in other areas (e.g. in banking, retail, food processing, etc.) a tacit battle between the old Ukraine and the new continued throughout 2004-2009. The prize in the competition between the new and old economies was not necessarily material (although profit was the individual goal of the protagonists). The social contest was over the rules of capital accumulation. Two business elites competed over whose methods of enrichment would become legitimized.

British scholar Andrew Wilson famously noted that one of the reasons for the failure of the “Orange” protests to develop into a full-fledged socio-economic revolution in 2004 (i.e. resulting in structural change) was the weakness, at the time, of Ukraine’s middle class.66 By 2013-2014, entrepreneurs and managers of firms operating in Ukraine’s services sector, together with journalists, academics, programmers, and other representatives of the country’s “creative class” (a term that more accurately reflects the socio-economic status of Maidan activists than “middle class”) were able to a form a critical mass of vocal and mobilized protest against the material excesses of the Yanukovych regime. After regime change in late February 2014, these same journalists, NGO activists, entrepreneurs, investment bankers, branch managers of western corporations, etc. entered the corridors of power, and for this new political elite, Maidan represented a watershed between a post-Soviet period of development and a new Ukraine. Throughout the previous 23 years of independence, members of Ukraine’s “neo-bourgeois creative class” would have never even contemplated entering government, nor would they have been allowed to if they had tried. For them, the social lifts of Ukraine’s “oligarchic democracy” had been largely closed. Idealistically, the (broadly termed) “bourgeois dream” of members of this new activist community (e.g. the “Euro optimists” inter-factional group in Parliament; the “Democratic Alliance” party, the “Reanimation Package of Reforms” and “Nova Krayina” NGO’s) involved the creation of a state which guaranteed a level playing field for entrepreneurs and firms; one in which those with merit (talent, skills, drive, etc.) were able to achieve success; one in which the state was neither partner nor predator with respect to the economy, but whose role in the private sector was limited to that of impartial arbiter in case of dispute. 

In the economic sphere, partly as a result of the sudden reorientation of Ukrainian firms’ export markets from east to west (due to the war with Russia), and also due to the abrupt diminution of the previous dominance of financial-industrial groups, Ukraine witnessed its second (after the late 1990’s) start-up boom after the Maidan.67 Two sectors may be identified as particularly entrepreneurial: export-oriented information technology on the one hand, and consumer product and service provision for the domestic market on the other. In the first case, programmers and managers of outsourcing companies that had been established during the 2000’s to serve North American and EU clients, used their accumulated experience and social capital to grow their businesses rapidly, and to establish new companies that gradually shifted Ukraine’s IT sector from project outsourcing to the provision of full-cycle technology services and (in some cases) ready products for western markets.68 Outside the technology sector, sparked by drastic devaluation of its currency (which suddenly made imports exorbitantly expensive) Ukraine experienced an explosion of domestic consumer product and service production. Examples included overnight delivery services, small businesses sewing clothes, manufacturing furniture, restaurants providing unique thematic ambiances, etc.

For the entrepreneurs who established these businesses, and the consumers who purchased their offerings (i.e. “creative class” employees of Ukraine’s “bourgeois” economy), the previously entrenched system of neo-feudal rents, hierarchical government, and widespread corruption, was an affront to their basic values. Self-actualization, individual rights, transparency, rule-based government, and perhaps most importantly, the dignity afforded by heterarchical social structures (see Chapter 10), were principles for which in 2013-14 they proved willing to make sacrifices. As it turned out, the price to be paid for these principles (for many) amounted to 3 months of private lives and careers put on hold, many terror-filled nights spent manning barricades in sub-zero temperatures, and mobilization of all possible resources for government reconstruction (reform) and armed territorial defense after the climax of the Maidan protests. The self-reliance and collective solidarity that had characterized their “habitus” transferred organically to the volunteer battalions and grass-roots organizations created to supply the anti-Russian war effort and to provide relief to hundreds of thousands of people internally displaced by the fighting.

New cleavages

During Ukraine’s first two post-Soviet decades, the resource extraction and processing sectors (coal, metallurgy), as well as energy and industrial manufacturing had become largely monopolized by business-owners who linked their wealth to direct and indirect state subsidies and to preferential tax regimes secured by lobbying government.69 The enterprises that these “oligarchs” controlled were generally located in Ukraine’s eastern regions (Donetsk, Luhansk, Dnipropetrovsk, and Zaporizhzhia oblasts) where the country’s Soviet-era heavy industries had been located. These regions generated most of Ukraine’s export revenues; they were heavily populated, generally Russian-speaking, and supported the Party of Regions or Communist Party. Conversely, the Ukrainian-speaking, relatively poorer western regions voted for “Orange” parties (i.e. Yushchenko’s “Our Ukraine” or Tymoshenko’s “Batkivshchyna”). 

However, during the decade preceding Maidan this stereotypical picture of Ukraine gradually changed: the economies of several cities in the western region began to grow—benefitting from an inheritance of Soviet-era educational centers that excelled in mathematics and engineering, and (ironically) from a dearth of industrial enterprises worth privatizing. For over two decades Lviv had not spawned a single national-level oligarch (unlike every other large Ukrainian city). This region had survived through entrepreneurship, and its ‘de novo’ firms (primarily in the IT and tourism sectors) had developed strong horizontal networks and organizational cultures well suited to a post-industrial economy. Their “bourgeois” ethos was reflected in everyday business practices: horizontal management, self-reliant entrepreneurship, civic activism, and rules-based relations with the state. At time of writing, the confrontation between this “habitus” and that of the “oligarchs” was far from resolved, but the legitimacy and viability of “bourgeois” practices had never been as strong in Ukraine in its post-Soviet history.

Ukraine’s (ongoing) shift from an “oligarchic” to a “bourgeois” order was not sudden and was not spawned solely by Maidan. Prior to the outbreak of the protests, the economic base upon which the “oligarchs” had built their post-Soviet economic empires had already begun to shrink. Statistics are always difficult to judge in Ukraine because of its massive shadow economy (said to amount to up to 50% of total GDP during the Yanukovych period).70 However, one thing is clear: individuals tend to migrate to areas where economic opportunities are prevalent, and quality of life can be secured. It is therefore notable that according to a UN Habitat 2012 study of the top 10 fastest shrinking cities in the world (!),71 four were Ukrainian—all located in the eastern part of the country. Dnipro (formerly Dnipropetrovsk) topped the list as the city with the world’s fastest rate of population shrinkage (decline of 16.78% projected for 1990-2025); Donetsk was number 3, and Zaporizhzhia—4th in this global ranking. Because of Russian aggression, the downfall of Donetsk as an economic hub accelerated, but even prior to 2014, the structure of Ukraine’s economy had begun to shift fundamentally. The heavy industries of the east were gradually losing both their attractiveness to the population and their significance as economic engines. The primary beneficiaries of this shift—at least in relative terms—were the cities of Kyiv and Lviv. 

The magnetism of Ukraine’s capital needs little explanation, but the rise of Lviv as an economic hub was a significant novelty that happened to coincide with the Maidan protests. Previously, the Ukrainian-speaking western city (and region in general) had been considered the poorest among Ukraine’s major urban centers, with a population largely engaged in migrant work in Europe and/or subsistence activities. During the post-2008 years of overall economic decline and stagnation, Ukraine’s IT sector (outsourcing, offshoring, gaming, etc.), largely centered in Lviv and Kyiv, uniquely experienced strong growth. Ukraine’s software exports reached 2 billion USD in 2013 (topping 5 billion in 2018), and programmer and other IT service sector salaries averaged well over 1500 USD per month. Cumulative sector growth translated into consumer spending at the micro level which in turn resulted in small business job creation. The net result was dramatic improvement in the lifestyles of the populations of Kyiv and Lviv, and growth rates that outstripped those of the supposedly richer industrial cities of the east.

It is notable that the relative decline of the east, and improvement of living standards in the western and central regions did not magnify Ukraine’s traditional political cleavage. On the contrary, shifts in regional economic might brought on by a decline in industrial production, and growth in post-industrial services (and a concomitant transformation of practices, including management relations, organizational cultures, volunteering, etc.), seemed to wither Ukraine’s traditional electoral divide: during the two 2014 national elections (Presidential in April and Parliamentary in October—see Chapter 6), the regional cleavage that had defined geographic voting patterns for over 2 decades seemed to vanish. This political unity may well have been temporary—prompted by a patriotic reaction to Russian military aggression effected in the name of “protecting” the interests of Russian speakers who needed no protection, and by the complete discreditation of the once dominant Party of Regions (a result of the unmasking of Yanukovych’s corruption and his lack of leadership during the Maidan protests). Or it may have been indicative of more fundamental structural transformations. Future elections (e.g. Presidential and Parliamentary in 2019) will be the test of whether the regional electoral cleavages that had plagued Ukraine for decades, and had largely reflected ethno-linguistic differences, return. It seems likely that other political cleavages will replace them.

In their 1967 seminal article on the subject of cleavages, political scientists Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan, drew a link between the development of European political parties (i.e. national voting patterns), and their societies’ historical experiences of revolutions.72 Their claim was that three waves of revolution—involving the Church (Reformation), the Nation (dissolution of empires), and the economy (industrial revolution)—were experienced by European societies differently, and so left different legacies in the form of lasting electoral cleavages. In Ukraine in 2014, Yanukovych’s ouster and Russia’s aggression seemed to unite the country’s regions, and to erase previous cleavages (i.e. the “national” cleavage was erased). But this was only part of the story of Ukraine’s revolution. Socio-economic tensions between proponents of a closed, broadly termed “oligarchic” vision of development, and advocates of an “open-access order” (in the sense described by Douglass North and his colleagues)73 that had previously remained hidden, became explicit.

Obviously, not everyone in Ukraine (before or after the protests) subscribed to the values professed by Maidan activists (and such disagreement had little to do with geopolitics, region or language). A “habitus” valuing self-reliant entrepreneurship, heterarchic social relations, meritocracy and civic activism may have been supremely attractive to residents of Ukraine’s large cities—particularly the self-employed and/or IT professionals—but such values were largely foreign to the country’s small town and rural residents. Although 69% of Ukrainians are said to live in cities, only 12% live in urban agglomerations of over 1 million residents.74 Lifestyles in smaller cities—e.g. Vinnytsia, Ivano-Frankivsk, Rivne, Poltava, Sumy and Cherkasy—often approximate those of larger urban centers in some ways, but the smaller the urban center, the more its residents’ lifestyles and values approximate those of the village. One may therefore conclude based on settlement type that no more than 25-30% of Ukraine’s population could potentially be counted as “bourgeois”—in the sense of living an urban lifestyle, and possibly professing relevant values (and potentially expressing these in voting preferences). 

Indeed, this estimate seems to correlate with polling data. According to a 2016 comprehensive study of Ukraine’s “middle class” prepared by the Razumkov Center, 27% of respondents (N=10 054) identified themselves as belonging both to this “socio-economic stratum” and “class”.75 Interestingly, a larger number self-identified as belonging to the “middle class” (almost 50%), but when investigators controlled for other factors (e.g. education level, consumption capacity, friends and acquaintances from the relevant class/stratum, etc.) the proportion of respondents who actually adhered to a “middle class” lifestyle declined significantly. The authors concluded that Ukraine’s “middle class” consisted of a “core” (amounting to 14.2% of respondents) and “periphery” (numbering an additional 34.8%). The “core” included entrepreneurs, qualified professionals, managers, specialists, and others employed in creative service sector jobs.

In 2017, Denys Lavryk, an MA student in Sociology at Kyiv-Mohyla Academy applied the categorization of occupations developed by Richard Florida (the author of The Rise of the Creative Class) to the Razumkov data-set and concluded that 25.5% of the study’s respondents were employed in jobs classified as being part of the “creative class”.76 Applying the same occupational categories to World Values Survey (WVS) and European Social Survey (ESS) data-sets from Ukraine, Lavryk identified the “creative class” as representing 29.8% and 22.1% of the respective samples. In each case, the “creative core” (as defined by Florida) represented roughly 11-13% nationally, with slightly higher numbers in Ukraine’s western and central regions (17.4% and 15.7%) than in the east (11.5%) and south (10.3%)—a fact that may further explain the strength of the “bourgeois habitus” described above in these regions, and their amplified support for Maidan. 

In coming years, Ukraine will surely develop new electoral cleavages. One dividing line is likely to be generational: between those who have internalized post-Soviet values and practices (i.e. what Russian publicist Oleksandr Zinoviev labelled the “homo Sovieticus”), and those who profess what we shall call in Chapter 10, a postmodern ethic. A second divide will likely be formed between the urban “creative class” and the rural and small-town proletariat. In this contest, the country’s emergent “neo-bourgeois creative class” will remain a quantitative minority, but it remains an open question whether the vision that representatives of this socio-economic stratum professed during and after the Maidan protests (i.e. the overthrow of Ukraine’s established neo-feudal limited access “oligarchic” system) can be made attractive to the voting majority. In any case it seems unlikely that Ukraine’s electoral geography will return to the contest between ethno-linguistic regions characteristic of the previous two decades. 

The Maidan was not a contest for dominance between regions. The protest of Ukraine’s “bourgeois” represented a culmination (or at least punctuation) of an evolutionary process of rebalancing contrasting economic models: one heavy industrial and/or agrarian and professing a hierarchic, neo-feudal habitus; the other—urban, young, globally connected, and engaged in the provision of “creative class” services. The latter will eventually succeed in fulfilling the “bourgeois” program of Maidan. But it is unclear when.

A new social system?

In retrospect, it is unlikely that the discourse of meritocratic, liberal self-reliance championed by Ukraine’s Maidan revolutionaries was understood or espoused by the rest of the country’s population. The protest activists who later became the drivers of post-Yanukovych reform represented an urban minority of Ukraine’s population. However, as Hannah Arendt pointed out in her seminal study On Revolution:

Even where the loss of authority is quite manifest, revolutions can break out and succeed only if there exists a sufficient number of men (sic.) who are prepared for its collapse and, at the same time, willing to assume power, eager to organize and act together for a common purpose. The number of such men need not be great…77

Arendt’s observation points to an important ingredient of revolutionary transformation: a more-or-less organized programmatic counter-elite that is prepared first to destroy the hierarchical structures of the ancien regime, and then to reconstitute order in a new way. In Ukraine, there seems to have been no dearth of individuals prepared to take on this task: in early 2014 President Yanukovych was overthrown, and members of his inner circle were replaced—first by an interim administration consisting of former opposition politicians, and then through a series of elections in 2014 and 2015, with political newcomers. These newcomers sought to destroy the neo-feudal hierarchy of the Yanukovych regime within state structures, replacing these (perhaps temporarily) with horizontal network structures that originated on the Maidan. The central figures of the first Ukrainian government formed after the 2014 Parliamentary elections were western-oriented investment bankers (tasked with appeasing the IMF) and idealistic Maidan activists (tasked with appeasing maximalist sentiments of recent protesters). Once the social mood calmed somewhat, the key figures in the more opaque Hroysman government became “flexians”: individuals who held no formal office, but quietly advised public officials on the implementation of key reforms.78 

However, is it fair to say that the values these “bourgeois” activists who entered Ukraine’s political class after the ouster of Yanukovych professed were European? Certainly, their ideas were antithetical to Putin’s “managed democracy”—a concept that later expanded into an ideological program that came to be known as “Russkiy Mir” (“Russian World”), and was flatly rejected by the vast majority of Ukrainians.79 But ironically, the liberal (approximating “libertarian”) economic ideology of Ukraine’s new post-Yanukovych political elite seemed also to conflict with the social market ideals dominant in the EU. Maidan activists entering government sought to replace “oligarchic” neo-feudalism (neo-patrimonialism) with institutions that would ensure meritocratic, open rules-based social mobility. To accomplish this, they sought to reduce the state’s interventionist (administrative) capacity with respect to the economy (i.e. to chip away at the uneven market relations that had led to the development of “oligarchy”). Such methods seemed difficult to square with the rational bureaucracy that ensures the “social market” system of the EU.

After the ouster of Yanukovych, Ukrainians seem to have begun the construction of a “new system”—one that was neither European, nor Russian (i.e. post-Soviet). The victory of Maidan catapulted new elites into positions of power, but strangely, without completely removing the mid-level bureaucracy of the previously in-post executive. Top-level officials either fled the country or were removed through a process of “lustration”,80 but the “system” largely remained unchanged. The ancien regime of Ukraine’s oligarchs was certainly weakened, but the final outcome of the struggle between them and the “neo-bourgeois” revolutionaries remained uncertain. What had become a certainty by the end of 2018 was that the economy of Ukraine had changed unrecognizably. Dramatic currency devaluation had resulted in a drastic reduction of per capita GDP and had also led to migrant worker remittances becoming Ukraine’s top foreign currency generator.81 Export markets had shifted away from Russia to the EU, and the structure of exports had transformed with volumes of incoming cash from sales of IT services, tourism and agricultural produce far outstripping revenues from trade in metals. The heavy industry of Ukraine’s eastern regions which had previously been the basis for the oligarchs’ economic power and political influence was trending towards catastrophic decline. 

