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Foreword

We invite you to read these volumes devoted to comparative studies on the problem of the revolutions in Ukraine and related issues like social mobilization and a major transformation (however, under other rules than in Central European countries after 1989). The entire publication consists of three volumes: the first one contains research studies devoted to the problem of the revolutions in Ukraine after 1990; the second includes selected testimonies and entries of oral history, prepared as part of the project developed and translated into English, as well as records of the historical workshops conducted during symposia; and the third volume will contain unpublished historical and archival documents on contemporary Ukrainian history.

This book, the first of the three volumes, as mentioned above, will be composed of studies prepared by researchers on the topic of revolutions in the context of Ukraine. The reader will find a section devoted to the theoretical aspects of research on the problem of continuing protests in Ukraine and their nature over the last 30 years. Two more sections will include studies on the subsequent revolutions, which have been analysed in the framework of the research: the Revolution on Granite, the Orange Revolution and the revolutionary events of 2013/2014. In the last part of the first volume, which the reader is holding in their hands, we examine two important issues: the role of religion as well as memory and identity in the revolutionary changes in Ukraine.

In this place, it is worth to briefly recall how our several-year research process unfolded. The idea of studying the continuation and change in contemporary revolutions in Ukraine was initially undertaken in an interdisciplinary group of researchers associated with the College of Europe in Natolin. It is worth noting that for over 25 years of its existence, the College of Europe in Natolin has hosted a group of students from Ukraine every year, and the problems of contemporary Ukrainian history are constantly an area of interest and a part of the academic programme. The College of Europe in Natolin also has the only department in the academic world devoted to the European Neighbourhood Policy, funded by the European Parliament and dealing with the eastern flank of the neighbourhood policy of which Ukraine is an important country. The second department devoted to the history and civilization of Europe, named after Bronisław Geremek and also funded by the European Parliament, hosted our research project—titled the “Three Revolutions of Ukraine”, or 3R for short. Quite soon, we extended cooperation to several other major research centres as part of the Three Revolutions project. These partners included: the Institute for Political Studies of the Polish Academy of Sciences, the Centre for East European Studies at the University of Warsaw, University College London, Kyiv-Mohyla Academy in Kyiv, the Canadian Institute for Ukrainian Studies, University of Alberta, the Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute and Center d’études des mondes russe, caucasien et center-est-européen. We also cooperated with centres that document historical events that interest us, including: the Polish Institute of National Remembrance, the Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance, and the Judaica Center at the National University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy. In the subsequent stages related to the implementation of the project, researchers involved in contemporary Ukrainian history and particularly interested in theoretical issues (oral history, theory of revolution) from more than 30 research centres around the world participated in our project.

On 19 February 2016, the Three Revolutions project organized a seminar titled ‘The Oral History of Ukrainian Revolutions’. During this seminar we analysed the importance of documenting events and preserving the memory of events in the history of the contemporary region of Central Europe and Ukraine in the form of oral history. We also reflected on the methodological issues related to oral history and the specificity of using this kind of source. In Kyiv, we trained a cadre of interviewers according to the principles of in-depth interviews and the technology that allowed us to collect a series of oral history interviews. The collection of interviews with the participants of the revolutionary events in Ukraine were compiled and translated into English. The second volume of this publication features a selection of these interviews and the entire collection is available to researchers at www.3rnatolin.eu. On 20 June 2016, during the second seminar of the Three Revolutions project we managed to obtain new collections of archival documents and previously unknown historical documents, including those from the private collection of the participants of the events such as, Aleksander Kwaśniewski, Volodymyr Filenko and Mykhaylo Kanafotskiy.

As part of two consecutive symposia held in Natolin, at the end of February and beginning of March 2017 and in March 2018, we worked together with participants of the events and researchers dealing with the contemporary history of Ukraine. This method of running panel discussions became a continuation of the research process which resulted in in-depth discussions of participants in the presence of experts during the symposium at the Natolin campus. A similar method had already been used in the past by leading research centres around the world in relation to the study of Polish history, including two of the most well-known projects that ended with serious academic achievements. The first one was a project initiated in the late 1990s by the University of Michigan in Ann Arbour in the United States. Its central point was a conference in 1999, during which a number of discussion panels were organized that brought together researchers on the problems of contemporary Polish history and the post-Soviet area with dozens of the participants of the breakthrough political events in Poland, representing both the authorities side and the opposition (including the Catholic Church) which played an important role in the conclusion of the political agreement in Poland in 1989–1991. The second methodological example on which we partly modelled our project was carried out as part of the Cold War Project (a complete set of data financed by the US Congress under title IX) which was a compilation of various versions of events that led up to the declaration of Martial Law in Poland by participants (Solidarity leaders, generals of the Soviet Union, Brezhnev advisors, Americans among whom was the leader of NATO troops in Europe and advisors to US presidents, communist leaders in Poland such as General Jaruzelski). The experiment was a closed event and took place in the Jachranka centre. The actors of these events were also subjected to a wave of questions and comments from academic specialists. The experiences of these projects have been confirmed in the case of the Three Revolutions project implemented since 2016 in the College of Europe in Natolin. This included an academic atmosphere, a certain isolation of the symposium site, the opportunity to calmly discuss with other participants and experts, and a broad framework of the whole project using several research methods in parallel (oral history, archival research, joint reconstruction of past events by participants who may still play political roles in their country and not easily meet). The repeatability of certain project modules allows for a positive effect. This has also been the case for the Three Revolutions project.