The “regime change” caused by the Maidan protests was not merely a change of faces. The ouster of Yanukovych affected the fundamental socio-economic fabric of the country: it transformed the legitimacy of wealth accumulation methods, shifting values away from production to creation; it altered the way in which productive activities were normally organized—shifting fashion away from hierarchy to heterarchy; it influenced values, introducing a non-materialist (ideational if not idealist “liberal”) ethic of self-reliance to Ukraine’s large urban centers. It transformed the fundamental institutions of government, and the way in which provision of services to citizens was organized at both national and local levels (e.g. policing, passport issuance, tax remittance, etc.). These changes were effected by Maidan activists who suddenly entered government offices after the ouster of Yanukovych—some as formal appointees, others as behind-the-scenes “flexian” advisors. The new elites came to positions of power having previously worked in the domestic entrepreneurial private sector, in Ukrainian branch offices of international corporations, or in the education and NGO sectors (i.e. few had been socialized in the hierarchical culture of Ukraine’s oligarchic financial-industrial groups and/or post-Soviet civil service). Ukraine’s revolutionary “flexians” professed a new “horizontal” culture: for them, social capital was more important than economic capital; meritocracy was the hegemonic ideology; the ideal was a society structured heterarchically (i.e. generally “flat” with leadership and authority appearing situationally). They implemented a program based on a right-of-center economic ideology: transparency, reduced subsidies, decreased levels of taxation, redundancies in the public sector.

This ideological program was not simply a philosophical import from the West. Indeed, the “bourgeois” ethic that seemed to drive the “creative class” Maidan activists was rooted in a domestic discourse that seemed to uniquely develop during Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity. The roots and possible consequences of this revolutionary discourse, and the contours of the new socio-economic and political systems that it may engender will be examined in the next chapter.
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Chapter 10—A Post-Modern Revolution


Chapter 10:
A Post-Modern Revolution

Revolutions are often viewed as inflection points: somehow after a revolution life is supposed to become radically different than it was before. Apparently, this is the main difference between a revolutionary period, and the “normality” of everyday life. Under normal conditions, social relations and practices (micro-level society) and political and economic institutions (macro-level) evolve gradually because they are underpinned by a relatively stable system of prevalent values and norms, which in turn are reinforced by a dominant discourse—terminology that is used in everyday life, with taken for granted meanings accepted by all. During a period of revolutionary transformation, the most enduring aspects of a social system—its ideational foundations—undergo accelerated transformation. Revolutions change prevalent ways of thinking, acting, and verbalizing. New ideas are generated, discussed, debated, and then piloted in new structures, organizations, initiatives, practices, and terms. For the protagonists it feels like a brave new world is being created by, before, and for them, and for the benefit of all humanity. In reality, the pace of transformation is often overestimated: during revolutionary periods, ideas develop faster than during non-revolutionary periods, but their institutionalization is necessarily more gradual than the pace at which members of the political elite are replaced.

In this chapter we examine the ideas (notions, values, philosophical concepts) underpinning what came to be known as Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity. Specifically, we will delve into the concept of “dignity”—a seemingly superficial demand of the Maidan protesters, and simultaneously a deeply philosophical concept. The choice of “dignity” as the signifying name for Ukraine’s revolution was not random: the fact that demonstrators in Kyiv focused on this concept, I contend, reflected the leading-edge nature of the ideas they put forth. In this dimension Maidan represented no less than a disruption of western civilization.1 Indeed, far from being a “backwater” event on the margins of Europe, Ukraine’s revolution embodied ideas that may represent the future of civilizational development on the continent and beyond: a shift from individualism to personalism in social interaction; a transition from hierarchy to heterarchy in power relations; an attempt to horizontalize social relations—particularly with respect to institutionalizing “fairness”—which reflected a new cosmology, possibly reflective of more comprehensive trends affecting the development of European (western) civilization.

To be more specific, we argue here that Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity was an instantiation of a broader (ongoing and global) transformation of the ideas underpinning the socio-cultural system known as “modernity.”2 As the second decade of the 21st century ends, one can see evidence of this transformation throughout the western world: political institutions designed after WWII to guarantee peace in Europe and beyond have been openly questioned by the world’s most powerful elites; global corporations, previously organized as hierarchical structures, have been outpaced by companies operating under a different organizational paradigm (e.g. Google, Facebook, Amazon); shifts away from mass consumption of material goods towards “experience” economies, sharing (including social media), and responsible purchasing seem to define the direction of development of individual consumption patterns—and the trend is neither short-term nor locally limited. This (nominally “post-modern”—i.e. ensuing the “modern” period) transformation of western civilization is fundamental. It affects ethics and norms of legitimacy, systems of organization and communication, dominant paradigms and institutions. 

The term “post-truth” emerged in concert with the Maidan protests (although not because of them),3 and reflected the global trend towards questioning the validity of accepted fact. Such a radical skepticism (and its use for insidious purposes by the Kremlin)4 was only possible in the context of a global paradigmatic shift, symptomatic of a change that encompassed much more than Ukraine. Whether new organizational forms become institutionalized based on ideas spawned by Ukraine’s revolution, and indeed what paradigms will become dominant in the new world that will result from this civilizational shift, is still unsure. But Maidan seems to have provided a (possibly momentary) telescopic view of socio-political life in the post-modern. Furthermore, it presented a challenge to Ukraine’s (intellectual, if not political) elites: to seize the combined opportunity of the transformative moment, and their country’s advantageous position on the periphery of European civilization, to create institutions that might eventually breathe life into these new ideas.

Civilizational shift

Maidan was not the birthplace of entirely new ideas, nor did the Ukrainian protests and subsequent Russian-Ukrainian war represent the start of a global transformation. The “Third Wave” civilizational phase shift, of which the Revolution of Dignity was a component, was detected much earlier, in other places, and in other (particularly technological) manifestations.5 However, just as the Great Transformation from agrarian feudalism to industrial capitalism (described thoroughly by virtually every classical social scientist)6 was punctuated by several political revolutions and wars in the course of its centuries-long progression, so too—according to the argument presented here—will history record Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity as one of the “great revolutions” that fostered the new ideas, values, social arrangements, and proto-institutions that defined social development in the era that followed industrial society (i.e. “modernity”). To explicate the argument, we must first examine what is meant by “civilizational shift”. We will then examine the role of violent revolutions in such change and try to situate Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity in the civilizational development process. 

Of the scholars whom social scientists see as the founding fathers of their disciplines (particularly sociology, but also political science), practically all had something to say about the 18-19th century shift of western (European) civilization from its traditional form to what came to be labelled “modernity.” For Marx, the major feature of this shift was a transition from agrarian feudalism to industrial capitalism that involved the development of a new class system. For Weber, the key to understanding the civilizational shift was both structural (urbanization, rise of literacy, technology, available labor) and cultural (values changing due to the Reformation, spread of self-reliant entrepreneurship).7 For Durkheim, the fundamental attribute of modernity was the newfound division of labor, and its consequent effect on inter-personal interaction and solidarity. For the American sociologist Talcott Parsons, the shift from traditionalism to modernity was characterized by a transition (among others) from preponderance of particularism in social relations to universalism, rule of law, equality of rights. Parsons also pointed out that shifts from ascription to meritocracy, and from collectivism to individualism occurred in parallel with industrialization, and so were an integral part of the transition from traditionalism to modernity. 

Each of these classic scholars emphasized different aspects of a multi-facetted transformation of western civilization lasting over a century. Achieving “modernity”—the result of this civilizational makeover—involved urbanization, industrialization, the rise of consumerism, mass literacy and numeracy, the development of hierarchically organized and bureaucratically managed states (and companies) that ensured depersonalized application of legal norms, meritocratic stratification, replacement of absolutist monarchy with various forms of democratic governance, and consecration of the rights of the individual in written law. Notably, the confluence of these components of social organization did not appear through gradual evolutionary processes. Their development was intimately linked to various revolutions that affected the European continent in the post-Enlightenment era. 

In the words of renowned sociologist S.N. Eisenstadt: “revolutions developed against the background of the major cultural and ideological trends which ushered in the cultural program of Western modernity, a program which became crystalized through these revolutions.”8 Thus, according to this most notable of scholars who studied the role of revolutions in the development of modernity, although the “great revolutions” (e.g. the American, French and Russian/Soviet) did not cause of the historical processes that culminated in 20th century Europe and North America in specific societal forms (i.e. industrial capitalism, welfare state institutions, liberal democracy, globalism, etc.), in retrospect, this process of civilizational development cannot have occurred without them. 

Fast forward to the early 21st century: again western civilization seems to be undergoing fundamental transformation, this time from modernity (also labelled “industrialism” or “late capitalism”) to some form of post-modernity (or “post-industrial” organization).9 In 2016, the World Economic Forum declared the onset of a Fourth Industrial Revolution “characterized by a fusion of technologies that is blurring the lines between the physical, digital, and biological spheres.”10 Multiple authors have argued that the onset of a “wired world” in the 21st century has fundamentally changed the way products and services are produced, marketed, sold, and consumed. Political scientists have suggested that these changes will result in some form of “post-capitalism” and/or “post-democracy.”11 

Social attention to what Eisenstadt called “cosmological visions”—the ideational preconditions of social and political stability and/or change—obviously heightened at the start of the 3rd millennium, and under such conditions, normative debates as to the fundamentals of social order are to be expected. We live in a period when previously hegemonic ideas and formerly legitimate social and political institutions are openly questioned. According to Eisenstadt, it is not inconceivable that during such periods, reexamination of previously axiomatic political and social beliefs should be accompanied by political and social revolutions, and by violence—particularly in regions that are not at the core of the global political-economic system.

The American and French revolutions (the first occurred in a peripheral place; the second—in the heart of Europe) were rooted in a cosmology traceable to the Enlightenment. According to their protagonists, absolute monarchy was irrational: political order was to result from the application of rational principles, rather than from Divine right. 

The distinctiveness of the utopian visions which constituted the utopian core of the cosmologies of these revolutions lay not only in the transposition of the perennial themes of protest, of justice, liberty and the like into the central political arena… Closely related was also the emphasis, rooted in the philosophy of the Enlightenment, in the attempts to bring the realm of reason into the political arena—a theme which could be found in the American and in a more radical way in the French Revolution. This distinctiveness lay also in the conception of society as an object which can be remolded according to such vision.12

Philosophers of the 18th century argued that in a post-monarchic order, political legitimacy was to be derived from codified rules, which in turn were to be derived from a recognition of the individual as sacrosanct. Therefore, instead of referencing the Divine as the root of social and political order, John Locke and Thomas Hobbes saw its constitution as the result of a “social contract” between sovereign individuals and the state to whom these individuals delegated a portion of their sovereignty. Political legitimacy was now to be derived from the individual, rather than from God.13 The central organizing principle of the polity ceased to be the monarch, as representative of the Divine on earth, and now—logically—became the nation-state with its codified legal system, democratically elected rulers, separation of powers, etc. 

However, despite their proclamation of “democratic” (or “republican”) institutions as the ideal mechanisms for ensuring periodic rotation of elites (e.g. elections and separate legislative and executive branches) and “liberty” (voice) for the people, the paradigm of modernity instituted through (r)evolution remained hierarchical. In the wake of the immense social changes that swept Europe during the 18-19 centuries, opportunities for social mobility (i.e. status betterment) became available to a larger cross-section of the population, no longer being limited to those benefitting from ascription or the whims of a feudal lord. However, the structure of modern society still approximated a pyramid. Ideally, the basis for advancement was to be merit (however defined), but social status (class), nevertheless, remained a primary vertical analytical category that reflected the power-position of individuals with respect to one-another. Potentiality to employ force no longer determined one’s power position; rather power stemmed from one’s position within an organization (e.g. apparatus of state, corporation, institution).14 To a greater or lesser extent (depending on the accepted role of the state as economic equalizer), by the mid-20th century, material wealth derived from career success within a hierarchical corporation had become the basis for measuring worth within the social structures of modernity. 

In his analysis of the 1960’s social movements in western Europe, Eisenstadt suggested that they foreshadowed the development of a different (broadly termed “post-modern”) cosmology: “These transformations entailed the weakening of the definition of ontological reality as promulgated in the Enlightenment, which has been hegemonic in the classical period of modernity.”15 This first post-modern revolutionary movement seemed to emphasize the local over the macrosocial in politics, the collective over the individual in economics, and the ideal over the sensate (materialist) in ethics. Whereas late 18th century, post-Enlightenment, European intellectual development which spilled over into the American and French revolutions called for a pathos of liberty (i.e. individualism), the European uprisings of the 1960’s seemed to foreshadow a shift towards networked solidarity, rejection of hierarchy (“horizontality”), and idealism over materialism. 

In the early 21st century, social movements such as Occupy (2011), the Arab Spring (2012), the Ukrainian Maidan (2013-14), and then protests in Romania and South Korea in 2016-17 seemed to strengthen the trend. Firstly, technological breakthroughs in the form of smartphones and social media enabled a shift from traditional mass media (i.e. hierarchical dissemination of information from a single point to a mass audience) to more horizontal interaction.16 In each of these movements, the protesters took full advantage.17 Secondly, the common catalytic force for protest in each case was perceived corruption of entrenched elites, but the resultant demand was not for economic equality, but rather for “justice” in an ethical sense. More accurately, the demand was for “fairness”—i.e. a determination of rightfulness according to supposedly universal ethics (natural law) rather than through mere statutory legality—reflecting a shift to idealism, away from the rationalism of codified laws which (according to the protesters) could be (and were) applied unfairly by a wealthy and therefore powerful elite. These movements did not call for material equality per se. Instead they demanded a shift to collective governance whereby power would be a function of influence of person, rather than authority of office and/or power emanating from wealth. In each of these dimensions, as we shall see below, the protesters seemed to profess a new cosmology; an evolution of the paradigms underpinning modernity.

A “Revolution of Dignity”

Words and their meanings do not emerge randomly. In naming their revolution the “Revolution of Dignity,” Ukrainians formulated a public declaration, and the fact that the name gained lasting popularity is a testament to its resonance. As a moniker that encapsulated the protesters’ demands, the word “dignity” was addressed principally to a domestic audience, but its “shot was heard ‘round the world.” The multi-dimensional concept of “dignity” became a rallying cry for millions.

The concept of dignity has its roots in the Enlightenment and is often viewed as extension of the notion of individual rights—fundamental to the paradigm of western liberal democracy. As Harvard Professor Michael Rosen points out in Dignity: Its History and Meaning, the English word “dignity” traces its etymology to the Latin “dignitas” and is understood in the sense meant by Cicero in his “De Officio” (On Duties), as being a quality of honor, possessed by the “optimi” (best citizens) in a well-ordered society.18 In traditional European (feudal) societies, only the landed gentry, were seen as “dignified” and therefore deserving of say in public discourse because of their believed link to the Divine. In other words, an individual was said to have dignity if he (inevitably it was “he”) was said to deserve it through noble birth and requisite bloodline.

“Dignity” originated as a concept that denoted high social status and the honors and respectful treatment that are due to someone who occupied that position. Terms to express similar conceptions exist in most languages, including ancient ones… There are four uses of “dignity” in the King James translation of the Hebrew Bible, although they render three different Hebrew words. All three apparently also contain the sense of “elevation” or “majesty.”19

In French, the word “dignite” traditionally denoted the privileges enjoyed by the aristocracy—until the French Revolution introduced the idea of universal rights.20 Thus, the modern understanding of “dignity” as a term connoting a universal characteristic of the human condition, may be recognized (leaving Kant aside) as having been directly caused by the French Revolution. Increased democratization of western societies, and indeed their modernization, resulted in the assertion of dignity as a fundamental and universal human right in such 20th century legal documents as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Geneva Convention, and the German Grundgesetz (Basic Law).21 Two centuries after the French Revolution, Oxford Professor Jeremy Waldron observed: “the modern notion of human dignity involves an upward equalization of rank, so that we now try to accord to every human being something of the dignity, rank and expectation of respect that was formerly accorded (only) to nobility.”22

However, the Ukrainian word “hidnist’” (commonly translated into English as “dignity”) reflects a different conceptual category that has nothing to do with status, rank or privilege, and its etymology seems to have little in common with Ciceronian honor. According to the Academic Dictionary of the Ukrainian Language the word “hidnist’” has two meanings: 1) a set of traits that characterize a person’s positive moral qualities; 2) comprehension by a person of their civic worth and civic responsibility.23 In the first sense, the term refers to the inherent value of the person as a uniquely moral being capable of self-actualization, whereas in the second it implies the fundamentally social quality of human existence.24 Neither of these definitions implies that “hidnist’” is an attribute of status. On the contrary, in the first sense, the term signifies a possession of virtue,25 whereas in the second definition the term references a civic and/or societal (“hromadske”) context for the term. This seems most interesting, as it differs significantly from the conventional English or French (i.e. western) usage of the term “dignity”—if only because the Ukrainian term makes no allusion to hierarchy. 