During the symposium “Three Revolutions—Portraits of Ukraine”, which took place on 28 February–1 March 2017, the key issue was to compare successive waves of revolutionary events in contemporary Ukraine as well as to discuss the specificity of each of them. Over 90 invited guests participated from 25 academic centres around the world. Among the guests and the witnesses of history were the presidents of Poland and Ukraine, the former chairman of the European Parliament, and former foreign ministers of Poland, Ukraine and Germany. We also invited researchers dealing with theoretical aspects of contemporary revolutionary movements. The symposium “Revolution, war and their consequences”, which took place on 16–17 March 2018 was devoted to the consequences of the revolutionary events of 2013 and 2014. It was attended by about 80 guests from over 20 academic centres in the world, including former French President François Hollande, former Ukrainian Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk, the Archbishop of the Catholic Church of the Byzantine-Ukrainian rite Sviatoslav Shevchuk, former defence minister of Ukraine Gen. Myhai Koval, journalists, war reporters and participants of the Donbas war. The third symposium planned for 2019 will serve to summarize the project. Some of the discussions held during the Natolin symposia are of great documentary importance to us which is why we decided to publish their records, so that they would also be used by researchers who did not have the opportunity to participate in the Natolin events devoted to the issue of revolution in Ukraine.

The effect of several years of research as part of the Three Revolutions project is not limited to the three volumes presented here. We have presented partial results of the research on a regular basis as part of the website and special editions of publications including: New Eastern Europe, Nowa Europa. Przegląd Natoliński and the Wrocław Yearbook of Oral History. A thematic issue of the French academic journal Revue d’Etudes Comparatives Est-Ouest (CNRS) is under preparation. The continuation of the programme will be the establishment of a ‘Laboratory of Change’ in Natolin which will be a centre of transformation research in our region of Europe based on the research methods developed in recent years.
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The Long-lasting Revolution in Ukraine: Challenges Related to Researching 
the Phenomenon

Paweł Kowal, Georges Mink

Introduction and research questions

This article is an introduction to the first volume of works about the revolution in modern Ukraine1. The issue of social mobilization in Ukraine has been a subject of considerable interest to researchers for quite some time2. In this article, we address the ‘three revolutions’ on the basis of a certain conventionality. We have indicated, on the principle of a hypothesis, a kind of three milestones in the political development of contemporary post-Soviet Ukraine—in a sense, symbolically placing them along the road of mobilization of Ukrainians in modern times. It is about the events of 1990, 2004–2005 and 2013–20143.

First, our goal was to determine the extent to which we have the right to use the term ‘revolution’ in relation to the events examined. Secondly, we set ourselves the goal of, at least partially, explaining the methodological problems associated with this task. Thirdly, our primary goal was to investigate to what extent, in the case of Ukraine and in the context of its contemporary history, we are dealing with events detached from each other, such as the Revolution on Granite, the Orange Revolution and the events of 2013–2014, and how much we can observe a continuity of social protest from the mid-1980s, which was manifested by spectacular events with a revolutionary character. This problem is associated with scarcity of considerations on the periodization of historical processes in Central Europe. In the historiography of the region it has been commonplace to use short time censures, which make it easier to carry out research of individual periods, somewhat ‘ordering’ the latest history of the region but hampering the perception of long-term social processes and their proper interpretation. With this issue comes the question how much, in the process of social mobilization in Ukraine after 1990, did the participants in subsequent protests learn from each other and to what extent was that knowledge shared? Fourthly, we are striving to determine what has emerged/is emerging in the continuation of social protests in modern Ukraine, and which elements of those protests appeared during the new protests as original ones. We are interested in both the form of protest and the political program accompanying it. Analysing the forms of subsequent protests in Ukraine, we can trace the phenomenon of ‘learning’ a revolution. We will also refer to the context of international protests in Ukraine—their perception in the world and the impact of incidents in other parts of the world on events in Ukraine4. Fifthly, we assume that the revolution takes place in a specific historical context, and that there is interaction with analogous events in other countries, and even regions of the world. In this approach, the violent events do not concern only the lessons drawn from one’s own history, but also the use of chronological external experiences. Also, it is this interaction, and its character, which will be the subject of our analysis. The final, important element that interests us is also the answer to the question of how revolutionaries present themselves to the world and what information channels they use—that is, the propaganda of revolution. We will pay attention to the internal political context of individual events and the main ideological components of individual protests.

Is the term ‘revolution’ still valid?

The basic issue is to determine to what extent in the case of contemporary major social events, including those in Ukraine, we are dealing with revolutions. The title question can, of course, be called a tautology and answered in the following way: ‘It is valid as long as there are revolutions’. Let us, however, take a closer look at this term as it has clearly ceased to be solely the domain of the theoreticians. Today it is being overused by different groups of professionals, as well as journalists and politicians. They all use it without any regard to academic rigor. As a result, there is a noticeable simplification of the term, and a visible diminution of its academic value. 

An illustrative example of this phenomenon was the 2017 presidential campaign in France. Seemingly, during the campaign the entire French political elite (from left to right) used the word ‘revolution’. Thus, the candidate of the left—Jean Luc Mélanchon—was saying that he was the only heir to the French Revolution, one who would carry out a ‘civic’, but also ‘peaceful and radical’ revolution, which would allow him to destroy the ‘neoliberal Bastille’ and open path to the sixth republic. Emmanuel Macron, in turn, portrayed himself as the leader of a ‘progressive revolution’. He even titled his program book ‘Revolution,’ even though a glimpse into the text leaves no mistaking that it was not one bit ‘revolutionary’. Revolution was also the key term for a post-Gaullist, post-Sarkozy right. Its candidate, François Fillon, was promising that under his leadership France would undergo a ‘conservative revolution’. When Marie Le Pen announced a ‘national revolution,’ the popular French daily, Libération, talked about semantic kidnapping. The same slogan was indeed used by Marshal Petain before. 

The message sent to the youngest of the French voters was that of the death of classical revolutions. It was announced that in the Internet era, the revolution had left the streets, moving to the online world where it can be found without bloodshed and barricades. However, when looking at what took place in the Arab states, or Ukraine, we must admit that the times of cyber civilizations are revolutionary indeed, but can we agree that they are also totally free of violence or the barricades? What the 2017 French elections have certainly showed us is that as all candidates used the word ‘revolution’ they emptied it of its genetic meaning. As a result, the emotions which this term generates come to the forefront. 

This brings up the question: can we still save the term ‘revolution’ and be able to use it to expand our knowledge of the phenomena which are revolutionary in the academic understanding of the term? Or maybe we should throw this concept into the wastebin of useless and outdated terms? It is widely believed that the last revolution in Western Europe took place in 1968 in France. It was an event which took place long before the Ukrainian protests in Kyiv. This civil unrest had many characteristics of a classical revolution: barricades, police units, slogans, repressions, a few drops of blood, and a system of reform. Then, most young students thought that they were participating in a real revolution comparable to the Paris Commune. However, the well-known French political philosopher Raymond Aron told the youth to leave their utopia and get real. For Aron the events that were taking place on the streets of Paris were like a carnival and a childish massacre. As he pointed out, the results brought no change to the political regime and the institutional continuity was maintained, except for a small correction to the education system and an expansion of democracy5. Today, even though Aron’s bitter remarks are still in our mind, we think that these events, nonetheless, deserve to be called at least a cultural revolution. As their consequence, France changed its value system and started the slow process of modernization as well. These changes could not yet be compared with what took place in 1799, 1848, or even in Ukraine during the Euromaidan. 

This reflection allows us to formulate the thesis that a revolution is never a reproduction of a similar past event. Considering this, are we even entitled to create general theories of a revolution? Generalizations usually require a search for comparisons. Differences are, however, also very important, as it was rightly stated by the late Martin Malia in History’s Locomotives. Revolution and the making of the Modern World6. A good example here is the final stages of the revolution, namely the moment when the rebels triumph in the overturning of the ruler, who sometimes manages to escape. In France, both Louis XVI and General de Gaulle managed to run away from the rebelling mobs, but in Ukraine, too, Viktor Yanukovych fled his country fearing the protestors’ revenge. Can we yet say that these events are structurally comparable? They indeed show some similarity regarding the choice of the means of transport: Yanukovych escaped by helicopter in which he took his family and valuables. De Gaulle also took a helicopter to Baden-Baden where the French occupational garrison was stationed. There, he met with General Massu to discuss the possible ending of the revolution and how to mobilize supporters. At that time, the young revolutionaries in Paris were unnecessarily rejoicing. They did not realize that de Gaulle only made a tactical move to show that he had the French Army at his disposal and thus managed to completely flip the situation to his advantage. De Gaulle thus ended the rebellion in Paris triumphantly, while Yanukovych had to completely disappear from Ukraine’s political scene. 

This example showing similar characteristics of fundamentally different events teaches us to keep sensitivity to something which is referred to as ‘an analogy illusion’. In other words, while analysing revolutions we risk falling into a quite common logical error, which allows us to make such statements as ‘it reminds me of’, ‘it looks like,’ etc. Very often, the actors of revolutionary processes themselves make such a logical error. In 1968, the French youth largely referred to schemes of the Bolshevik Revolution, the Maoist Revolution, etc. The oppositionists gathered around the authors of the Open Letter to the Polish United Workers’ Party, from 1965, by Jacek Kuroń and Karol Modzelwski, dreamed about the continuation of the political revolution according to the Marxist pattern. The foco (focus) theories used by Guevarist rebels inspired by Che Guevara said the same, admitting that the classic formula does not fit the poorly developed authoritarian countries of Latin America and should be replaced by guerrilla warfare or a certain variant of revolutionary uprising. All revolutionary movements proclaim to follow the French Revolution of 1789 or the Paris Commune as a model. The revolutionaries in the countries of North Africa, and especially in Tunisia, were referring to the ‘velvet revolutions’ of 1989 in the Soviet bloc7.

Returning to the comparison of France from 1968 with Ukraine 2013–2014, it is evident how illusory analogous statements are and how important an accurate description of revolutionary trends is and especially post-revolutionary consequences of these trends. In the case of revolutionary mobilization in France in 1968, we observe an unstable continuity of the socio-political system, the revolution is limited to a peaceful correction of patriarchal social relations in favour of democratization and openness of the system. However, there is no exchange of elites, their renewal will be progressive and mainly under the pressure of demographic processes. In the case of the consequences of Euromaidan Ukraine, the hybrid political system breaks down, partly dependent on the old pro-Russian elites who could not pull off the two previous revolutions. The exchange of leadership and political personnel also brings about a radical change in the geopolitical orientation of Ukraine, which was torn between Russia and Europe. Some Ukrainian authors such as Mykola Riabchuk believe that the post-communist revolutions in Ukraine have a national-liberation character on the continuum from anti-colonial revolution to post-colonial. It is difficult to disagree with this, given the greater presence and importance of independence slogans in relation to the classic revolutionary repertoire based on the dominant role of social slogans. There is also a slow change of identity processes at the level of social groups and individuals, which is best demonstrated by sociological surveys examining the consequences of the Euromaidan in the sphere of values and perceptions of the surrounding world.

If we consider revolutionary events in France as a kind of model with which we measure ourselves as researchers, we draw attention to two conclusions that we will still come back to which from our point of view are significant. The revolution of 1789 is treated in historiography not as an event but as a sequence of revolutionary events interrupted by periods of relative stability. According to historians, it lasted, depending on the interpretation, until 1799, that is until the end of the Directorate or even until 1814. The second conclusion, which we base on the analysis of the events of 1968: the condition for recognizing events as ‘revolutionary’ does not have to be a complete change of the system in relation to that which was in place before the revolution.