Given that western perceptions of Ukraine are often attenuated through the lens of Russia, some reference to the usage of terms in the Russian language may be useful. Conventionally, the Ukrainian word “hidnist’” is translated into Russian as “dostoinstvo”,26 and the terms “hidnist’” and “dostoynist’” (both used in Ukrainian) are often claimed to be synonyms. The first is said to originate from the Polish “godnosc’” and the latter from the Russian “dostoinstvo”,27 but the actual usage of the terms “hidnist’” and “dostoynist’” in Ukrainian indicates some nuance. Firstly, a bad person (lacking virtue) can be referred to as “nehidnyk” (lacking “hidnist’”),28 but the equivalent antonymous noun does not exist for a person lacking “dostoynist’”. Secondly, when referring to a fundamental encroachment on the humanity of an individual, one references “hidnist’” (not “dostoynist’”): if a violation of that which is considered sacred in one’s humanity occurs, a person is said to be stripped of their “hidnist’” (“pozbavlena hidnosti”). 

Approximating the English “dignity”, the term “dostoynist’” implies possession of status or rank whereas “hidnist’” seems to signify a more fundamental and universally human quality. The two are close, but not synonymous. A person may be “dostoyniy” (worthy) of respect or reward,29 but this is not the same as “hidniy” (the adjectival form of the noun “hidnist’”). “Hidnist’” is an immutable quality of being human, universally possessed, and not subject to relativism (i.e. a person cannot have more/less “hidnist’”): in everyday usage one can be said to be “hidniy” or not, but without degree. On the other hand, “dostoynist’” is relative: the degree to which a person’s virtuous qualities are actualized may be the subject of evaluation. But the basic quality of “hidnist’” may not be questioned. A person who is “dostoyniy” deserves recognition by others, whereas “hidnist’” implies a right or claim that is more fundamental and universal. In other words, “hidnist’” in the Ukrainian language seems to entail not only an inherent value possessed by the person (similar to the inherent “worth” or “Würde” that was the foundation of Kant’s moral philosophy),30 but also one that requires respect from others for validation. This claim to respect can be legitimately demanded by all who claim “hidnist’”—i.e. it does not require a status position or accomplishment, as is the case with “dostoyniy”.

For western scholars who have analyzed dignity in its various legal and philosophical usages, such a conceptual link between the concept of “dignity” (as “hidnist’”), and the requirement that it be respected is novel: 

In protecting the individual from degradation, insult, and contempt we are requiring that people act towards her in ways that are substantively respectful. To respect their dignity in this sense means to treat them with respect (italics in original) … (T)his is a very important point indeed. On the one hand, it gives content to the idea of human dignity–gives an answer to those who allege that there is nothing more to the idea of “dignity” than rhetorical wrapping paper for a set of substantive rights-claims. On the other, it implies that dignitary harms are harms of a special kind. What degradation, insult, and contempt have in common is that they are expressive or symbolic harms, ones in which the elevated status of human beings fails to be acknowledged [italics in original].31

Dignity–when recognized as the fundamental principle according to which society is organized–is both the principle that constrains the state from violating rights (i.e. a principle underpinning formal institutions), and the social force that constrains the individual from violating the rights of others (i.e. the foundation for informal institutions–conventions, social norms, moral rules). In other words, dignity is the principle that is actualized in the practice of respect. It was in this sense that the Maidan protesters demanded recognition (i.e. respect) for their individual and collective “hidnist’”. 

From individualism to “Personalism”

As noted, the Ukrainian term “hidnist’” has two meanings: it refers to an inherent quality of a person (i.e. his/her unassailable value), and simultaneously connotes an ethical attitude (respect) of society to that person. In each of these dimensions, one can say that a person possesses “hidnist’”. Analysis of the “inherent dignity” of the person (the first definition) steers one in the direction of philosophical investigation: to the Aquinian doctrine of dignity as the reflection in humanity of the Creator, or to the Kantian categorical imperative from which universal ethical norms may be drawn. The second dimension leads us to the social aspect of the human condition: to the subject’s self-identification within a community; to agency.32 

This social aspect of the Ukrainian term “hidnist’” is most relevant to the present discussion of the novel senses produced on/by Maidan. Specifically: the protesters demanded recognition of their dignity. In this sense, dignity (“hidnist’”) was understood as an inherent potential of a person that could only be actualized in a relational logic: as an attitude of the individual towards society (i.e. comprehension of one’s status as a citizen—member of the nation—and therefore of obligations towards others), and simultaneously as an orientation of society and the state towards the person (citizen). From this perspective, an individual may inherently possess dignity, but that in itself matters little unless that dignity is recognized by another. Thus, in the sense used by Ukraine’s revolutionaries, dignity requires more than an individualistic conception of the subject: dignity is only possible within a collectivity of mutual respect.

This distinctively Ukrainian interpretation of the concept of dignity (“hidnist’”) deserves particular scrutiny. Its core seems to approximate the still underdeveloped strand of philosophy called “Personalism”—a worldview that emphasizes the centrality of the socially-embedded person as the starting point for moral and political reflection. Although not representing a clear school or doctrine, Personalism “emphasizes the significance, uniqueness and inviolability of the person, as well as the person’s essentially relational or communitarian dimension.”33 This duality of the human condition is fundamental to Personalism: personhood subsumes individual dignity, but persons never exist in isolation, and interpersonal communion with others is fundamental to the human condition. As University of Notre Dame sociology professor Christian Smith explains:

Humans literally cannot develop as persons without other persons with whom they share and sustain their personhood. To be a person is not to be an incommunicable self, distinct from other selves. It is also to be related to, communicating among, and in communion with other personal selves. Inherent to personalist understanding of the human being is a strong dimension of relational connection and solidarity. Only by living in communities of other personal selves can anyone become a distinct personal self.34

Central to the ethic of Personalism is the concept of transcendence. In its theological interpretation (e.g. the writings of Karol Wojtyla—Pope John Paul II),35 personalist philosophy posits that every human has an aptitude for “vertical transcendence”—an inherent orientation to truth; a capacity to distinguish good from evil that is a manifestation of the Divine image in which every human is believed by Christians to have been created.36 The Maidan protests certainly had a mystical manifestation, but the feeling of humanity that was prevalent among the protesters—and similarly reported by veterans returning from the front—did not require affiliation to a particular faith. The ethic of Maidan (i.e. what Ukrainians refer to as the “values of Maidan”/ “tsinnosti Maidanu”), and indeed the ethic of defense in war, were both based on a black/white absolutist appraisal of one’s environment. Intellectually, in everyday interactions one may accept “grey”, but in situations of extreme stress and intense conviction, valuations defy conditionality: there is only good/evil; us/them; truth/lie.37 The ability to make such evaluative judgments in extreme situations is not a deficiency of the human condition, but rather its essential virtue—that which defines the rational person; his/her inherent dignity. According to Personalist philosophy, this vertical transcendence is the basis for conscience, self-determination (identity), self-control, and values. 

In addition to theorizing the roots of humans’ aptitude for moral judgment, Personalism also proposes “horizontal transcendence” to be a fundamental characteristic of the human condition. As the famous Personalist Emmanuel Mounier memorably quipped “I love, therefore I am.”38 To be human means to organically combine individuality and the mutual:

On the one hand, personalism insisted on the person as an absolute whose nature could not be impinged in any way… On the other hand, the concept of person called for the most profound solidarity, drawing people together as one by the most deep and lasting bonds within themselves… It was only the notion of person as rooted in the transcendent which held these poles together.39

Personalists adamantly reject the post-Enlightenment development of philosophical thinking, according to which the individual was hallowed as the central figure of ethics, politics, and economics. Indeed, Personalists bemoan the fact that the sovereign individual—a being with inalienable individual rights and individual responsibilities—became the philosophical basis of modernity. Thinkers such as Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau and Marx all focused on the well-being of the individual as the aim of politics. Although each recognized—with differing emphasis—that individuals coexist in societies, living together according to some accepted system of rights, authority, and some form of solidarity, these fundamentally social aspects of the human condition were either downplayed (in the liberal tradition) or delegated to the state to regulate (in the socialist tradition). Sovereign individuals were seen as incapable of binding together without a mediating power to police their competing interests. Ideologs discussed how best to satisfy the material needs and wants of this sovereign individual (via free-market capitalism or state-guided socialism), but the fundamental tenet of individualism was never questioned.

During the 20th century it was this sovereign individual who became the central actor of consumerist industrial society—“modernity”. To enable the ordered social interaction of these sovereign individuals, liberal philosophers devised the “social contract”—a concept that is antithetical to Personalism (as the late Pope John Paul II never tired of pointing out):

For Hobbes and Locke… human beings are conceived in their natural state as having no intrinsic ties to other persons. The forces that drive them together to form a political community are the inconveniences of living without settled law and government. Although Hobbes’ account of human nature is decidedly more pessimistic than Locke’s, both conceive of the person as essentially an individual, all subsequent ties instrumental and utilitarian in nature. In their respective accounts of human nature, the individual is sovereign over himself and there is no sovereignty in the community at all. Political sovereignty is an artificial creation which occurs when individuals come together to make the social contract. In Hobbes’ version, the surrender of individual sovereignty is total and the absolutist state, the Leviathan is created. Locke, on the other hand, insists that the transfer of sovereignty is limited. The deeper issue however, is not the degree to which individual sovereignty is surrendered to create public sovereignty, but the very notion that sovereignty is created by such voluntaristic and individualistic acts in the first place. How can essentially private powers create public ones? As Aquinas had said centuries before, no private person can create a law. Lawmaking is a part of no man’s nature and is therefore not an individual power that can be transferred to some artificial entity created by man. At the root of this erroneous thinking are the false assumptions that (a) individual, private contracts can create public rights, and (b) the common good is nothing more than an addition of private ones.40

For Personalists, to be human involves transcendence: the individual cannot exist without others, and the social is an integral part of the human condition. The shared essence of the person compels cohabitation in a community, and it is this community that is the basis for public sovereignty: “In this view, sovereignty is not so much a contract drawn up among individuals who are by nature autonomous, isolated, and unrelated, as it is a consensus arising from the unity of wills who seek to live in a community in pursuit of a common good.”41

Article 5 of Ukraine’s Constitution proclaims that “The people shall be the bearer of sovereignty, and the only source of power in Ukraine.” It is notable that the term “people” (“narod”) is used in the singular—not referencing a collection of individuals, but rather an existential category sui generis. This seems to reflect an important tenet of Personalist philosophy, namely that “community is ontologically prior to the establishment of any political institution,”42 and that political authority is derived from the community—a social union that consists of more than simply an aggregate of individuals. This fact could be considered peripheral (an interesting terminological anomaly of the Ukrainian Constitution) if one of the most prominent symbols of the Maidan protests had not been the Roman numeral “V”—a publicly expressive reference to Article 5. The protesters demanded that the “hidnist’” of the “narod”(people, Volk) be recognized and respected—a demand that seemed to reflect a phenomenological vision of collective sovereignty, engendered both in patriotic discourse, and in very concrete acts aimed at improving the collective wellbeing of society. Sadly, a corollary effect of such (apparently) Personalist emphasis on collective sovereignty was rejection (or at least skepticism) of any individual who aspired to a leadership role—a fact that attested to the lack (as yet) of institutional expression of the values engendered by the Ukrainian revolution. 

The “person-of-Maidan” (and the volunteer fighter / aid provider / flexian government reform advisor) who declares his/her individual rights, but simultaneously recognizes collective responsibility to “the people” (i.e. a duty to help, defend, feed, and sacrifice for others with no overt or assumed benefit in return) stands in sharp contrast to the Individual (writ large) of Hobbes and Locke, and therefore diverges fundamentally from the basic tenets of “modernity”. The unique values complex generated and proliferated by the Ukrainian revolution seems a strange mix of western individualism with respect to rights, and Slavic collectivism with respect to responsibility.43 It may be interpreted as a cultural peculiarity of early 21st century Ukraine, or as a product of social development, suggesting an evolution of ideas beyond those underpinning western modernity. Indeed, it may be both.

A community of fairness 

In the wake of the Maidan protests, Ukrainian Catholic University in Lviv seems to have pinpointed a salient term relevant to the Revolution of Dignity in its phenomenological (“post-modern”) dimension. The slogan of UCU adopted in 2016 consisted of three words: “Svidchyty” (to Witness), “Sluzhyty” (to Serve), and “Spilkuvatysia.” In its official documents the university translated the third term into English as “to Communicate”, but the Ukrainian original is more nuanced. Although the etymology of the English word “communicate” could (in principle) be traced to “commune”, this would be a stretch. Both the Oxford and Webster dictionaries define communication as involving the exchange of information between individuals44—one could add sovereign individuals. In contrast, the root of the Ukrainian verb “spilkuvatysia” is “spilka” (union) or “spilno”—meaning “together”. A more correct translation of this activity would be “socializing” or “sharing”. The Ukrainian term refers to much more than information exchange, and indeed, exchange of information is designated as “komunikatsiya” rather than “spilkuvannia.”

This nuance is significant given the explosion in popularity of words involving “spilno” in the wake of the Maidan protests. SpilnoTV was a popular grassroots internet TV station streaming live from Maidan during the protests. The primary vehicle for crowd-funding (including volunteer initiatives aimed at supporting the war effort, financing aid to IDP’s and veterans) was called “Spilnokosht.” Various civil society organizations included the word “spil’nota” (community) into their self-descriptions or names. In mid-December 2013, the creative staff of one of Kyiv’s advertising agencies created the slogan “I am a Drop in the Ocean,” and it became a powerful meme in and around the protest camp. The metaphor spoke volumes: it reflected the powerlessness of individual protest, and the massive potency of collective action. 

 “Civil society” is a term used by social scientists to denote grassroots volunteer organizations that exist in democratic societies as mechanisms through which citizens are able to both bond in solidary groups and to express their political views (often bypassing or directly pressuring traditional political structures).45 Civil society seemed to appear spontaneously on Maidan,46 and the phenomena of civic activism and volunteering (both ad hoc and systemic), persisted after the ouster of Yanukovych—largely as a reaction to Russia’s military aggression. For Ukraine, the explosion of volunteering and civic activism in 2013-14 was a new social phenomenon. Whereas grassroots philanthropy had been extraordinarily rare prior to Maidan, according to a poll conducted in late 2015 and 2016, 47% and 41.6% of respondents respectively, reported having provided aid in some form to the war effort (the ATO), to displaced persons, to Donbas relief funds, etc.47 Whereas in 2012, only 21,4% of survey respondents reported having contributed to charitable funds and foundations, in 2015 that number rose to 41.4%;48 the proportion reporting personal engagement in volunteering grew from 10,2% in 2012 to 14% in 2016. Observing both the novelty and broader significance of the sudden appearance of grassroots community activism on a mass scale—especially during the early years of the Russian-Ukrainian war when mobilization of resources for defense became a near universal priority—eminent Ukrainian sociologist Yevhen Holovakha noted: “The phenomenon of volunteering has made Ukrainians happier… because for the first time in history, the Ukrainian concept of happiness now includes satisfaction from helping others… As a result, they now feel like full-fledged agents of social life.”49

This optimism and positive determination to effect change at all levels of society represented a very real novelty of the Maidan experience50—particularly given the fatalism and pessimism of prevalent post-Soviet discourse with which it contrasted. As the slogan prominently posted at each entrance to the Maidan camp suggested, grass roots community activists set their sights high: “Please excuse the inconvenience: we’re building a new country.” During the three months of protest in the city center, not a single shop was looted, nor even a window broken on the capital’s main thoroughfare (except the Trade Unions Building which was set ablaze by attacking regime forces). In the wake of Yanukovych’s ouster, police presence effectively disappeared from the streets of most major cities (including Kyiv), but order was maintained by spontaneously organized community patrols. This author’s subjective feeling (not confirmed empirically) was that traffic offenses and petty crime actually decreased during the immediate post-Maidan period. The atmosphere of revolution generated peaceful activism, and a spontaneous serenity.

The brave new world that the revolutionaries promised was to be both “fair” and “just”—uncorrupt, legitimate and righteous. This promise remained unrealized almost five years after the ouster of Yanukovych (multiple cases against corrupt officials were left unprosecuted), but the issue remained no less salient than immediately after the appalling massacre of the Heaven’s Hundred. Russia’s subsequent outrageous and illegitimate annexation of Crimea, together with Moscow’s promotion of long-term violence and destruction in the Donbas, rendered calls for “spravedlyvist’” (“fairness”) acute not just domestically: Ukrainians felt betrayed by the West whose political leaders had once promised protection in exchange for the former Soviet republic’s voluntary handover of its nuclear arsenal. The fact that according to Paragraph 6 of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, its signatories committed to “consult in the event a situation arises which raises a question concerning these commitments”—and certainly they did “consult”—left little consolation to Ukrainians. International agreements formally did not require the US, UK, France and China to intervene militarily on Ukraine’s behalf when the country’s borders were violated by Russia, but certainly it would have been fair (“spravedlyvo”) to do so.