Circulation of the idea of revolution

For academics, new revolutions usually allow new attempts in the search for general theories, through which they can enter a higher level of abstract thinking. Are they, however, so different that it is better to analyse them only in their own context? To explain the problem of generalizing stereotypes related to revolutions let’s refer to the writing of the distinguished historian of revolution, Martin Malia, who abolished the monopoly of the name revolution in regard to two events: the French Revolution and the October Revolution. By so doing, Malia contributed to the combatting of the ‘illusion of unity and exclusivity’ of these two historical events which was created by Marxists for political purposes. Maila teaches us a deeper historical depth. His catalogue of revolution has embraced Europe from the 15th century to the revolutions of the 20th century: from the history of the Hussite movement (1415–1436) through the Protestant Reformation (1517–1555), the Dutch Revolt (1566–1609), moving to what he called the Atlantic revolutions (England in 1640–1660–1688), America (1776–1787) and finally France in 1789–1799. Later there was of course a whole series of revolutions, before and after the October one8. Other historians stress the fact that each of these revolutions does not end in itself. As Mathilde Larrère observes, in the analysis of the revolution, the so-called ‘revolutionary transfer’ was first stressed. In other words, a chain of revolutions was created by imitations from the model country to the country that copied the model. Mathilde Larrère recalls the analysis of the ‘Atlantic Revolution’ proposed by another historian Jacques Godechot9. It was based on the claim that the ‘breath of freedom’ came from the United States to Europe and only then spread to the South American continent. This model is too linear, and bypasses the fundamental characteristics of various revolutions, which are also the product of adaptation of the main model to local conditions, but also contain purely ‘local’ elements. In this way, historians abandoned the concept of revolutionary transfer to revolutionary circulation. In other words, the emphasis was placed on the mutual influence of revolutionary processes. Therefore, the term ‘transnational revolution’ is also used. Larrère states: ‘Regardless of whether the revolutions set themselves a messianic mission or not, there is a tendency to spread them. Ideas and symbols circulate between these processes, adapting to the local context in such a way that the final result becomes an event’10.

The interpretation of Mathilde Larrère is very well verifiable in the context of the events in Ukraine—the next three revolutions which we shall analyse here. We receive, consequentially, the following scheme on which our hypothesis is based. Namely: the subsequent events in 1990, 2004–2005 and 2013–2014 form a series of displacements, and they are not torn apart. At the same time, each of them is inscribed in the specific tendency of a given era, a specific revolutionary trend and each is rooted in the local controversy.

Unfortunately, Malia has also spread the stereotype of the European culture. Maybe such was the case in the past. Today, however, in the era of new technologies, revolutions are no longer based on the European model. They are characterized by large geographical diversity; in Asia, Northern Africa, and Latin America. While analysing these events, we ask ourselves: Where does the European Union of these protests end, and universality begin? Certainly, the revolutionary model has already been tested in different cultural contexts, has been triggered by different causes, has taken different courses and has brought about different outcomes.

Another common stereotype related to revolutions is the image of their unavoidable repetitiveness. In other words, when there is a revolution, there must be barricades, there has to be bloodshed, a Thermidor, and totalitarianism in the end. A similar, although slightly different, stereotype that we often see replicated in essays and conversations states: Revolutions devour their own children (unless they are indeed indigestible, as someone with a sense of humour would add). The guillotining of Danton and his supporters in 1792 or the suppression of the Kronstad rebellion by the Bolsheviks are the prototypes of this thinking. Hannah Arendt has showed as how to drift away from this stereotype when she compared the American Revolution with the October Revolution and showed that while the former had led to the crowing of freedom as a supreme value, the other led to the Gulag and the killing of civil society. Clearly, not all revolutions reach the terror stage. 

Another stereotype, called ‘heroic illusion’ by Michael Dobry, emphasizes the extraordinary nature of revolutionary events and assigns supernatural features to their leaders11. In such narratives, revolutions are reduced to semi-divine leaders, such as Bolivar, Lenin, Hitler, Castro, or Chavez. However, again in the era of internet communication, can we really say that the figure of a leader is really an indicator distinguishing revolutions? In the same vein, can we say that charisma, in the Webberian understanding of the term, is still a valid concept? To help answer these questions, the documentary titled Lenin can be quite helpful. The film’s creators Michel Dobry and Marc Ferro (scriptwriters), Michel Tourbe (Director), based on unquestionable evidence, prove that in 1917 Lenin did not control anything and that things were taking place regardless of his will, even more, Lenin wrote most of his texts post-factum, which again proves that his long-term thinking is legendary. Overall, the usurpation of leadership after a revolutionary event is often the work of the post-revolutionary dictators. 

Ukraine possibly illustrates a different kind of construction of heroism, one which is to proceed the legend of the hero. More specifically, what were the strategies of the actors who wanted to create an emotional community around themselves (see Max Weber’s definition of charisma)? Is it, though, enough to build charisma? A complicated construction of dramaturgy sometimes brings about the opposite results, especially when humourists start the deconstruction work. The truth is that there is something we can call revolutionary creativity, which allows for some objects to be turned into legends. Such a legend can be even a certain colour, which distinguishes the revolutionary from their enemy and which is an important cohesion builder. Thus, there is revolutionary red and white as the colour of the counter-revolution. Blue as well as orange can be revolutionary as well. Physical objects are also important as we could see in Hong Kong (umbrellas) or Czechoslovakia (keys to the Wenceslas Square), but there are also revolutionary flowers which we have seen in the South Caucuses, Northern Africa, or Portugal. 

Looking at the three revolutions in Ukraine, can we talk about a charismatic leader here? We could probably point to the Orange Revolution and admit that the crowd appointed their leader, however there is still a problem who this person was: whether it was Tymoshenko or Yushchenko. During the Revolution on Granite the protesters had no choice but to rely on leaders who had been marked by the previous regime, during the last Euromaidan the demonstrator showed that they did not trust anyone anymore.

Applying the reflection presented above to the Ukrainian context we would like to admit that we are supporters of rather deepened analyses of revolutionary processes from which logical concepts would be derived, defining the individual revolutionary waves known from history. We take inspiration from the work of François Chazel, a French sociologist, who created classifications of the main analytical streams of revolution12. The first one is the so-called ‘natural’ history approach (Marx). It assumes that the maturing of individual sequences of economic and social history around conflicts leads uniformly to the final revolutionary breakthrough against the bourgeois for the sake of the workers. The second approach derives from the theories of the volcanic revolutions (Rod Aya, 1979) and revolutions of rapid tensions, while the third one is based on the analysis of multi-dimensional mobilization (Charles Tilly). The fourth approach is associated with Theda Sckopel who carried out comparative research into the causes and socio-historical contexts of revolutions.