As is the case with “dignity”, the Ukrainian word “spravedlyvist’” translates poorly into English. Its closest equivalent is “fairness”, although most often it is rendered as “justice”. This is a misnomer. In English (and in French) the term “justice” carries a legalistic connotation that reflects multiple centuries of judicial tradition: justice is achieved when, in accordance with due process, a judge arbitrates a dispute between two parties based on an interpretation of promulgated law. In contrast “fairness” (“spravedlyvist’”)—a term which seems to approximate the Aristotelian notion of righteousness as a reflection of society’s telos (agreed purpose)51—is secured not (necessarily) through the application of written law, but rather as a natural exigency of community. The term “justice” translates into Ukrainian as “zakonnist’” – “spravedlyvist’” refers to a moral (ethical) category, rather than a strictly legal concept. Ideally, “spravedlyvist’” is achieved through a “pravova spil’nota” (righteous community) that does not require a state, as the latter can be hijacked, whereas the community’s “natural law” reflects the common good.52

Given the practical requirements of governance—i.e. the need for daily judgments of what constitutes the “common good”—the institutional arrangements of liberal democratic states (created within the civilizational paradigm of “modernity”) include an impartial judiciary charged with securing the “rule of law.” The Ukrainian language offers two possible translations of this English term: a) “verkhovenstvo zakonu” (meaning rule of statute law), and b) “verkhovenstvo prava” (meaning rule of natural law or “right” in the sense of righteousness). The contrast between “pravo” and “zakon” is similar to the French “droit” vs. “loi”, or the German “Recht” vs. “Gesetz”. The Ukrainian “pravo” approximates “droit” and “Recht” (i.e. natural law or “righteousness”) rather than statute. Ukraine’s Constitution recognizes the primacy of “verkhovenstvo prava,” and so one might rightfully ask a judge who is tasked with securing this version of the “rule of law”, is (s)he to assume that what has been adopted by the legislator (i.e. statute) is “pravo” (i.e. the instantiation of “spravedlyvist’”—fairness)? As became evident after the adoption of the “dictatorial laws” of January 16 (see Chapter 4), statute law may not always conform to “pravo.” However, under circumstances when statute law is not the sole criterion of righteousness, it is unclear who is to be the arbiter of “pravo” and how “spravedlyvist’” (fairness) is to be achieved and/or institutionally assured.

The Ukrainian term “spravedlyvist’” implies the possibility of natural justice that would include both a feeling of fairness and an objective decision according to which “rights” (“prava”) are restored if/when impinged. Spawned by a community of both protest and activism, the feeling that such righteous fairness was possible was precisely what this author (and many others) experienced during the Maidan protests and their aftermath. The fact that “spravedlyvist’” was not achieved during the years after Yanukovych’s ouster represented one of the main disappointments of the early years of the Revolution of Dignity.53 During its next phase, the challenge faced by Ukrainians will be to find ways to institutionalize the communal “fairness” (natural justice) of Maidan in new structures that will ensure both objective justice (i.e. judicial impartiality, due legal process, and consequential application of court decisions) and subjective feelings of trust in whatever dispute resolution system becomes implemented. This challenge is equivalent to that faced by the US Founding Fathers who endeavored to create the institutions of republican governance for the first time in the late 18th century.

Indeed, if the events of Ukraine’s revolution are to become more than a footnote in the history of civilizational development, establishing (judicial) institutions that reflect the ideas of “spravedlyvist’” must become a programmatic goal of its next phase. One of the byproducts of “modernity” in western discourse seems to have been a conflation of the terms “fairness” and “justice” into a single concept: the “rule of law”. Ukrainians have (perhaps accidentally) developed a differentiated concept—“verkhovenstvo prava”—and have enshrined this into their Constitution. Their contribution to civilizational development as part of the global movement to post-modernity may well be the instantiation of this concept into a novel and functioning institutional system, whereby a community ensures both its members rights and the common good.

Horizontalization

For those who experienced the phenomenon directly, Maidan had a kind of mystical quality: a feeling of spirituality was reported by numerous participants.54 But mysticism surrounded not only the place, but also the concept that it represented. The word “hidnist’” captures one aspect of the protests (i.e. a demand for individual and collective dignity to be recognized and respected); “spravedlyvist’” (i.e. a belief in the possibility of a fair society) captures another. In both cases, the demands were transcendent. The protesters were not merely voicing demands, they were practicing their ideology in the protest camp, and in their daily lives outside. Mutuality, community, and belief in the possibility of a common good meant inclusiveness, and a consensual culture where no decision could ever be imposed. Their horizontal organization rejected any individual who would claim lasting authority within or over it because the collective was organized heterarchically with few lasting structures, and with authority roles that shifted according to situational need. 

For the nominal political leaders (Yatseniuk, Klitschko, Tiahnybok), such overt rejection of institutionalized hierarchical relations by the protesting masses posed a massive management problem—felt repeatedly throughout the protests when effective control over the crowds was lost and comprehended pointedly on the night of February 20 when the Maidan snubbed the accord that the opposition leaders had just signed with Yanukovych (see Chapter 4). A similar management problem was faced by Ukraine’s top military commanders during the summer of 2014 and into 2015: for many on the frontlines, compliance with orders was not consequential of their receipt. The volunteer battalions of the National Guard (and the Right Sector Volunteer Corps) were in fact created because of widespread distrust of the chain of command of the Ukrainian Army (see Chapter 5). Internally, these battalions were managed as consensual units whose leaders were respected only when they shunned the trappings of rank.55 Among the men, although the ideal of defending one’s country was venerated, a clear differentiating line was drawn between “krayina” (country) and “derzhava” (state). Patriotism meant love of country; in many cases (tragically), it also meant hatred of the state. In countless interviews from the frontlines, one heard the same: the enemy is despised, but the general staff is hated more: “At least the enemy is predictable—they are trying to kill you. With the brass you never know.”56

The words of Ukraine’s frontline defenders may have sounded anarchic, but they reflected a paradigm that seemed to be deeply rooted in the revolutionary discourse of Maidan, according to which personal freedom was valued above all else. From mid-2016 to mid-2018, the burned-out Trade Unions Building on Independence Square in Kyiv was draped with a massive banner proclaiming “Freedom is our Religion!”.57 For Ukraine’s revolutionaries and territorial defenders, this freedom included the right of assembly, freedom of speech, and personal liberty to manage one’s affairs. By extension, the freedom of the “nation” was also valued—although in this case, “freedom” referred to a more philosophical category: a collective of equals, a broad-based community of like-minded others who are necessarily skeptical of the hierarchical structures of the state. The conceptual link to the mythomoteur of the Zaporizhian Cossacks was plainly visible here.58 Indeed, during a closed meeting that this author attended at the Presidential Administration in August 2015, Poroshenko lamented that during the retreat from Debaltseve in January, he as Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, had had to deal with over 25,000 incidents of desertion and/or dereliction of duty. That evening Ukraine’s President lamented: “I can tell you, this kind of Otamanshchyna is very difficult to manage.”59

On the other hand, in post-Yanukovych civilian life, the energy of horizontal activism was harnessed locally in very constructive ways. Under the banner of “dignity”, inclusive education was introduced for the first time in Ukrainian schools.60 Maidan activists became involved in community associations that pressured city administrations to install bicycle paths and parks, advocated changes to hospital rules that allowed parents access to intensive care facilities where their children were being treated,61 organized local flat owners to create management companies for their apartment blocks, which in turn advocated energy efficiency.62 During the parliamentary election of October 2014—held in the wake of the Maidan protests—the “Samopomich” party (the name translates as “Self-help”) gained significant voter support with a slogan that it had borrowed from Ukrainian Catholic University: “Viz’my i zroby!” which roughly translates into “Pick it up, and do it!” (paraphrasing the Nike advertisement “just do it!”).

According to accepted social science (and its reflection in management theory), a prerequisite for effecting change in an organization or society is leadership. Someone must take responsibility, and more importantly, to be effective (particularly in revolutionary times), this leader must be charismatic. But the protesters in Kyiv in 2013-14 had no leader! Although the three leaders of the opposition parties (Klitschko, Yatseniuk, Tiahnybok) were listened to when they rose to the Maidan stage, each of their appearances represented a battle for hearts and minds, rather than an oration to converted followers. For example, in early February 2014, when Yatseniuk pronounced that he was ready to make the ultimate sacrifice for the sake of the victory of Maidan, his phrase “kulia v lob” (bullet in the temple) became a satirical badge of ridicule. Instead of eluding respect, the image of Klitschko covered in white powder after having been sprayed by a fire extinguisher during clashes on Hrushevskoho St. in January were circulated in social media with the caption “snowman boxer”. 

The greatest challenge to the three leaders’ authority on Maidan came on February 21, from Volodymyr Parasiuk, a previously unknown “sotnyk” (self-defense unit commander), who hopped onto the stage during the evening gathering, grabbed the microphone from Vitaliy Klitschko, and in a highly emotional outburst told the crowd that his “sotnia” flatly rejected the EU-brokered agreement that the three opposition leaders had just signed, and that if Yanukovych was not ousted by 10am the following morning, he and his followers would storm the Presidential Administration building with firearms. Parasiuk’s speech was greeted with tumultuous applause by the crowd while the three nominal opposition leaders quietly retreated from the stage. A year later, when Parasiuk was elected to Parliament, he was made to feel the full force of Ukrainians’ skepticism of those who presented themselves as “leaders” in an institutionalized hierarchy—his speeches in Parliament, and fiery orations during rallies outside, were greeted with skepticism if not ridicule.

The Maidan protesters (and Ukrainians in general) were openly skeptical of any individual who attempted to ascend to the status of “leader”. Maidan embodied a horizontal “spil’nota” (community) that previously was believed (by social scientists) to be effective only in uniting individuals with similar interests (e.g. in organizations such as clubs or fraternities), but not in effecting real change. Such social configurations were certainly not capable of driving fundamental social revolution. In this respect Maidan, presented an apparent structural similarity to other protest actions occurring almost contemporaneously (e.g. Occupy, Arab Spring, Candlelight protests in South Korea, etc.). The common characteristic of each of these protest actions was skepticism, if not outright rejection, of the principle of hierarchy by the protagonists. These social movements attracted thousands of supporters willing to take to the streets to demonstrate their disagreement with a particular political issue or institutional arrangement (usually the catalyst for protest seems to have been a perceived corrupt practice in government), and each was nominally leaderless. 

Paradigm shift

The significance of the rejection of hierarchy, and the appearance of heterarchical collectives (“spil’noty”) as effective political forces driving Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity is not to be underestimated. Horizontalization seems to represent one of the symptoms of the ongoing fundamental shift in western civilization from “modernity” to “post-modernity”: whereas during the industrial era, change required a charismatic leader (entrepreneur, political visionary, etc.), in the early 21st century, it would seem that humanity has witnessed multiple protest movements that have patently rejected those who would position themselves as leaders. This observation should not be understood to mean that personal leadership is no longer relevant for social action or organizational cohesion. However, these movements demonstrate an evolution of the leadership paradigm that may have broader structural consequences. 

Specifically, whereas as Max Weber observed, modernity involved the “institutionalization of charisma” (i.e. transference of the charismatic authority of the leader-persona to an office or rank within an institutionalized hierarchy or organization),63 both the Maidan protests and the subsequent spontaneous organization of volunteer battalions and logistical organizations suggest a postmodern trend towards heterarchy and situational leadership—though not the disappearance of charisma as such. Whereas Weber saw charisma as the “quality of an individual personality,”64 on Maidan we witnessed the charismatic idea existing and spreading independently, without attachment to individual personality. Throughout the events of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity, the individual leader-persona was distrusted, but the common ideal (differently verbalized) was supremely charismatic—i.e. inspirational and compelling to action. In this logic, the principle of charisma (i.e. compelling attractiveness) remained operative, and indeed was the glue of the collective, but rather than being embodied in the leader, devotion and loyalty were instilled in the ideals of the group, and action—both individual and collective—was driven by an idealism that prevailed over material interests. 

This phenomenon of idealism (embodied in the charismatic idea) is key both for understanding the individual actions of Ukraine’s Maidan activists during the protests and in the years after Yanukovych’s ouster, and for appreciating the global significance of the events that began in Kyiv in late 2013. The Maidan protests did not coalesce around material demands. The materialist discourse of Yanukovych (e.g. his televised musings on the costs of EU Association, and the concomitant losses from broken trade ties with Russia—see Chapter 3) was hardly relevant to the protesters. The Maidan protests erupted because Yanukovych visibly demonstrated contempt for fundamental values that many in Ukraine believed to be sacrosanct (e.g. the values-complex that many associated with “Europe”, and more basically rules-based government). On the opposite side, the annexation of Crimea occurred because the Putin regime sought to boost the Russian President’s popularity by fostering the idea and values of nationalism (i.e. the “Russian World”). The war in the Donbas began because of a clash of ideas (identities), and then was fed by the same idea of Russian greatness (embodied in three principles: Orthodoxy, Russian exceptionalism and Autarchy).65 In no case can the motives of the protagonists of each of these events be rationally explained with reference to their material interests. They were driven by ideas.

Given the noted similarities between the Maidan protests and social movements in other countries that appeared at roughly the same time, one might well postulate the shift from materialism to idealism observed during Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity (i.e. both during the Maidan protests and in Moscow’s subsequent aggression) as reflecting a broader trend. Throughout, motives and justifications for action were verbalized in ideational (i.e. non-materialistic) terms. One might therefore be forgiven for seeing these events as reflecting a more comprehensive civilizational shift from the “sensate” materialism characteristic of the modern period, to some form of postmodern idealism as predicted by the eminent sociologist Pitirim Sorokin.66 

Based on extensive research on historical cycles of fashion in art, philosophy, social relationships (including political structures), and culture (including discourse), Sorokin postulated that civilizations change over time according to a pendular pattern that cycles between the dominance of sensate and ideational value systems. According to Sorokin, cynicism is the final stage before the violent shift of the direction of civilization’s pendulum. A decline of sensate culture—when problems appear in the way a civilization’s cultural superstructure is logically integrated—is accompanied by a rise in the social importance of ideas over possessions and artefacts, increased emphasis on spiritual rather than material ends, heightened soul-searching at the expense of time and effort spent on accumulation.67 In Sorokin’s view, western civilization entered a period of crisis (characterized by passage from an “active sensate” to a “passive sensate” phase) after the end of WWII. With the advent of “alternative facts” and the use of information as a weapon (with obvious lies broadcast on mainstream networks as news), it would seem that, at least in some respects, by the second decade of the 21st century, this crisis had resulted in the degeneration of modernity into a “cynical sensate” phase.

During a sensate period, all aspects of life are dominated by a materialistic world view, and economic and scientific activities flourish, particularly during the “active” sensate phase. During the “passive” phase hedonistic values prevail, and in the final “cynical” state the sensate mentality negates everything including itself. Ideational periods, in contrast, are spiritually oriented, and social relationships are familistic rather than contractual… When civilizations shift from one of the “supersystems” to the other, there is a stormy period of transition marked by increases in the intensity and magnitude of wars and revolutions…68

Superficially, Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity seems to have demonstrated the symptoms of a nascent idealistic value system. Social relations during the Maidan protests and in the volunteer movement (both in the battalions and in aid organizations) were familistic (heterarchical) and driven by idealism. After the ouster of Yanukovych this idealism transformed, but the discourse of Maidan never shifted towards materialism: discussions of economic hardship, growing inequality, and/or increasing poverty never gained mobilizational strength. When Russia invaded, the charismatic idea of Ukraine’s revolution became crystalized in patriotism: a notion that compelled action in the form of enlistment in volunteer battalions, support for territorial defense, self-sacrifice in public service in the cause of state-building and reform. Patriotism, in turn, spawned the idea of anti-corruption. Whereas territorial defense and public service were actions compelled by an external threat to the twin concepts of “fairness” and “dignity” (interpreted collectively as affronting the nation), the drive to rid the state apparatus of shady practices that resulted in the enrichment of individuals many would consider undeserving (i.e. in the institutionalization of non-meritocratic social structures) was the result of the application of these ideas to domestic politics. In both cases we see the driving force of collective and individual actions (some more successful, others less so) being the non-embodied, depersonalized, leaderless charismatic idea.

The appearance of a powerful leaderless agency in the Maidan movement, its ability to spawn and make charismatic new (or at least redefined) ideas such as dignity and patriotism, and the capacity of both the Maidan protests and the subsequent volunteer movement for longevity in heterarchical structures, are all elements that point to an underrecognized significance of Ukraine’s revolution—indicative of its having represented (at least) a punctuation event in a larger story of civilizational transformation. This civilizational shift was predicted by Sorokin (among others):

In accordance with my diagnosis and prognosis in the original four-volume edition of this work published in 1937-41, the central process for the last few decades has consisted in a) the progressive decay of sensate culture, society and man; and b) the emergence and slow growth of the first components of the new—ideational or idealistic—sociocultural order… This struggle between the forces of the previously creative but now largely outworn sensate order and the emerging, creative forces of a new—ideational or idealistic—order is proceeding relentlessly in all fields of social and cultural life.69

Sorokin stressed that his analyses of historical data on systems of art, philosophy, law and social relationships did not reveal any period when a pure sensate or pure ideational culture had been completely dominant.70 Nevertheless, he stressed that his exceptionally broad empirical base indicated a shift in emphasis was ongoing. He predicted the transition would be accompanied by violence and revolution: social, political and economic institutions based on a sensate (material) paradigm that had been designed to ensure the wellbeing of the sovereign individual would have to be replaced with some form of new (ideational—perhaps collectivist) institutional order.

Institutionalizing novelty

In this chapter we have portrayed Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity as a punctuation mark in the historical shift of western civilization from a modern to “post-modern” (sensate to idealist; individualist to personalist) stage of development. Our purpose was to demonstrate that the ideas engendered by the Maidan carried global significance, and although it is an axiom of world history that new senses that develop in local conditions may have broader civilizational connotations, whether this will be the case with Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity remains to be seen. For now, it is noteworthy that the newly embodied idealism of the Maidan (and of the volunteers who mobilized to counter Russian aggression in the aftermath of the protests) seems highly relevant to the broader themes of civilizational transformation identified by various observers of macro societal trends.