Considering the above what can we say about the Ukrainian revolutions? We would argue that the first revolution, the Revolution on Granite, was of an anti-colonial nature. The enemy was situated outside, and change was aimed at internal players; social mobilization was finally the impulse to make changes within the elite and the geopolitical status of Ukraine. The second revolution, the Orange Revolution, could be described through the terms of mobilization and volcanic change as its goal was to fundamentally alter the value-system (its lead demand was respect for democratic rules). It was anti-system and from the bottom with elements of a top-down approach within the elite. Its peaceful ending was only possible because the miners’ march to Kyiv was halted. The third revolution, the Euromaidan, which we can analyze with the application of the most updated academic knowledge, is a mixture of a volcanic revolution (it fights for the implementation of European values) and mobilization. Its elements included barricades, bloodshed, vacancy in central government, mobilization and self-governance, social self-organization as well as political pluralism. Many observers believe that a radical change in this revolution inclined the beginning of nation-building. 

That is why there have been many ethnographic works produced in its aftermath. Among them, worth mentioning are: the collection of interviews conducted under the supervision of Leonid Fienberg, and Iulia Shukan’s research into the Euromaidans in Eastern Ukraine. Our multi-dimensional 3R project fits into this stream of research as well. Looking at these three revolutions together, can we, however, risk a hypothesis that there has been some continuity between them? 

Surely, there is sufficient empirical evidence suggesting that a phenomenon which we could call ‘learning by doing’ has taken place. The best example is the Orange Revolution which is based on the need to avoid bloodshed, and therefore all the camps agree on the organization of debates and negotiations around the round table, the exit model from the crisis brought from Poland 1989 thanks to mediation by Aleksander Kwaśniewski. The then president of Poland ideally suited the pattern of politics, which, even though it came from the political communist elite, ‘gained’ on the unshakeable transformation and could even be a symbol of its effectiveness. There are also traces of the intergenerational transfer of memory and know-how, including lessons learned. At the same time, each revolution was different in terms of context and the revolutionary process. However, certain similarities were noticeable, especially their unity of place: Maidan and Cossack myth strengthening with the emergence of new revolutionary waves (from the Orange Revolution), as a permanent symbolic reference, important for a certain group of participants of events and increasingly present in the research of Ukrainian historians since the 1980s13. It is not only about cultivating elements of folklore associated with the Cossacks, but also about the politics of that era. For example: after 2014, in Hadyach, annual celebrations of the anniversary of the settlement of the Treaty of Hadyach in 1658 were developed and the memory of hetman Ivan Vyhovsky was cultivated as a wise, pro-Western politician. 

Noticeably, the lack of consensus regarding terms and names can lead to manipulation of reality. It is sufficing to look at the social costs of the delegitimization that took place in Central Europe in 1989. A strange revolution and a lack of clarity regarding its course and message have led to a kind of a beauty show in hybrid naming. Among the proposed terms, the most famous was Timothy Gorton Ash’s ‘refolution’ as well as Jadwiga Staniszkis’s ‘self-limiting revolution’. Staniszkis’s term is a metaphor taken from statistics, namely the discrete curve which shows up and disappears. There was also Laszlo Bruszt’s ‘negotiated revolution’ and François Fejtö’s ‘revolution without barricades’ as well as the ‘revolution without opponents’14. 

This lack of clarity has opened doors not only to academic scepticism, but also, and mainly, a certain category of political actors. The latter includes the demagogues who talk about an unfulfilled revolution or a betrayed revolution, as they like to call it. The most radical would even want to see some blood finally shed, set up the guillotines, and—at this second stage—finally seal the revolution—Trotsky’s permanent revolution and the spirit of Stalin, Saint Just or Robespierre. To conclude, let me use the words of the French writer and Noble-prize winner—Albert Camus: ‘Mal nommer les choses c’estajouter au malheur du monde’; which would be paraphrased in the following way: ‘giving a bad name to things leads to misery in the world’.

The Revolution on Granite

We are now going through a more detailed analysis of the main revolutionary events in Ukraine since the break-up of the USSR. Our goal is not to reconstruct events—they are largely reflected in the literature of the subject, in part they are incorporated in individual articles included in this volume. We mainly want to check to what extent events in Ukraine verify theoretical considerations about the revolution. Significantly, the Revolution on Granite is much more of interest to western researchers than to Ukrainian ones. It is also poorly present in the collective memory in Ukraine. From the point of view of Ukrainian historiography, what is more understandable is the events of 1991, the collapse of the USSR and the proclamation of Ukrainian independence, and the Chernobyl disaster of 1986, for example, is very much more important in the Ukrainian historical narrative than the Granite Revolution due to the ‘experience’ of the effects of the catastrophe. The view that in the Ukrainian context the Chernobyl disaster began a series of events leading to the revival of the ambitions for independence in Ukrainian society is considered obvious in the literature of the subject. However, also in this approach, it should be noted that the accumulation of social mobilization in Ukraine took place between July 1990 and August 1991, i.e. between the declaration of sovereignty via Ukraine and Yanayev’s putsch and the declaration of independence signed by Ukraine on 24 August 1991. In this context, the importance of the mobilization factor should be seen in the Revolution on Granite15.

Only with some delay, literally in recent years, more research has appeared about the Revolution on Granite, although its condition is largely unsatisfactory. It seems obvious that in the history of social mobilization in contemporary Ukraine, the Granite Revolution should be appreciated as an important political event. The revolution took its name from the material that Kyiv’s central square was made of—in 1990 it was called the Square of the October Revolution—since 1991 its official name is Independence Square. The protest consisted of a hunger strike of the members of the Lviv Students’ Brotherhood and the Ukrainian Students’ Union, which lasted from 2–17 October 1990. During the strike, further groups of protesters joined the protest. The forms of protest used in addition to a hunger strike were, a political happening—an example is the collection for a ticket to Moscow for Leonid Kravchuk. Among the slogans proclaimed by students were ‘Sickle and hammer for scrap’, ‘We are starving day and night, Ilyich [Lenin] led us to this’, ‘Chernobyl—a bright future for all mankind’. Other forms of protest included blocking public buildings, blocking traffic, and setting up and maintaining a tent camp throughout the entire protest. The demands of the protest participants concerned the dissolution of the parliament of Soviet Ukraine, the holding of elections with the participation of the full spectrum of political parties, the nationalization of the communist party’s assets and related organizations; they also demanded the blocking of the signing of a new union agreement reforming the Soviet Union, whose aim was to maintain the federal state, but in a modernized form. An important demand was that Ukrainians should only perform military service in Ukraine. The students also demanded the resignation of the Prime Minister of Ukraine, Vitaliy Masol. On 10 October 1990, the strike was supported by 11 deputies of the Verkhovna Rada who, in support of the postulates of the strike participants, joined them. On 10 October, there was also a march of support for the protest, in which about 10,000 people participated. One week after the start of the protests, the number of people on the hunger strike was around 180, and by the end of the strike on 16 October, 298 people. During the whole period of the strike, about 20 students constantly participated. However, one should not draw conclusions about the scale of the protest based on these numbers. We have—partly thanks to the queries conducted as part of our research project—quite detailed data on external support for the protest participants. We have a collection of several hundred telegrams of support for protest participants from various parts of Soviet Ukraine. Of course, this data is incomplete, but there are indications that there was much more of such evidence of support.

Looking at it in its entirety, the Revolution on Granite was an important event for the conditions of Soviet Ukraine. Solidarity protests took place, among others in Lviv, Ivano-Frankivsk, Sumy and Vinnytsia. It is estimated that on 15 October, in a protest action, a total of around 100,000 people participated in various forms, and at that time the building of the Verkhovna Rada was blocked. Oles Doniy, one of the leaders of the movement, was given the opportunity to speak to the deputies. In his speech in the parliament, Doniy asked for access to the media and the opportunity to present the demands of protesters to the wider public. On 16 October, the Verkhovna Rada decided to undertake negotiations on the threat of a general strike, and the next day, officially, it decided to consider the demands of the protesters.

In the simplest terms, the achievements of the protesters can be divided into short-term and long-term ones. The following were ad hoc: permission of the authorities for a one-hour television program, in which protest participants talked about the possibility of a general strike and appointment of a special commission with five deputies from the communists, five opposition deputies and five representatives from the protesters (on the one hand it gave the impression that there is a plan to implement the postulates of the protesters, on the other, it blurred the meaning of the protests). An important part of the postulates of the Revolution on Granite was reflected in the decisions of the Verkhovna Rada: the electoral law in Ukraine was changed, the principle was introduced that a Ukrainian citizen could serve in the army abroad only with his own consent. The issues remained suspended or no demands were made regarding: continuing negotiations on a new trade union agreement under the USSR, nationalizing the property of communist organizations and holding elections. The immediate achievement of the protest was also the resignation of the Prime Minister of Soviet Ukraine Vitaliy Masol.

The results of the revolution are subject to discussion—as demonstrated by the workshops carried out as part of our project. The most commonly presented interpretation of the events at the time could be as follows: The Revolution on Granite was successful because, as the first social protest in the history of the USSR, it led to the overthrow of a Soviet official of such a high rank as prime minister of a communist Soviet republic. The very fact of the mobilization—from the historical perspective—deserves to be emphasized. The protest built ties between its participants, it became a symbolic reference point for the new elite. It is worth paying attention to the important positive aspect of the Granite Revolution: it has influenced the consolidation of the activities of the Ukrainian diaspora in the world in favour of regaining independence of Ukraine. Already in the second half of the 1980s, that diaspora was a kind of catalyst for this process—from numerous source documents, the surprising activity of Ukrainian émigré circles proves the universal vision of the activities of the diaspora in the USSR and the fact that the political authorities and, above all, the Soviet special services were aware of this phenomenon.

The matter of the consequences of the Granite Revolution is obviously not so clear-cut—this was reflected in the interviews conducted as part of our research program. To some extent, the student protest was instigated by the communist elite of Soviet Ukraine. Let us pay attention to its timing: the protest took place at a time when the breakup of the USSR was to be expected, or a serious reconstruction of its structure, people at the top of the communist authorities could expect that there was a moment of reform in the system of power and, therefore, the formation of a new leadership in Ukraine. It can be argued that at the time of the breakup of the USSR, Kravchuk and Kuchma used the first revolutionary situation in the history of modern Ukraine to remove the politically uncomfortable politician—Masol. The former Soviet Prime Minister of Ukraine returned to the post of prime minister after a few years, during the independence of Ukraine; but in 1990 he could be perceived as a potential competitor to take power in Ukraine in the event of the collapse of the Soviet Union. It can also be argued that a side effect of the protests was the entry of the young Ukrainian state, even before the formal achievement of independence, as the next stage of shaping in Ukraine a new power system in the Communist Party with Kravchuk and Kuchma, who over the next few years dominated political life in Ukraine.

Relatively, if compared with other Soviet republics and even some states of the former Warsaw Treaty, the well-developed Ukrainian opposition did not seize the opportunity and did not decide to conduct parliamentary elections immediately after the protests, which were held in Ukraine only in 1994. Separate, and demanding additional research, is the extent to which the attitude of the Ukrainian opposition in the autumn of 1990 could have been influenced by the apparatus of power even if using special services—these issues have not been sufficiently researched yet.