Idealism seems to be characteristic of the early stages of the lifecycle of all revolutions—regardless of the developmental phase they transgressed. In revolutions that spanned the transition from pre-modern to modern civilizations, ideational demands for “life, liberty, and property” (i.e. meritocracy and secularism) set the revolutionaries apart from representatives of the ancien regime, whose cosmology emphasized ascriptive hierarchy (legitimized through the Church), and conservative propriety (validated by custom and scripture). The American and French Revolutions both began with modest demands: as Hannah Arendt pointed out, “nothing more was originally intended than reforms in the direction of constitutional monarchies”.71 In the Ukrainian case, the protests also began with a modest demand: to sign the EU Association Agreement. But then confrontation with a resistant regime radicalized the movement. In the US case, the revolutionary lifecycle led to the birth of a new “foundational” ingredient: the institutionalization of individual liberty as a basic right and principle of the organization of the American political system as enshrined in the US Constitution. The idea of the sovereign individual then became a sacred foundational component of modern political systems throughout western civilization. In the Ukrainian case (reflecting the modern-to-postmodern essence of the Maidan), the buzzword became “dignity”72 and its underlying philosophical “personalist” current.

The Ukrainian revolution did not depose a monarch. Formally, the principles of democratic governance had all been established by the country’s 1996 Constitution (amended in 2004), and these institutional arrangements, though temporarily hijacked by Yanukovych who sought to use the Presidency as a means of personal enrichment, constrained his efforts. After Yanukovych’s ouster, the formal arrangements typical of a modern democratic state, including separation of powers, regular elections, a representative and empowered Parliament, and an accountable executive (i.e. institutions born primarily during the American revolution) continued in Ukraine with minimal adjustment. But in parallel, the Revolution of Dignity gave birth to significant novelty. Beyond traditional debates focused on finding balance between the legislative and executive branches, Ukraine’s revolutionaries highlighted problems in structuring the judiciary—a major step forward in the agenda of institution building. Put differently, rather than asking “who will rule and how?” the key question that emerged from Maidan can be paraphrased as “who will judge?” and furthermore “according to what standard?”. The global significance of this shift in debates can be summed up as follows: whereas the revolutions of modernity concerned themselves with establishing accountable governance (i.e. institutions through which power would be legitimately exercised in a non-ascriptive, but yet hierarchically organized polity), Ukraine’s Maidan asked the quintessentially postmodern question: who will be the legitimate arbiter of conflict in a horizontally organized polity?

As noted in Chapter 7, revolutions are not events. They may involve accelerated social change, but even if hurried, the process of revolution takes time. Furthermore, this process seems to proceed according to a defined lifecycle, where discourse (i.e. the relevance of questions asked, the topics and forms of debate) appears to affect both the speed and path of development of the revolutionary process. Thus, whereas at time of writing (almost five years after the ouster of Yanukovych), Ukraine’s revolution had progressed through the first two stages (“regime overthrow”, and “rule of moderates”), progression to or avoidance of the third (i.e. “terror”) seemed dependent on how political discourse within Ukraine’s political class would be elaborated. The real challenge of Ukraine’s revolutionaries (Maidan activists, war veterans, new political elites) in the coming years—if what Arendt called the “leftward shift” that led to a Reign of Terror in the French and Russian Revolutions was to be avoided (as occurred in the American case)—would be to institutionalize the idealism of the Revolution of Dignity. To this end, major questions need to be answered:

1. How can a large community (a nation) be managed horizontally? Can the principle of heterarchy be extended to the state apparatus? Clearly decentralization was one of the major achievements of Ukraine’s post-Yanukovych reforms (see Chapter 6), but can a large and diverse nation-state be governed long-term with a fluid hierarchy?

 

2. How do the principles of “fairness” and “dignity” become institutionalized in local and national communities, and (most importantly) in the economy? How can companies and community organizations realize the power of horizontal leadership in new management structures? How can organizations created under a “modern” paradigm shift to the “post-modern”? 

 

3. In what way should the aspiration of “spravedlyvist’” (fairness) become institutionalized in Ukraine’s judicial system? Given the demand for natural justice, and the overwhelming skepticism of society towards formal legal institutions (including statute law), how is “fairness” to be judged? How shall a society of natural justice be established?

A great deal has been written by eminent authors73 about the importance of institutions for political stability and economic growth. No doubt, flourishing liberal democracies are founded on stable “rules of the game” that are both formalized in laws, and informally supported through norms, ethics and social conventions. And these in turn are enforced directly by the state or indirectly by organizations that legitimize and/or socially proscribe particular behavior. Few today question the institutionalists’ emphasis on the importance of establishing such a system as a prerequisite of a society’s prosperity. However, fewer still provide recipes on how such institutions are to be established in the context of civilizational change. Specifically, how does one deal with the legacy of suboptimal institutions? How does one balance between establishing formal institutions “top-down” and the “bottom-up” latency of informal practices that often contradict the most well-intentioned reform effort? What is the sequence for establishing sustainable institutions? Is culture always a drag on social change? What if the civilizational context on which “modern” political institutions were established, changes: can one create “post-modern” institutions immediately, or must the revolutionary “steam” cool before one can start? These questions are likely to remain open for some time. Their delineation here serves to add to the agenda of Ukraine’s revolutionary process rather than to complete it. 

The transformation of Ukraine, and of western civilization as a whole, is not a task that will be completed quickly. In the end, the country’s renovation (i.e. the fulfilment of the agenda of Maidan) will involve the persistence of the old together with appearance of the new. In other words, the future will be messy and hybrid. Delineating the contours of this future for both Ukraine and the broader region will be the task of the next and final chapter.
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Chapter 11:
Moving Forward

In 2013-14, what started as a small-scale protest under the “Euromaidan” banner turned into a catalyst of massive and mind-bogglingly rapid social change both domestically in Ukraine, and internationally in Europe and beyond. The impact of the initial demonstrations could have been negligible had the Yanukovych regime allowed the protests to simply fizzle out. Instead, “Berkut” riot police were ordered to attack peaceful students in the dead of night. That act sparked demonstrations that brought hundreds of thousands of people into the streets, and closed Kyiv’s city-center for 3 months. When the Ukrainian President was finally forced to flee, his Russian counterpart launched two invasions: one resulting in the illegal annexation of Crimea, and the other in continuous low-level artillery battles lasting over 4 years across a virtually immovable front-line in the Donbas. Putin then flexed his muscles in Syria and engaged in multiple clandestine operations in western countries aimed at influencing electoral processes (including in the US), and at murder using chemical weapons (in the UK). It would seem the catalyst of these subsequent dramatic events was a miscalculation: in the dead of night, on 30 November 2013, in a very peripheral European capital, a thuggish Ukrainian regime attacked a peaceful student demonstration. 

The above chain of events is not necessarily a causal chain. Maidan did not cause Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, nor were Ukrainians responsible for Putin’s covert aggression against the West. However, a degree of connectedness seems to be in evidence. If not for Russian aggression, it is highly unlikely that Ukraine’s population would have experienced the level of political mobilization and patriotic solidarity manifest throughout the country during the months and years following the overthrow of Yanukovych. Neither would the contrast between the competing socio-economic models proposed by post-Soviet Russia and the EU (neo-feudal kleptocracy vs. rules-based governance) have been displayed with such starkness to a young urban Ukrainian bourgeoisie. If not for the outbreak of hostilities in Kyiv, followed by actualization of a very real external threat from Russia, it is unlikely that Ukrainian society would have generated the novel senses that were perhaps the greatest contribution to civilizational development emanating from Maidan and the subsequent Russian-Ukrainian war. Such senses seem to be a hallmark of revolutionary change and are rarely born during periods of relative social stability.

The Russia problem

During the months and years following the mass killings of protesters in the center of Kyiv in February 2014, the world order—the European civilizational context (i.e. the complex of ideas, norms, practices) based on which hegemonic cultural, political and economic institutions functioned in the West for many decades—experienced a shock. When Russia invaded, and then annexed the sovereign territory of its neighbor, the institutions of Europe (EU, NATO, OSCE), which were supposedly designed to ensure peace and prosperity, were undermined: a state actor with nuclear weapons, which seemingly aspired to global power status, and which had been part of the foundation of the international system (including the UN Security Council), had violated that very system’s basic agreements and institutions. The apparent catalyst of the crisis amounted to a dispute over a what amounted to a trade deal with a country (Ukraine) that few Europeans (and fewer still Americans) could place on a map of the world. 

In early 2014, Kyiv’s demonstrators provided exciting material for visiting journalists: young activists (some called them “extremists”) throwing Molotov cocktails at well-armed riot police translated into juicy imagery for western commentators. But the Maidan protests were largely of peripheral interest to the outside world: more of an enthralling show in a far-away land than an event that had obvious and immediate significance to a global audience. That changed when Putin ordered his Special Forces into Crimea. By annexing the peninsula, Russia directly violated Article 4 of the UN Charter.1 What’s more, it violated the 1994 Budapest memorandum—a document signed by Russia, the US, UK, France, and China, according to which each country promised to respect Ukraine’s territorial integrity in exchange for that country giving up its nuclear weapons. As Andreas Umland, Senior Fellow at the Institute for Euro-Atlantic Cooperation in Kyiv, pointed out, Russia’s actions in Crimea effectively voided the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) which Ukraine had signed, and which western leaders considered part of the foundation of the global security system:

If an NPT signatory can’t even be kept safe from one of the treaty’s five guarantors, then what is the value of banning the spread of nuclear weapons? What nation with no deterrence potential or a close alliance with a nuclear power can now count on the inviolability of its borders? If a Security Council member can enlarge its territory at the expense of a neighboring country without much punishment, the NPT turns into a vehicle for the official nuclear powers to advance their own agendas.2

Russia’s annexation of Crimea, and its military intervention in the Ukrainian Donbas, certainly heightened global interest in the Kremlin’s role in international affairs. Prior to 2014, western policy-makers seemed to be content in believing that Russia’s limited economic power translated into minimal real influence on the international stage: despite periodically rattling its nuclear sabre, Moscow’s actual global clout was waning. US and EU policy-makers turned to other priorities; academic career opportunities in “area studies” gradually diminished. The western world became comfortable in its belief that although “the end of history” had not yet arrived, Russia was no longer a special case worthy of special attention. Unlike Islamic extremists who lived (and died) by different rules than the rest of the world, after the collapse of the USSR, Russians (and their elites) became basically “like us”.

This state of affairs changed dramatically during the Kremlin’s military escapade in Syria where it became evident to western political elites that Russia was neither “like us” nor “with us”. In September 2015, immediately after having addressed the UN General Assembly in New York, and having met with US President Obama, President Putin ordered aerial bombardments of anti-Assad forces in Syria. In the words of Sovietologist Robert van Voren (writing in 2015):

Syria is to Putin what Ukraine was a year ago: a means to exert power, a means to show his country he is the boss, a means to show that the decadent West is incompetent, denigrated and unable to meet the challenges of today. Together with Assad he can do what he likes to do: bomb away anybody who stands in his way.3

Despite the Obama administration’s belief that Russian forces would be caught in a “quagmire” in Syria, Putin was able to maintain air superiority over the country throughout 2015-16, and by indiscriminately bombing the city of Aleppo, succeeded in keeping his vassal, the Syrian President, in power—in spite of US administration insistence that Assad must go. Furthermore, in Syria, Russia gained a stage on which to demonstrate the technical prowess of its weaponry—particularly in October 2015 when the Kremlin launched a cruise missile attack on Syrian targets from ship-based launch facilities in the Caspian Sea over 2000 km away. 

Having been able to largely ignore Russian aggression in Georgia in 2008 and having voiced “deep concern” over Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine in 2014, western policy-makers were no longer able to acquiesce to seeing Russia as a “regional power”, only flexing its limited muscle in the post-Soviet space. Putin’s Syrian intervention proved that Russia needed to be dealt with seriously. Indeed, this was likely the intended goal of the deadly display of the Kremlin’s projective capabilities: to draw the US to the negotiating table where Russia would be treated as an “equal”. As US military expert Joseph Micallef pointed out, the “resurgence of Russia” was in fact part of Vladimir Putin’s foreign policy “bluff”: 

Russia’s aggressive posture in recent years, primarily since 2008, is not the result of growing Russian strength but a gambit to hide growing Russian weakness. It’s as if, starting in 2008, the Kremlin decided that reasserting Russia’s status as a great power was more important than maximizing economic growth, investment and development. Indeed, as the economic wellbeing of the average Russian family has declined, the Kremlin’s answer has been to emphasize its success in restoring Russia’s international status regardless of the fact that in doing so it has further aggravated the economic downturn…4

As the above quote demonstrates, after the Kremlin’s intervention in Syria, Western policy-advisors’ economy-centered blinders seem to have finally come off. Most in the West had falsely assumed that in the modern world, global military (and political) power was a function of economic might, but for the Russians it was never “the economy, stupid”.5 For this reason, imposing economic sanctions as a response to the Kremlin’s illegal annexation of Crimea and military intervention in the Donbas proved largely ineffective. Putin’s foreign policy agenda was/is not motivated by economic concerns, and this fact requires a rethink of western foreign policy instruments vis-à-vis the Kremlin—particularly since few in the West have an appetite for all-out war with Russia.6 

Indeed, many would prefer to placate the Kremlin, despite evidence of Moscow’s outrageous behavior on the international scene since 2014: limited military aggression in the Donbas and Syria, covert operations with chemical weapons in the UK, hacking of computer systems and dissemination of fake news in the US, France and Germany. In each case, the Kremlin denied its responsibility, thereby delaying response. And while western investigators built a case against Moscow, the global political agenda moved on. As commentator Peter Dickinson pointed out in 2018: 

Since Russian troops began seizing government buildings in Crimea four years ago, the international community has become accustomed to encountering new acts of Russian aggression on an almost daily basis. Whether it is masked men in eastern Ukraine, a chemical weapons attack in the English countryside, or an attempted coup in the Balkans, the process is more or less the same—faced by a fresh round of accusations, the Kremlin denies everything and declares, “You can’t prove it was us.” If the evidence pointing toward Russia is particularly damning, Moscow then insists that those involved were non-state actors operating entirely independently of the government… This is how Putin’s Russia wages war, by attacking in a myriad of different directions while carefully maintaining a semblance of plausible deniability that leaves its victims partially paralyzed and unable to respond effectively to an enemy they cannot conclusively unmask… One of the reasons Putin’s strategy of plausible deniability is so effective is because virtually nobody in the West seems to appreciate the scale of Russian hostility toward the post-Cold War world or the Kremlin’s readiness to resort to acts of aggression… Above all, nobody wants to acknowledge the dire reality that a state of war—albeit hybrid war—already exists between Russia and the entire democratic world.7

In this global war, Ukraine remains the frontline—both figuratively and literally. However, this conflict was/is not simply a geopolitical battle over territory, nor was/is it simply a manifestation of the Kremlin’s desire to assert the “great power” status of Russia on the world stage. The multi-faceted reality of the conflict (its “hybrid” character)8 manifest in the use of both traditional military might (both overt and covert forces) in conjunction with subversive activities such as hacking, targeted dissemination of fake news via alternative mass media and/or via Twitter, “trolling” commentary on newspaper websites and social networks, indicates that the practice of warfare has entered a new phase of development. Just as the onset of “industrial warfare”9 over a century ago reflected changes in technology (transportation, communication, mass production), political identity and solidarity structures (nation-states, multi-national alliances), ideologies and political practices (socialism, capitalism, democracy), so too does the appearance of “hybrid war” reflect a fundamental change in human civilization. Putin’s war is ideological in nature because it reflects a civilizational split—not in the sense of Huntington (i.e. reflecting primordial cleavages between cultures with differing religious traditions), but rather reflecting differing visions of the next phase of human development. 