‘Lost years’ or ‘stolen agenda’

The use of social protest to force change within the system of power but without striving for a complete systemic change is one of the characteristics of the contemporary protests in Ukraine. The issue of lost time that appeared after the Revolution on Granite is also a characteristic feature of the subsequent discussed events. However, the very fact of ‘disappointment’ with insufficient results of the protest is a frequent element of social feelings in the period when the tension associated with the sudden crisis decreases. In the balance of the protests of 1990, one must take into consideration and such an interpretation that these ‘lost’ few years, due to the fact that after the 1990s elections did not take place, further deepened the pathologies of political life in Ukraine as the weakness of democratic structures, parties or ‘feudalization’ of social relations16, including the foundations of the oligarchic system. Partially accepting the postulates of students, Kravchuk led to the effective demobilization of the protest, especially since the dismissal of the prime minister in the union republic under the pressure of protests was a phenomenon on the scale of the history of the Soviet Union, it was difficult in the tactical sense to disagree that it is a significant event. The political consequences of the Revolution on Granite were therefore ambiguous, but the political failures of the opposition may have been of great importance for the later history of modern Ukraine, but this is unlikely to be empirically proven. Perhaps the main problem of the opposition was that due to lack of political experience, it was deceived by and allowed the post-communist elites that were just popping up to steal national postulates. Such a concept was put forward by Paul Kubicek17. One thing, however, is beyond doubt: the question of why and when it was decided that such phenomena as oligarchy and corruption would be an inseparable part of the Ukrainian political system would be one of the most difficult research questions on contemporary Ukrainian history.

Let us summarize: in the ideological sense, the drive of the Granite Revolution was anti-communism, and more broadly an anti-imperial attitude. Oksana Zabuzhko, during the symposium in Natolin in 2016, presented it in the following way: ‘But it was not about Masol, it was not just about Masol. Masol’s retirement was the least, I mean the least important on the list of demands. I would say that number one on the list of demands was the demand that Ukrainian young men would have their military service on the territory of the Ukrainian republic. That was a real blow aimed against Soviet imperialism and Soviet militarism’18. In the sense of the way it worked, it was an almost model non-violent revolution. As Mathilde Larrère understands, this was a revolution—a link in the circulation of the revolution in Central Europe and the wider communist world (China) in 1989–1991. It is understandable that the Revolution on Granite did not receive enough publicity in the world—it was not possible due to the then limited possibilities of informing about the protest. Nevertheless, the international context of the revolution proved to be very important in retrospect. For these events, the participants themselves referred to such events, among others, as the protests in Bulgaria in 1989 (tents) and the student protest in Beijing at Tiananmen in 1989. In this case, white ribbons were borrowed. Markiyan Ivashchyshyn talks about support from the other Soviet republics:

Ivashchyshyn: Before that at our home [...] in May it happened in our home, in Lviv, we organized a congress of all student organizations of the Soviet Union. So, we hosted representatives from the Caucasus republics, from the Baltic region, so we learned about the experiences and events that took place in Georgia. That is, we were familiarized with this experience...

Paweł Kowal: And these organizations were from where? From Lithuania, Latvia?

Ivashchyshyn: From the Baltic region and from the regions beyond the Caucasus. However, Moscow was also represented, ‘Piter’ was there, i.e. St Petersburg, that is, there were democratic student organizations throughout the Soviet Union that met and shared their experiences. And it’s no coincidence that we, that is, in these first days, did not involve girls in our hunger protest [...] This is because we expected repression and let’s say that we were almost 90 percent sure that they would have used force against us, and let’s say in this way that our main and most valuable personnel substitutes were in reserve. They were waiting in Lviv, we planned a few trips. We had purchased tickets for practically the whole week in advance’19.

The Ukrainian protest of October 1990 can also be combined with the events in Poland (the round table in 1989, the concept of ‘revolution’) and the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia. In general, the protest in Ukraine in 1990 belongs to the third wave of democratization of Samuel Huntington20.

In addition to the circulation of revolution, which primarily concerns the penetration of the revolutionary trend across the border, its transnationality, we can reserve the concept of ‘learning’ the revolution for a process of repeating successful, or forms of protest assessed as effective, from generation to generation. In this respect, the Granite Revolution is a good example. The ‘learning’ of the revolution based on Ukrainian tradition by the participants of events is one of the fundamental themes undertaken within our study. In the accounts of the participants of the Revolution on Granite, there are references to forms of anti-communist guerrilla warfare after World War II. Undoubtedly, the regional origin of the activists requires examination with the tradition of Galician political culture, the fight against Sovietization, etc. It is a fact that at the time when the protests of 1990 began, surviving veterans from the post-war period were still relatively young people, for example, they could have been around 65 and over. A separate issue is how much we can talk about ‘learning’ in this case, how much about the overall inspiration and how much it is simply a projection, appearing in later memories.

The Revolution on Granite was also inscribed in a specific political context in Ukraine in 1990. Similar to the discussed revolutionary circulation model, it was strongly accommodated to the local conditions of the Ukrainian tradition of revolutionary struggle. The participants of the revolution stood in opposition not only to the representatives of the old regime in a sense, in terms of demanding radical actions, they set themselves in proclaiming anti-communist slogans also in opposition to the formal opposition that was already in Soviet Ukraine, whose politicians were already in the Verkhovna Rada.

One more thing needs to be emphasized. The Revolution on Granite was also a key chord of the sequence of events that led to independence by Ukraine and played a large consolidation role. The authors and participants of the events emphasize that the Revolution on Granite also became the prototype of later protests, especially the action ‘Ukraine without Kuchma’ in 2000–2001, which preceded the Orange Revolution in 2004. All these remarks, and especially the fact that the October 1990 events have been instrumentalized does not change the fact that an authentic student protest with relatively large public support was the basic matrix of the events at the time.

‘Post-election revolutions’?