To illustrate his vision of human development, in his 2014 public speeches, Russian President Putin often referenced three of his favorite philosophers from the 19th and 20th centuries: Nikolai Berdyaev, Vladimir Solovyov and Ivan Ilyin. Others in Kremlin circles referenced the writings of Russian ultra-nationalist Alexander Dugin who proposed “Eurasianism” as a solution to the “decadence” of the West.10 In each case, Russia’s aggression was justified and framed in messianic terms. The frightening (and highly threatening) tendency was cogently captured by NY Times commentator David Brookes:

To enter into the world of Putin’s favorite philosophers is to enter a world full of melodrama, mysticism and grandiose eschatological visions… Three great ideas run through this work. The first is Russian exceptionalism: the idea that Russia has its own unique spiritual status and purpose. The second is devotion to the Orthodox faith. The third is belief in autocracy. Mashed together, these philosophers point to a Russia that is a quasi-theocratic nationalist autocracy destined to play a culminating role on the world stage… (T)hese philosophers had epic visions of Russia’s role in the world. Solovyov argued that because Russia is located between the Catholic West and the non-Christian East, it has a historic mission to lead the way to human unification. Russia would transcend secularism and atheism and create a unified spiritual kingdom. “The Russian messianic conception,” Berdyaev wrote, “always exalted Russia as a country that would help to solve the problems of humanity…” In his 1948 essay, “What Dismemberment of Russia Entails for the World,” Ilyin describes the Russian people as the “core of everything European-Asian and, therefore, of universal equilibrium…” All of this adds up to a highly charged and assertive messianic ideology… Russia is now involved in a dispute in Ukraine that touches and activates the very core of this touchy messianism.11

It is in the interests of the West to counter or at least contain such an expansionist Russian messianism. In this context, in the local theatre of conflict represented by Ukraine, the least objectionable solution seems to involve acquiescence to a “frozen conflict” in eastern Ukraine, and formalization of the status of Crimea as an “occupied territory”. Such a condition will not necessarily end local hostilities on Europe’s eastern frontier (and it certainly will not re-establish Ukraine’s territorial integrity in the short term), but it will limit the spread of military conflict beyond the established line of contact in the Donbas.12 Furthermore, notwithstanding the enormous cost of defending Ukraine’s eastern border from continued Russian aggression, military defense is clearly more desirable to the Ukrainian nation than its disintegration in a reconstituted Russian empire. On the other hand, “freezing” the status quo between Ukraine and Russia—although representing the least bad solution in the short term—is unlikely to become permanent. Ideologically enthused elites who admire the writings of long-dead philosophers that promoted Russian exceptionalism and imperialism currently rule Russia, and these elites’ political interests are served by fostering Russia’s territorial and cultural expansion at the expense of Ukraine (and of the West). However, these elites are not permanent. The persona of Vladimir Putin is currently venerated (even revered) by the Russian population, and a cult of personality has been created around the Russian President in popular culture that presents him as the sole guardian against an apocalyptic degeneration of the country into chaos.13 But Putin is not immortal.14

Furthermore, Kyiv is now prepared to foot most of the bill to defend itself against Moscow’s aggression. The Ukrainian army, a force that according to former acting President Turchynov, had been capable of fielding a mere 6000 battle-ready troops at the height of the Kremlin’s operation to annex Crimea in March 2014, grew to number over 250 thousand active duty personnel in 2018, with an additional 180,000 in operational reserve. Many of the country’s former volunteer, and now professional soldiers and reservists were battle-hardened and/or received training from western advisors. Although NATO members had provided Ukraine with only minimal weaponry, diplomatic and humanitarian support had been plentiful both from western governments and from the Ukrainian diaspora throughout the world. Problems with logistics and supply were resolved. From the standpoint of defensive military capability, Ukraine seemed capable of withstanding further Russian advance, and its political class seemed united in the belief that further solidification of the country’s defensive capabilities—given the long-term existential threat posed by Russia—should remain a top priority for many years to come. 

Russia’s war in Ukraine can have no end except the destruction of Ukraine has an independent state—a condition that Ukrainians have demonstrated as being unacceptable. Alternatively, it may end with the disintegration of the Russian Federation—a process that is unlikely to be ordered and/or peaceful.15 In this context, since 2014, the exemplar of Israel has increasingly been referred to in domestic media and elite discourse as instructive for Kyiv. Throughout several decades after its establishment in 1948, the state of Israel received extensive military, economic and political support from its western allies (particularly the US), and as a result developed into a unique, well defended, civilizational outpost in an inherently hostile environment.16 A similar project now needs to be set out for Ukraine. Western governments must realize that Ukraine matters to them—not just as a frontline state countering Russia’s geopolitical ambitions, but as a civilizational outpost that demonstrates to the world that (broadly termed) “western” modernity and postmodernity (i.e. a developmental trajectory based on national self-determination, that involves rules-based government, prosperity derived from effort and meritocratic social relations, respect for international law and diplomatic rules, domestic tolerance and openness consequent on a recognition of the dignity of the person) can be constructed and is worthy of defense under threat. 

In his opening address to the May 2014 “Thinking with Ukraine” conference, organized in Kyiv by renowned Yale University historian Timothy Snyder, former literary editor of The New Republic and award-winning author of several books on Jewish themes, Leon Wieseltier, addressed the gathering of some of the world’s most respected scholars of the humanities and social sciences with the following words:

The Ukrainian desire to affiliate with the West, its unintimidated preference for Europe over Russia, is not merely a strategic and economic choice; it is also a moral choice, a philosophical choice, a societal decision about ideals, a defiance of power in the name of justice, a stirring aspiration to build a society and a state that is representative of some values and not others… Ukraine is testing the proposition that people who speak different languages can live together in a single polity. That proposition is one of the great accomplishments of modern liberalism. Putin repudiates it. He shrinks nationalism into tribalism. His view, in the name of which he claims territory and steals territory, is that people who speak different languages cannot live together and should not live together; that sameness is preferable to difference, and homogeneity to diversity; that languages, and therefore cultures, are monolithic and insular and exclusive, and that this insularity and exclusiveness should be expressed in the organization of societies and states, so that like will live only with like and like will be governed only by like; that intolerance and conflict are legitimate corollaries of cultural pride; that the mingling of languages and cultures is not enriching to an individual and a nation but depleting, not a refreshment of identity but a threat to its purity. But you know better; and with you, we know better.17

Ukraine is important for the West. Certainly, it is also important to Russia, but for Europe and North America, Ukraine matters not for mythical geopolitical reasons. Ukraine matters because it represents a battleground between two civilizational paradigms—no less significant than the ongoing paradigmatic battle between ISIS and Al Qaeda on the one hand, and western civilization on the other. Ukraine matters not merely as territory, nor even as a keystone of moral responsibility whose sovereignty the world’s major powers once vowed to respect in exchange for its de-nuclearization. Ukraine matters because it represents a nascent future for the West—a civilizational experiment involving a new form of revolution. 

War of narratives

Throughout 2014-16 (and in some cases thereafter), events in Kyiv, Crimea and the Donbas were analyzed by western journalists and academics under the general rubric “Ukraine crisis”. This label was highly misleading and incorrect. Firstly, it suggested that the “crisis” was primarily a domestic Ukrainian problem—a narrative inspired by the Kremlin which persisted in portraying the ouster of Yanukovych as a coup d’état, the Ukrainian government elected afterwards as a “fascist junta”, and the conflict in the Donbas as a “civil war”.18 Although the Ukrainian revolution certainly was reflective of a domestic agency (as described extensively in this book), the “crisis” after late-February 2014 was fueled externally by Russia. Indeed, given the messianic ideology proclaimed by Russian elites as justification for military aggression, one might question whether the focal point of “crisis” was perhaps in Russia, rather than in Ukraine.

More significantly however, the portrayal of Ukraine as being in “crisis” suggested that events occurring there (i.e. Russia’s invasion) had a potential completion date. In fact, when Putin’s forces invaded Crimea, and later when Russia annexed the peninsula and intensified its subversive activities in the Ukrainian south-east—massing troops and firing rockets across the border, and later inserting troops that would fuel an ongoing tank and artillery war on Ukrainian territory—the Kremlin demonstrated that it did not recognize the right of Ukraine to exist as a sovereign state. Russia’s military intervention in Ukraine was/is not a war for territory, political control, or geopolitical assertion. Official Russian historiography (regularly touted by its political and even religious elites)19 denies the separateness of Ukraine; Vladimir Putin is infamously reported to have stated to President George Bush that “Ukraine is not a real country”20 and he repeatedly referred to Ukraine as a “territory” rather than a separate state throughout 2014-16. Later, Russian Orthodox Church Patriarch Kirill (a close Putin ally) vehemently opposed the granting of autocephaly (independence) to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church when a “Tomos” (decree) was offered by the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, causing a schism within Orthodoxy that has global ramifications.21

Russia’s position with respect to Ukraine was/is untenable and can have no possible resolution. The existential threat to Kyiv from Moscow was/is permanent. If the West sees Ukraine’s long-term survival as a sovereign state as being of value—if for no other reason than to demonstrate the validity and relevance of international diplomatic norms and agreements such as the NPT—then infrastructural support (i.e. assistance in defense, diplomacy, and access to markets) must be offered to Ukraine for years to come. Furthermore, we must stop treating the conflict in and over Ukraine as a regional dispute over spheres of influence, or even as a proxy war reflective of a larger geopolitical struggle. 

After the Maidan protests it became cliché to state that the world had transformed. The West entered a “post-truth” era22 where political spin degenerated into a battle of narratives based on “alternative facts.” “Active measures”—a term derived from Soviet-era intelligence discourse23—were employed by Russia’s hacking and propaganda machines to undermine government institutions and to misinform and divide the citizenry of the liberal democratic states that the Kremlin identified as its adversaries.24 This practice of manipulating media messages with outright falsifications had roots in the Soviet period,25 but after 2014, the Kremlin seems to have crossed some illusory boundary set by the journalism profession by overtly fabricating news stories. The web resource Stopfake.org (based at Kyiv-Mohyla Academy and launched by activists from the university’s Journalism School) has been particularly vigilant and effective at uncovering Kremlin lies, misuse of images, and dissemination of deliberately fictional stories in its quest to inculcate a narrative in the global public that discredits Ukraine and serves Russia’s strategic ambitions.26 According to Peter Pomarantsev, author of the award-winning Nothing is True and Everything is Possible: The Surreal Heart of the New Russia, this practice represents “a new form of conflict (that) emerged in 2015.”27 

A key weapon in this “hybrid” war became the prevailing narrative. Thus, if the world could be convinced that Ukraine was a failed state (“the most corrupt nation in Europe” according to The Guardian),28 or that it had become a bastion of fascism where right-wing extremists ruled the government,29 western support for Kyiv could be discredited. The symbolism of the Revolution of Dignity provided an easily manipulated backdrop for the Kremlin-supported narrative: the Maidan protesters and later many of Ukraine’s volunteer battalions coopted the flag and slogans of the WWII-era OUN-UPA; they established structures and practices that paralleled those of the 16-18 century Cossacks (including haircuts and clothing). A romantic interpreted these symbols as modernized references to a historical mythomoteur; a parodist saw filth and backwardness, and a tendency to whitewash a problematic past. The fact that these historical symbols had become present-focused, and that Bandera (the OUN leader), the red and black flag, and the greeting “Glory to Ukraine!” (all formerly associated with integral nationalism) had lost their original ideological ingredient,30 and had become symbols of patriotic struggle against aggression in a defensive war against Russia, was not easily understood by a non-specialist audience. 

As for the war in the Donbas, Moscow’s narrative presents an easily understood—and grossly simplified—sequence of events: according to the Kremlin, in early 2014, right-wing Ukrainian nationalists in Kyiv overthrew the legitimately elected Yanukovych, and then the former President’s heartland revolted against the new “fascist” government; months later, Moscow moved to assist its local compatriots in their struggle for linguistic rights and their desire to identify with Russian/Soviet historiography. There is a problem with this narrative however: Crimea does not fit. Crimea was annexed by Russian troops immediately after Yanukovych’s ouster—without any prior “struggle for linguistic rights” on the peninsula. Here, the narrative of “internal conflict” or “civil war” does not apply.

In their official statements, Russian officials (Putin, Lavrov, Churkin and others) have consistently perpetrated an interpretation of Ukraine’s “crisis” as an internal issue and have deliberately separated Crimea from the Maidan-Donbas story. In fact, this is a single spiral of violence: beatings and shootings on Maidan (likely supported by the Kremlin), followed by Russian invasion and annexation of Crimea, followed by Kremlin-sponsored protests in Ukraine’s southern and eastern regions, movement of Russian military equipment (initially) and troops (later) into the Donbas, and escalating violence thereafter. These events form a continuity, and persistent Russian agency in the chain is undeniable. 

Prevailing narratives affect policy—as seen in the direct link between the portrayal of the conflict in the Donbas as a “civil war”, and the policy discourse of western governments with respect to sanctions against Russia on the one hand, and the Minsk peace process on the other. Thus, the prospective end goal of the Minsk Accords, the work of the tri-lateral contact group, the Normandy format negotiations, etc. was to agree some form of accommodation between the Ukrainian government and Russia-backed “separatists”. However, the premise behind this goal was a narrative, according to which dissatisfaction in the Donbas with the post-Yanukovych government in Kyiv (specifically on language policy), eventually boiled over into mass protests in the region in March-April 2014. The “separatists” were said to have been a domestic (“native”) phenomenon that only later was supported by Russia (first indirectly, and then directly militarily). However, as increasingly mounting evidence suggests (e.g. the Glazyev tapes), the “Russian Spring” in Ukraine’s eastern regions in 2014 was artificially manufactured by the Kremlin. Consequently, the basis for demanding concessions from Kyiv must now be seen as questionable. But the implanted narrative persists.

The narrative presented in this book—one that ascribes agency to the brave Ukrainians who effected Yanukovych’s ouster (numbering in the millions—far more than the “extremists” claimed by Moscow), who demonstrated astonishing levels of spontaneous cooperation, self-sufficiency, individual and collective patience in the face of extreme hardship, both during the Maidan protests and in countering Russian aggression in the years that followed—has received exceptionally little attention in the western press. Even more difficult to understand and proliferate is the notion that the idealists of Ukraine’s revolution—in a place that few in the West could identify with—would be able to offer the world new civilizational principles: “spravedlyvist’” (natural justice or “fairness”), “hidnist’” (individually realized / collectively recognized “dignity”), and a distinctly postmodern application of Personalism.

If the Maidan was about the emergence of a new social paradigm—one where (perhaps idealistically, as with any ideology) the “good” is defined as respect for Persons and their inter-relations, and the “evil” is represented by a de-personalized system—then the current conflict between the West and Russia (in which Ukraine is commonly seen as the battleground, but not itself an actor) seems to have little to do with Ukraine’s Revolution. The war between Russia and the West (currently limited to low level combat in a limited theatre, and to the diplomatic, espionage, informational, and cyber realms, but conceivably capable of degenerating into a global conflagration) is a battle of systems, not Persons. And that is not what Maidan was about. By de-personalizing (intellectualizing) events, we de-emphasize the narrative of Maidan and Ukraine’s defensive war against Russian aggression as a revolution of identities, social groups and ideas, and we therefore risk missing their essence: the genuinely inspiring achievements of their protagonists. 

Summing up the Revolution

For me, and for many others who spent many days and nights absorbed by the Maidan phenomenon, what occurred during the protests in Kyiv (before the massacre on 18-21 February) can only be described as magical.31 And this feeling of magic was not simply a bi-product of personal involvement in collective action. Although the purpose of our mass gathering was protest, and the central demand was for the corrupt “oligarchic” system that had become cemented under Yanukovych to be dismantled, this movement was also about social construction: about building something new on the ashes of the old; escaping the decisions that had trapped Ukrainians in a post-Soviet historical trajectory, and placing the country on an alternative (broadly termed) “European” path. The “magic” was reinforced by the fact that our uprising was a grassroots phenomenon, occurring not at the behest of elites, but rather despite their efforts. The flag, the anthem, the symbols, the slogans, poems, lyrics, graffiti, and bumper stickers—all of it was effected spontaneously, genuinely, emotionally, and righteously. At least in this respect Maidan represented a profound social revolution, the magnitude of which we would comprehend only much later. At the time we understood only that we were partaking in the “birth of a Nation.”

Then Russia invaded. If support for the Maidan protests, and the concomitant feeling of grass-roots national naissance, had been initially (primarily) a western and central Ukrainian phenomenon, in the aftermath of the annexation of Crimea, and of the Kremlin’s aggression in the Donbas, Ukrainian patriotism became a truly national sensation. Citizens of Dnipro, Mykolayiv, Kharkiv, Odesa, and other cities in Ukraine’s south and east visibly displayed their choice of identity in defiance of the “Russkiy mir” ideological program propagated by the regions’ minority Putin supporters. Although the separatist ambitions of some of the latter were genuine, post-hoc evidence shows that much of the pro-Russian public fervor was sponsored and animated surreptitiously by the Kremlin. In a development that surprised many, the overwhelmingly Russian-speaking majority of the population in Ukraine’s eastern and southern regions publicly and vehemently declared their allegiance to Ukraine: many volunteered their time and money to help establish defenses against the aggressor, and to help those fleeing the violence that had fallen upon their homes; others signed up for military service, risking (and in some cases sacrificing) their lives. With these acts they seemed to confirm the (re)naissance of the Ukrainian nation that had been self-evident in Kyiv during the protests. Ukraine’s revolution truly had (so it seemed) corrected the country’s historical trajectory and had erased the previous regional differences that had apparently defined Ukrainians’ political preferences and supposedly divergent identities.

However, the mass patriotism that I experienced during the Maidan protests, and then later when travelling to the south and east of the country, was not as all-encompassing as it seemed: Ukraine’s rural and small-town residents, as well as the urban working class, were engaged in the revolution only peripherally. Although the war effort mobilized soldiers and volunteers from across the spectrum of socio-economic strata, and representatives of Ukraine’s rural and semi-rural population certainly contributed, the true grassroots leaders of the revolution hailed from the country’s understudied and underrecognized urban creative class: entrepreneurs, journalists, academics, and white-collar managers. They formed the core of the Maidan movement. It was their anti-neo-feudal, broadly termed “bourgeois” program that formed the dominant “liberal” discourse of Ukraine’s revolution. For these new entrants into the political elite, Ukraine’s revolution represented a watershed between a post-Soviet period of development and a new Ukraine. Their “habitus” differed dramatically from that of the evolved “homo sovieticus”32 on which the pre-Maidan oligarchic system had been based: they were plugged-in to social networks and new media, and they cultivated trendy images rather than craving distinguished or sacrosanct authority; for them, social capital was more important than economic capital; meritocracy was the hegemonic ideology, but the ideal was a society structured heterarchically. Their organizations (companies and NGO’s) had long-since introduced flatter management structures: their managers and leaders were no longer prepared to “buy” legitimacy in exchange for paternalistic loyalty.33 They craved the creation of a state which guarantees a level playing field for entrepreneurs and firms; one in which those with merit (talent, skills, drive, etc.) would be able to achieve success; where the state would be neither partner nor predator with respect to the economy, but whose role in the private sector would be limited to that of impartial arbiter in case of dispute. Before the Maidan protests, they had achieved significant career success in the non-oligarchic sector of the economy; they now seized the opportunity to implement real systemic reform, filling (often to their own surprise) government positions or acting as behind-the-scenes “lexion” reform drivers in various government agencies.34

All revolutions (and the Ukrainian case was no exception) seem to involve abrupt removal of an oppressive government by individuals who nominally position themselves as revolutionaries (i.e. profess transformative romantic ideals or at least promise regime change), but who according to their socio-economic status, are actually break-away members of the established elite. As evidenced by the very gradual implementation of domestic reforms during the immediate post-Yanukovych period, the Ukrainian case seemed to differ only marginally from the historical model: faces changed, but vested interests remained (mostly) vested. At time of writing, the outcome of the revolutionary transformation of Ukraine from a neo-feudal “oligarchy” to a rules-based meritocracy that replicated Maidan activists’ “bourgeois” habitus, remained unknown. What had become clear by this time (late 2018) was that Ukrainians’ appetite for change, and their willingness to endure hardship for the sake of a nominally attractive, but uncertain future, had waned over time. The euphoric “magical” social mood—a condition spawned by activism and (at least for a while) capable of self-replication—eventually faded into cynicism. 

Renowned social psychologist Serge Moscovici once observed that after their initial “big bang”, revolutionary societies inevitably “cool”:

Here the contrast is between a revolutionary or anomalous society, resulting from a big bang, and normal society, which is formed once the forces behind the explosion have cooled down and the innovations that provoked it have become commonplace. The first kind of society is distinguished by the ebullience of its members and the creative urge they display. Favored by a state of collective over-excitement, historical and moral energies are released; these change the course of society, which had been assumed to be as little variable as the trajectory of a planet... Such a society, however, reduced to its essentials and lived only from the inside, can only be short-lived... Insofar as the day-to-day functions of administration, production and exchange must be carried on and the demands of daily life respected, it is these which once more assume the preponderant role... In this sense (in time) society becomes normal...35

Ukraine did not return to “normality” immediately after the victory of the Maidan protests. On the contrary, the country’s polity gained national self-identification (a fact that in itself constituted an identity revolution); the financial-industrial groups and their oligarch-owners, although not yet bankrupt, lost their previous ability to dictate the policies of the state without question (due to having lost their previously exclusive access to cash flows—be it from gas (Firtash), electricity generation and distribution (Akhmetov), banking (Kolomoisky), steel exports (Pinchuk)); the previous dominance of eastern region based industrial production in the structure of GDP was replaced by services (including IT outsourcing), small-scale manufacturing, and farming—a fact that balanced Ukraine’s regional political economy; institutions tasked with fighting corruption and maintaining the impartial monopoly of the state on the use of force were finally established (though not necessarily yet made effective). All these results were evidence of significant reform having been implemented by the country’s leaders.36 Furthermore, partly due to the exigencies of war (i.e. the need to organize and volunteer), Ukraine experienced the birth of a truly autonomous civil society—skeptical of political institutions, but capable of regularly influencing decision-making.37

Despite popular expectations (domestic and international) of a complete “reboot of government”, the pace of reform implementation in the post-Yanukovych years pleased few. The protagonists of the Revolution of Dignity had promised a new Ukraine, but despite the best efforts of many, this new country had not (yet) materialized. Put simply, this is a story of excessive expectations not being fulfilled. The Maidan agenda had called for total reconstruction of Ukraine’s social, political and economic institutions—a task that surely required more than 4-5 years. Sadly however, disillusionment in the pace of transformation (and war fatigue) resulted in neglect of the significance of the events that had catalyzed the process—i.e. the original Maidan phenomenon. 

Objectively, more was done to transform Ukraine during the four years that followed Yanukovych’s ouster, than had been accomplished during the previous 23 years of independence. Among the achievements of the Maidan activists who entered Kyiv’s corridors of power one can identify the following twelve transformations:

1. Rejuvenation of the Ukrainian Armed Forces: from a poorly equipped and ineffective force that relied on volunteers to provide basic foodstuffs, clothing, and fuel when first confronted with Russian aggression in 2014, to an Army that numbered over 250,000 active troops in 2018, and an additional 180,000 in operational reserve—all well-equipped, battle hardened, and engaged in a program of continuous training and upgrading of military capabilities in concert with Ukraine’s western allies.38

 

2. Police reform: from a thoroughly corrupt and poorly trained national force that had been known for its corrupt practices (e.g. traffic infractions were routinely resolved with bribes) to a citizen-friendly law enforcement service with new uniforms and hybrid patrol cars (provided by the Japanese government as part of an emissions trading scheme under the Kyoto Protocol). Although the first phase of reform—focused on traffic police and local constabularies—was successfully rolled out in 2015-2017, improvements in police management and transformation of the prosecution service were stalled.39

 

3. Introduction of electronic public procurement and reduction of central government corruption: from a state where kick-backs and insider deals added an estimated 50% to government procurement expenditures, to receipt by Ukraine’s new Prozorro e-procurement system of the 2016 World Procurement Award.40 Although other avenues for syphoning state funds into private hands had not been completely closed, by 2017 the previously pervasive corrupt enrichment schemes involving central government procurement had been eradicated.

 

4. Drastically reduced energy dependency on Russia: whereas Ukraine had been completely dependent on Russian gas for home heating and industry (amounting to 40% of total imports for over 2 decades), by 2017 the country’s natural gas imports from Russia had been reduced to nil. Throughout the country’s post-Soviet history, gas imports had generated massive incomes from corrupt schemes for oligarchs and were the foundation for Kyiv’s economic dependence on Moscow.41

 

5. Macro-financial renewal including reform of the domestic banking sector, and intensification of cooperation with international financial institutions: from a condition when over half of Ukraine’s banks were de facto mechanisms for insider lending, and the country’s sovereign bonds were considered junk, to a condition where Ukraine had returned to international credit markets, restored its foreign reserves to non-critical (3 month import) levels, and had closed over half its banks for non-performance. The system clean-up included nationalization of Ukraine’s largest financial institution, PrivatBank, for which stress testing had identified a 5.5 billion USD shortfall in finances.42 Controversially, as a result of the clean-up, over 65% of Ukraine’s banking sector had become state-owned, and intensified cooperation with the IMF and World Bank had increased the country’s sovereign debt levels from approximately 40% of GDP in 2013 to almost 80% of GDP in 2018.

 

6. Structural reorientation of the economy: from reliance on energy-intensive commodity exports to service sector growth, including intensified development of IT-outsourcing and product development companies. This reorientation was highly painful for the eastern industrial regions of Ukraine which lost their previously hegemonic position as primary providers of export revenues, but the overall result was a more balanced regional political economy. On the other hand, restructuring was a gradual process, and so GDP growth in 2016-18 was moderate, and had not yet recovered the economic loss of 2014-15.

 

7. Decentralization: from a policy of increasing centralization implemented as part of the “administrative reforms” of the Yanukovych regime, to Ukraine’s municipalities receiving significant increases in their spending powers and revenues, and amalgamation of communities resulting in increased effectiveness of local government.43

 

8. Educational reform: from a teacher-centered Soviet-style system of 11-year education with limited institutional autonomy for schools and universities, to the introduction of a 12-year student-centered system designed in line with European Standards and Guidelines for Educational Quality Assurance.44 The “New Ukrainian School” reform was launched in 2018, after a year of retraining for almost 20,000 first-grade teachers; a new National Agency for Higher Education Quality Assurance was launched the same year. Both reforms were considered belated.

 

9. Health Care reform: from an inefficient system notorious for providing poor quality care with hospital staff regularly requiring bribe payments for service, to a system where state financing “follows the patient”, and hospital management (institution- and district-level) will be re-engineered.45 These reform initiatives proved highly controversial in 2017-18, but given the catastrophic condition of Ukraine’s medical facilities and patient care, and the scale of the challenge of their transformation, even the initial drive to have citizens register with a family doctor was seen as a positive step towards improving the system.

 

10. International travel: from a state where Ukrainians were required to apply for demeaning visas to visit EU countries and then to purchase expensive air tickets from a national carrier with limited routes, to a visa-free regime for 90-day visits and an explosive expansion of airports and routes, including access to three low-cost airlines flying regularly to/from the country’s major cities; improved high speed international rail service to Poland from Lviv and Kyiv.

 

11. Improved infrastructure: from a road network in catastrophic condition and infrastructure repair regularly costing outrageous sums due to skimming, theft and corruption, to visible high-quality reconstruction of Ukraine’s almost 170,000 km of roads (budgets of over 1.2 billion USD allocated yearly in 2017-18), and new rail links (e.g. Kyiv-Boryspil airport) completed ahead of schedule and under budget.46

 

12. Cultural policies aimed at de-communization, de-russification, and nation-building: from a condition of virtual monopoly enjoyed by Russian-language media (radio, television, newspaper), and minimal local cultural production within Ukraine (music, programming, films overwhelmingly imported from Russia), to a significant increase in locally produced Ukrainian-language content due to institution of quotas on radio and television. In parallel, the state has actively promoted reorientation of memory politics away from glorifying Soviet cultural symbols (in fact, banning them) to celebrating a distinctly Ukrainian identity—without restricting expression by minorities.

These transformations, effected by Ukraine’s post-Yanukovych governments (led by Prime Ministers Yatseniuk and Hroysman), were largely informed by the desire voiced commonly by the Maidan protesters: to live in a “normal” country (see Chapter 3). The results were mixed—all of the above were still “works in progress” four years after the ouster of Yanukovych—but nevertheless admirable. Much was achieved in the area of reforming state services (health care, medicine, police), building national institutions (army, language and culture) and infrastructure (roads, railways, airports); painfully, the economy was sanitized and returned to (albeit gradual) growth, and a cursory clean-up of previously pervasive corrupt schemes was performed. Despite repeated calls for increasing the pace of transformation, the reform accomplishments were highly impressive.

However, despite the generally positive appraisal of the reform drive outlined above, the unreformed judicial branch remained a glaring “hole” in the puzzle of Ukraine’s institutional transformation. The Supreme Court was supposedly reformed in 2017, but several the new appointees to the country’s top bench were unable to explain the sources of their past incomes and were therefore not recommended for appointment by the oversight committee. They were appointed anyway. An anti-corruption agency, an investigative bureau, and a specialized anti-corruption prosecutor and anti-corruption court were created by legislation, but their effectiveness was disappointing.47 According to the 2016 Law on Justice, the judicial branch gained greater independence, and was supposed to be cleansed of corrupt judges—a noble intention that was irregularly implemented.

The reason Ukraine’s judicial reform seemed to stall was twofold: 1) vested interests within the system fought to retain their privileged positions and avoid prosecution for previous misdeeds, and 2) the system itself was subject to reform rather than complete reconstruction, as had been called for by the agenda of Maidan. Ukraine’s revolutionaries had demanded the creation and legitimization of a judicial system that would guarantee “fairness” as well as “justice”, and this simply could not be done within existing approaches to (re)structuring the judicial branch. The next stage of transformation required shifting discourse beyond building a “normal” country (i.e. modifying an existing western model) towards constructing a vision of a desired institution that would reflect the conceptual novelties generated by Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity. 

Agenda for the future

Rather than ending with Maidan, Ukraine’s revolution began with Yanukovych’s departure. Thereafter (2015-2018), came a period of moderate reform with some successes and some failures, but with the buoyancy and activism of the Maidan protests and their immediate aftermath eventually becoming replaced with an overall social malaise. As discussed in the opening chapter, according to Crane Brinton’s classic Anatomy of Revolution, one should have expected a period of “terror” (e.g. house-cleaning a la Robespierre or Stalin) to result from such disillusionment with moderate reform. Yet, at time of writing, the rise of radicalism had thus far been avoided in Ukraine. 

The history of “great revolutions” reveals that the “terror” stage—although representing the next logical step in a typical lifecycle of revolutions, having spectacularly developed in both the French and the Russian cases—was avoided in the American case.48 The 13 colonies that became the United States were able to elude the violent reaction to the disappointments of moderation seemingly because there, revolution was accompanied by a war of independence that lasted for 7 long years. In this aspect (and in others), the Ukrainian and US cases seem similar. The persistent existential threat posed by the former metropole, and the discourse of independence (i.e. the paramount need to protect a set territory and its people against renewed subjugation) resulted in consolidation and solidarity which enabled avoidance of radicalization. From this perspective, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2014 and its continued aggression since then, may (ironically) have been a blessing.49 

However, at time of writing, Ukraine’s revolutionary lifecycle still risked degenerating into radicalism and bedlam (as per the classic lifecycle). The next stage of revolution would be Ukraine’s point of bifurcation: would the country’s political elites succumb to the “social question” (as Hannah Arendt called the leftward discursive shift from idealism to materialism that led to the guillotine in France and terror in Russia),50 or would ideational development, and the institutionalization of conceptual innovations remain their priority? The first option was easier: populism presented attractive electoral opportunities for political leaders who were not driven by ethical principles. The second option was more difficult and of necessity needed to be led by an intellectualized (i.e. visionary rather than careerist) political elite. In the US example, the Founding Fathers set to work on institutionalizing the ideas of their revolution (i.e. republican government, separation of powers, institutionalized liberty) immediately after the ouster of the ncient regime in 1776; the result was series of documents: The Declaration of Independence, Articles of Confederation, the Federalist Papers, and eventually the US Constitution. In France, the Girondins failed to establish a functioning republican government, and were ousted by the radical Jacobins who promised “compassion” and substantive equality for the “sans-culottes”—with tragic consequences. 

In Ukraine, by mid-2018 the need to place political system design at the top of the political agenda had become obvious. Yulia Tymoshenko—the opposition leader who had been jailed by Yanukovych and released immediately after his ouster—announced that constitutional reform would be a fundamental plank of her 2019 campaign for Ukraine’s Presidency.51 Incumbent candidate Poroshenko also tabled amendments to the country’s Constitution: these were aimed at enshrining decentralization and Ukraine’s strategy of eventually joining NATO and the EU into the country’s basic law.52 However, both candidates’ proposals (both were frontrunners in opinion polls at time of writing) focused on amending the institutional arrangements of governance (i.e. domestic decision-making and/or foreign policy direction). Neither proposed a fundamental (conceptual and/or institutional) overhaul of the judicial system—a clear societal demand that had emanated both from the Maidan protests and from the dearth of prosecutions of those responsible for the February 2014 massacres in Kyiv and Yanukovych-era crimes. Social perceptions of persistent elite corruption and de facto immunity fueled popular discontent with Ukraine’s incumbent elite, but discussions of how “spravedlyvist’” could be achieved (i.e. what institutional design was desirable for Ukraine’s judicial branch) had not yet been formulated by any of the candidates or parties vying for power in the country’s 2019 electoral contests.53 

Sadly, by the time of the start of the official campaign in late 2018, candidate Tymoshenko’s message had shifted away from idealism to a populist (materialist) discourse: billboards and advertisements throughout the country proclaimed her promise to cut natural gas prices by no less than half as part of her proposed “New Economic Course” for the country.54 President Poroshenko on the other hand, based his re-election campaign on replaying his administration’s achievements in strengthening the army, promoting Ukrainian language rights, and inaugurating the Autocephalous Orthodox Church of Ukraine. Establishing an independent Ukrainian church, legitimately separated from the Moscow Patriarchate (i.e. with a Tomos granted by the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople on 6 January 2019), was declared by Poroshenko to be equivalent in importance to Ukraine’s 1991 declaration of independence, and a step towards the country’s prospective membership in NATO and the EU.55 For many Ukrainian voters this correspondence may have rung true, but whether their numbers were to be sufficient to secure Poroshenko’s re-election, at time of writing, remained unknown.

It would seem that instead of using the Presidential and Parliamentary campaigns of 2019 to flush out new institutional arrangements whose public discussion would eventually be required, the agenda of Ukraine’s elites (and electorate) was destined to remain focused on personalities, and their ability either to improve the material conditions of average Ukrainians (i.e. materialist-populist programming), or to counter the country’s continued existential threat from Russia (i.e. an identity and security-focused discourse). In such a condition the risk of following the French revolutionary path (rather than the American) in Ukraine remained high. On the other hand, Ukraine’s intellectual elites—those who inevitably would be charged with institutionalizing the ideals of “spravedlyvist’” (fairness) and “hidnist’” (dignity) in new governance structures, particularly in the judicial branch—enjoyed unprecedented support from a socio-economic group with compatible values and interests. Representatives of the country’s new bourgeois “creative class” regularly lamented their inability to field a consolidated party that could viably compete in electoral contests, but the eventual emergence of such a political force—allied with the country’s intellectuals and possibly with veterans of the war with Russia—seemed inevitable. Whether such a party would succeed in countering the degradation of Ukraine’s political discourse into materialist-populism remained unknown, but given the stakes, and the opportunities presented by the Revolution of Dignity to establish institutional novelty (both in Ukraine and more broadly), such a postmodern political force was both desirable and highly anticipated.

As argued in Part II of this book, Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity represented a threefold socio-political transformation, and each of its characteristics reflected those Hannah Arendt once attributed to “great revolutions”56 Specifically, the Maidan protests and the subsequent defensive war with Russia: 

1. represented a dramatic moment of completion for a previous historical era (some would frame this process as correction of a developmental trajectory that had been hijacked by a (post)Soviet variant of “Great Russian” colonialism); the identity revolution, experienced en masse by Ukrainians during the Maidan protests and (especially) during the early the mobilization effort to counter Russia’s aggression, represented the end of a process of nation-building: the Ukrainian political nation had finally arrived;

 

2. connoted a new beginning (a transition or inflection point) both in the minds of the revolutionaries, and in a broader sense for Ukraine’s polity—specifically with respect to the accepted system of power relations and wealth distribution. A new economic model had emerged from the “bourgeois” Maidan’s rebellion against Yanukovych’s corrupt “neo-feudal” regime; supported by an incipient urban “creative class” the country’s new political and economic elites seemed intent on transforming socio-economic practices, and establishing the dominance of their (meritocratic, rules-based, heterarchic) “habitus”; 

 

3. produced and conveyed novelty—particularly in the senses and concepts that were elucidated on Maidan but were likely to reverberate far beyond Ukraine’s borders well into the future. Specifically, the Ukrainian revolution involved mass mobilization in support of such postmodern (broadly termed) “liberal” values as dignity, self-reliance, natural justice (“spravedlyvist’”); the challenge of the revolutionaries in the next stage was to engender these concepts in lasting institutions. 

In each of these three dimensions, at time of writing, the Maidan agenda remained unfinished. The natural evolution of Ukrainian society into a recognizable European polity with a right-left socio-economic foundation forming the basis for political party rivalry (i.e. with an “urban creative class” party competing on the right, and an “industrial-agrarian” party on the left) was interrupted artificially by the Kremlin. Putin’s military aggression, framed as a defense of ethnic Russians and Russian-speakers (whose linguistic freedoms were supposedly threatened by Kyiv’s “nationalists”), returned Ukraine’s political agenda to the question of identity and security. According to widely accepted perceptions of the country’s previous political reality, this forced step backward should have laid bare latent ethno-linguistic cleavages that had supposedly made the country susceptible to break-up. But much to the surprise of both domestic and international observers (and one suspects to Putin’s chagrin), deep identity cleavages did not materialize in the wake of Maidan. Support for separatism in the southern oblasts (Odesa, Mykolayiv, Kherson) was muted at best, and immediately stifled by local elites in the primarily Russian-speaking east-central industrial heartland of Dnipropetrovsk (Dnipro) and Zaporizhzhia.57 Instead of catalyzing the creation of “Novorossiya” throughout southeastern Ukraine, Putin was only able to grab 7% of the country’s territory, and in the process fueled the establishment of a consolidated Ukrainian identity: a “territorial nation” that revered the sacred integrity of the country’s internationally recognized borders.58

Territory is clearly important to any nation-state, but the extent to which borders were sanctified by Ukrainians in response to Russia’s aggression was largely unprecedented. Furthermore, Ukrainians’ version of patriotism explicitly rejected the state as a central institution of the nation. Instead, the essential nucleus of their new Ukrainian identity became the map. Years into the Russian-Ukrainian war, one may question the objective importance of the eastern Donbas and of Crimea to Ukraine: both were depressed regions prior to Russia’s invasion, and their reintegration if allowed by Russia would certainly be a drag on Ukraine’s economic development. But the symbolism of territory (as embodied in the map) trumped economic calculation: the dream of regaining integrity within the country’s internationally recognized borders rallied (and continues to rally) Ukrainians to support the war effort, acting as a powerful symbolic mobilizer. 

Ukraine emerged from the Maidan protests and from the experience of defensive war with Russia as a political nation inclusive of multiple languages and ethnicities, and this in itself represented a massive achievement of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity. The challenge faced by the country’s elites during the next phase of transformation was to channel the activism of Maidan constructively, and to maintain the nation’s patriotic fervor while building new institutions—without succumbing to the temptation of securing short-term electoral victories through populism. The sacrifices of those who fell for the twin causes of personal and national dignity, generated a powerful claim on Ukrainians to continue their domestic revolution. To imagine even the possibility of failure would be to underrate the global significance of their country on the international stage, to deny the domestic agency of its Maidan activists and Donbas war volunteers, and to discard the potential influence footprint of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity on western civilization. 
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	Afterword

Academic social scientists may criticize this book for its one-sidedness. I likely will be reproached for having “mythologized” the Maidan protest movement, and for having presented a black-and-white narrative, according to which the revolutionaries were (almost) exclusively “good” and the Yanukovych regime was (almost always) “evil”. Similarly, I will be censured for painting Putin’s Russia as unequivocally aggressive, murderous, expansionist, and backward. The criticism is well taken: this book and its author are both (now) products of an intensely experienced period of revolution and war, and for me the “other side” (i.e. the Yanukovych regime and/or the Kremlin) have become the equivalent of a Tolkien-like Mordor where human life is cheap, and Orwellian opposites define reality. Mythologizing events under such circumstances is natural.

On the other hand, as the popular writer Yuriy Andrukhovych pointed out while accepting the 2014 Hannah Arendt Prize for Political Thought “Post-modern consciousness presumes reconciliation and excludes a black-and-white approach.”1 Many non-participant observers of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity will consider my approach excessively color-blind. As with most globally significant processes, understanding the multiple facets of Ukraine’s revolution and its global aftermath is no easy task, and the narrative that I have presented here is a subjective one. I have told the story as I saw it from the inside. I do not claim academic distance.

For observers from outside Ukraine, Maidan was a huge surprise: revolutions of this magnitude and global importance are not supposed to occur in peripheral countries. Only weeks before the Vilnius Summit (where Yanukovych was scheduled to sign the EU Association Agreement), many in Europe, and indeed throughout the world, had written off Ukraine as hopelessly divided, utterly corrupt, and effectively a backward client state of Russia.2 Then suddenly Ukraine topped the world’s headlines: millions were protesting on the freezing wintry streets of its capital city, apparently demanding integration with the European Union. Within weeks of the start of the first peaceful protests on Independence Square, the French philosopher and playwright Bernard-Henri Levy was calling Kyiv “the capital of Europe” while US Senators visiting the Maidan in December 20133 were proclaiming that “Ukraine will make Europe better, and Europe will make Ukraine better.” Given that Ukrainians had elected a twice sentenced criminal as their President in 2010 (freely and fairly, though by the narrowest of margins), and had repeatedly expressed skepticism as to their country’s prospects of EU integration when asked in polls to choose between the EU and the alternative Eurasian Economic Union promoted by Moscow, one could be forgiven for being somewhat perplexed by the sudden mass protests in Kyiv—catalyzed by a change of policy on what amounted to a trade deal, and with demonstrators waving EU flags. 

Fast forward six months: Ukraine’s highly unpopular President has fled the country; the Crimean peninsula (formerly an Autonomous Republic, but part of the sovereign territory of Ukraine) has been de facto annexed by Russia following a covert military operation aimed at gaining control of key strategic targets; government buildings in the eastern region of Donbas (consisting of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts) have been occupied by Russian-backed separatists, and arms and materiel are pouring across the Russian-Ukrainian border in regular convoys; clashes between pro-Moscow and pro-Kyiv demonstrators in the southern port city of Odesa, and the eastern metropolis of Kharkiv have resulted in severe injuries and deaths. 

Clearly, Yanukovych’s flight was far from the end of the story of Ukraine’s revolution. By mid-summer 2014, Russian forces were directly engaged in fighting on Ukrainian territory: on July 17 a surface-to-air missile (BUK) fired from a Russian mobile launcher parked near the town of Torez in occupied Donetsk oblast, shot down a Malaysian Airlines passenger plane from its cruising altitude of over 10 km above ground, killing all 298 passengers and crew; Russian ground troops (equipped with tanks, “Grad” multiple rocket launchers, and heavy artillery) engaged the Ukrainian regular army and volunteer battalions in direct fighting near Ilovaysk, Donetsk oblast, and shelled Ukrainian personnel from across the border in Luhansk oblast. 

Ukraine’s western partners—most notably Germany and France—engaged Russia in negotiations in an effort to establish a ceasefire, and some semblance of a peace process. Meanwhile, Poland, Lithuania, Canada, and the US sent non-lethal equipment and military trainers to Ukraine to help build up the country’s defenses. The United States vociferously condemned Russia’s aggression in the UN Security Council and led the international community in imposing economic and political sanctions against the Kremlin, effectively isolating Moscow while providing generous financial assistance to Kyiv. By the autumn of 2014 Russia was officially proclaimed an adversary of NATO, and Ukraine remained the center of European security concerns throughout 2015-2016 (discussed extensively by both Presidential candidates during the US election campaign), taking a back seat only to Islamist terrorism.

In this book we have sought to both chronicle and contextualize Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity—a string of events that began in the central square of Kyiv (Maidan), but quickly spread to other regions of the country, eventually leading to regime change, and to violent aggression on the part of Russia. In the immediate aftermath of events in Ukraine’s capital, the Kremlin responded to its loss of effective control over its former quasi-client government in Kyiv by illegally annexing Crimea, and by fostering war in the Donbas. The international order as it had been constituted in the wake of the collapse of the USSR almost 25 years earlier (according to which international borders in Europe were deemed inviolable) was unilaterally wiped out, precipitating an institutional crisis within the UN, and renewed animosity between the West and Russia. During the ensuing two years, tensions spread beyond the local eastern European theatre to include direct Russian military intervention in Syria, and subversive activities in multiple NATO and EU member states. The international institutions that previously ensured peace and prosperity in Europe were never to be the same. 

However, political transformation (regime change, shifting borders, reappraisal of trans-national institutions) captures only one aspect of the events that began in Ukraine in late 2013. The Revolution of Dignity represented a “civilizational break”4 between modernity and a new order that is yet to be named or defined. It would seem that this disruption involved multiple dimensions of the Western “habitus”: firstly, a re-evaluation of the bases on which humans form communities (i.e. a possible resurgence of the importance of “nation” as a nucleus for solidarity, but with a horizontal, territorial, rather than state-centered structure); secondly, a reassessment of the foundations of wealth (and therefore appearance of new forms of stratification, management methods and “heterarchical” structures, and new social cleavages); and thirdly, appearance of new ideas and senses based on integration of concepts previously deemed contradictory (such as “collectivist individualism” in the form of personalism; non-materialist meritocracy, etc.). Although these phenomena did not necessarily originate in Ukraine, they seem to have become accentuated by Maidan.

In the analytical section of this book (Part II), we attempted to make sense of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity—to understand the domestic agency that led to global consequences. But intellectualizing events can leave them dehumanized and dry. And so, in Part I we presented a chronicle of the trials and experiences of the participants of Maidan: of the protest activists, of the volunteer defenders of Ukraine’s territory, of the reformers who forfeited careers to build a new country. But words on paper rarely reproduce the emotions of events realistically: the psychological effect of having lived them cannot be conveyed adequately without significant empathy from the reader. In time, emotional wounds heal, but the passion of sacrifice fades as well…

My friend Lyubomir Markevych who, like me, has Canadian roots, and has lived in Kyiv for more than two decades, posted the following to his Facebook page at the start of Easter weekend 2014: 

I've been in Kyiv throughout all the killings beginning in January. This evening I decided to walk down Hrushevsky street, a parallel street to Institutska, where the killings began a month earlier on January 22. It’s much quieter here with fewer people milling about and I like it this way. I can't really explain why I'm compelled to come here this evening. I know its Friday, not just any Friday, but Good Friday… I know I'm looking for closure, but I can't find it. I feel compelled (...there's that word again) to return to the scene of the crime of January 22 and subsequent days. My emotions are frayed and tormented. Memories of leisurely cappuccinos on this street clash with more recent memories of snipers, blood and stretchers carrying out the dead and wounded. I can't reconcile it. It’s much too raw and still too early.

When the spring of 2014 arrived, those of us who had lived through the Maidan protests thought we had lived a lifetime during the previous 4-5 months. In early December 2013 my wife and I had watched in awe as hundreds of people (maybe thousands—we weren’t counting) in Kyiv’s city center spontaneously built barricades from snow and ice—seemingly with no guidance as to what each person should be doing and how, but building nevertheless; we laughed (a reflection of pride, confidence in victory, and patriotism all wrapped together) when we first heard the announcement from the Maidan stage: “Dear Kyivans! Please don’t bring us any more food—we have more than we can eat”. In January, I witnessed a balaclava-clad piano player playing Chopin less than 10 meters from a line of armed riot police, and for the first time I saw my city, my beloved Kyiv, descend into violence and burn. In February, I saw a “Berkut” officer stepping out from behind the Stella (monument) on Independence Square to shoot a young man running through the “no-man’s land” between protesters and riot police; I cried like I have never cried before when the coffins of the Heaven’s Hundred were brought forth to the tune of “Plyve Kacha”, and then carried away on their final journey to the sound of thousands chanting “Heroes do not die!”. At the end of February, we celebrated—we won! Sure, the Crimean thing was outrageous, but at the end of the day, Yanukovych had fled, and Ukraine could now rebuild. 

But the Russian invasion dragged on. Despite several unilateral and (supposedly) negotiated multilateral ceasefires, the evening news continued to be filled with stories of the dead and wounded. Meanwhile foreign news broadcasts filled with overt disinformation and fakes: apparently Ukraine was a country where nationalists and fascists regularly killed Russian-speaking children… Putin-apologists such as New York University professor Stephen Cohen, who provided frequent commentary on the “Ukraine crisis” on CNN and other US news networks in 2014-15, seemed to pop up in the most unlikely places. Thankfully, several other area specialists have seen Russia’s actions in Ukraine for what they are: military aggression against a sovereign neighbor whose people want nothing more than to live normal lives, and to be proud of their country. Hopefully this book will contribute to setting the record straight. 

The significance of Ukraine’s revolution to global civilizational development is yet to be fully appreciated. The demonstrations in Kyiv were a unique phenomenon for 21st century Europe. The core of the protests was fundamental dissatisfaction with a deeply corrupt political regime that had ordered the beating of students and journalists. The symbol of change that the protestors adopted was the “lighthouse” of the EU, but en route to proclaiming their right to a dignified existence, Ukrainians also learned to organize; to act collectively; to become a civil society. In the process they became a nation; they recalibrated their economy; they generated novel interpretations of foundational ideas, and these may yet become important for the development of western civilization.

Ukrainians called the events of 2013-14 the “Revolution of Dignity”. This label is both profound and accurate. It reflects the deeply philosophical reality of the Maidan experience. During those three months of peaceful protest each of us individually, and all of us collectively, came to understand what it truly means to be a Person. As a Christian, I understand that this is how it should have been: “As a spiritual being, the human creature is defined through interpersonal relations. The more authentically he or she lives these relations, the more his or her own personal identity matures. It is not by isolation that man establishes his worth, but by placing himself in relation with others and with God.” (Pope Benedict XVI—Caritas in Veritate).

In his account of a similarly “spiritual” revolution in Poland, Timothy Garton Ash recalled a worker with a pale face and dirty jacket in Poznan calling the Solidarity movement in 1980-81 “a revolution of the soul.”5 Maidan was just such a “revolution of the soul” for Ukrainians—a time and place to discover one’s personhood; to connect with others; to declare and defend one’s beliefs. And to understand (nay feel) that millions of others believe exactly as you do. 

 

A drop in the ocean. A tide of civilizational change.


1  	Quoted by Forostyna (2015), in Wilson (ed.), p. 32.

2  	This image even survived the events of 2013-15, making its way into US President Obama’s January 2016 State of the Union Address, causing controversy in the US media, and requiring an explanation from the White House later. See “Many Puzzled by Obama’s Reference to Ukraine as Russian ‘Client State’” (13 Jan. 2016) RFE/RL. Ref: www.rferl.org/content/ukraine-obama-state-of-union-reference-
puzzles-many/27486026.html 

3  	The visits by John McCain (Rep.) and Christopher Murphy (Dem.) were well received by the protesters, and condemned as constituting an intervention by the US into Ukraine’s internal affairs by Russia. In retrospect, the two senators’ visit constituted not much more than a media photo opportunity: neither made an effort to understand the real substance of the protest movement, nor did they affect the outcome in any meaningful way.

4  	Piotr Sztompka coined this term with respect to the 1989 collapse of the Soviet bloc, and the abrupt discontinuity between the developmental (civilizational) paths followed by the Central European states before and after.

5  	Garton Ash, Timothy (2002) The Polish Revolution: Solidarity 3rd edition, Yale University Press, p. 290.
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