Within the international context, the ‘circulation’ of the Orange Revolution took place in the wave of coloured revolutions that occurred in the Balkans, Central Europe and then in the eastern parts of the continent. Viatcheslav Avioutskii sees it in the following way: In 1991–2000, democratic changes were halted in many post-Soviet states as well as in the former USSR’s sphere of influence. In the case of Ukraine, it is most often indicated in this context as the decisive moment in the formation of the oligarchic system of the mid-1990s21. As a response to this relatively broad trend, a fourth wave of democratization has emerged22. Citizens of the post-Soviet and post-communist states, which found themselves in a clear regression as regards to the development of democratic institutions, saw the example of such states as Poland or the Czech Republic that a ‘democratic experiment’ could be successful despite the difficulties. They started, therefore, with their rights, especially electoral rights. With time, there was also support from various organizations in democratic countries in the West. Avioutskii inscribes this wave of democratization changes into the wider context of Huntington’s model. Huntington enumerated the next three waves of democratization in the world from the first half of the 17th century, as well as the retreats from these changes. For the ‘wave of democratization’ he considered ‘a group of changes from undemocratic to democratic political systems that took place at a specific time and which were definitely more numerous than the following changes in the opposite direction’23. Other researchers count ‘waves of democratization’ only in the post-Soviet area. For Valerie J. Bunce and Sharon L. Wolchik, the events of 1996–2005 are called the second wave of democratization and also introduce the type of revolution characteristic of this wave: electoral revolutions24. It would probably be best to adopt the concept of ‘post-election revolutions’, because the most frequent occurrence of events was the protests against crime and election violations leading to a false majority after voting.

The authors draw attention to the circumstances typical of this type of revolution: conscious promotion of the development of democracy based on elections, electoral mobilization in the form of voter participation but also in protests in the event of suspected election frauds, frequent personnel changes of the executives, etc. The meaning of all actions related to elections in their opinion concerns the transformation of the electoral process from a ritual, in this case reaching the roots of the communist era into real elections, which may lead to a change of government25. It is therefore not surprising that the sequence of colour revolutions (the fourth wave of democratization) is connected with the issue of elections in the literature26, the central tension line is the dispute over the meaning of elections on the axis of post-communist power-opposition/society interested in the actual use of electoral rights with all their consequences. Katya Kalandadze and Mitchell A. Orenstein indicate more than a dozen states as participants in the colour (election) revolutions. Successful election revolutions occurred in Serbia in 2000 despite previous unsuccessful attempts in the mid-1990s, in Madagascar (2001), in Georgia (2003) in Ukraine (2004) and in Kyrgyzstan (2005). However, they did not succeed in Armenia (1996, 2003), Azerbaijan (2000, 2003, 2005), Peru (2000), Belarus (2001, 2004, 2006) in Ethiopia and Togo (both in 2005)27. Interestingly, ineffective revolutions take part in the revolutionary circulation. However, the preparation of activists in the process of their initiation and implementation may also have an impact on other—already effective—revolutions (Belarus-Ukraine). In a word, when describing the process of revolutionary circulation, we must also consider revolutionary projects that failed in their own country, but in other countries the potential invested in one country has contributed to the effect in another.

One thing that remains undisputed is that during the decade of 1996–2005, the idea of strengthening democracy based on an effective electoral process was propagated again. We have a choice as to what we will call these events: the fourth wave of democratization, the second wave of democratization (post-Soviet), colour revolutions and election revolutions. It seems that the most accurate is to describe the discussed events as the fourth wave of democratization—in this context, the Ukrainian events of 2004/2005 ‘circulate’ primarily with analogous revolutions in the post-Soviet realm. Their logical context is the countries with similar historical and social conditions—in this sense, the use of the nomenclature of ‘colour revolutions’ also seems adequate. It should be emphasized, however, that comparing the seemingly distant mobilization processes occurring in the same period may bring very promising results—this was the case with Olga Onuch’s work ‘Mapping Mass Mobilization. Understanding Revolutionary Moments in Argentina and Ukraine’28. On the other hand, Avioutskii also declares the fourth wave to include the Cedar Revolution in Lebanon—where the peak of street demonstrations took place on 14 March 2005; the result of this process were free elections and the removal of Syrian troops from Lebanon29.

We suggest, however, in relation to the proposal of Katya Kalandadze and Mitchell A. Orenstein, to limit the field of observation to a geographically closer space, but also highlighting the context of the events in more detail, for example by remembering the events in Adjara (Georgia).

The generational drive of the fourth wave of democratization

The fourth wave—if we decide to accept this nomenclature—began in Romania in November 1996 with the victory in the parliamentary and presidential elections of the Romanian Democratic Convention. The elections in the countries of the post-Soviet realm have a negative stereotype, and they are associated rather with the form of fictitious legitimization of power than with the possibility of changing it: their ritualistic character, which returned in some countries of the region, was to be changed into a potential mechanism of real power exchange. However, it is worth paying attention to the arguments collected by Olga Onuch that the electoral process itself, regardless of the specific historical and social context, is of enormous mobilization importance: it opens discussions on political topics in more or less formal forums and expands the possibilities of organizing assemblies. The electoral cycle becomes objectively a platform for mobilization, revival of non-governmental organizations and their support from abroad30. In addition, the custom of election observation by international observers became widespread in the 1990s. All this together transformed the seemingly technical process of voting that was dangerous for representatives of the authorities.

Another country in the process of demanding free and competitive elections was Bulgaria. In April 1997 in the parliamentary elections, the United Democratic Forces won in this country. The opening of the fourth wave of democratization should also include the creation in 1998 of the ‘98 Citizen’s Campaign in Slovakia (OK-98) as attempts to mobilize against Vladimir Mečiar’s authoritarian rule, which gave them victory in September 1998. Another in the group of the fourth wave of democratization was Croatia—the democratic wave of changes directed to the Western Balkans. In January 2000, unified opposition forces defeated the Croatian Democratic Union, founded on the initiative of Franj Tudjman, who was no longer alive at that time.

The events that we place as components of the ‘fourth wave of democratization’ contain several common features. They take place in countries where democratic ambitions of public opinion were relatively strong, though too weak to compete with the strong post-communist often oligarchic power system that developed in the post-communist period. In our region, the events of the fourth wave took place where changes in the third wave of democratization were too weak or were slowed down by the forces of the old order. The essence of the fourth wave was the mobilization of the society around the chance of victory in the electoral process and based on the young generation who had spent part of their adult life in conditions after the fall of communism. In the Croatian context, the youth movement ‘Gong’ appeared, whose main goal was to mobilize the young electorate to vote against the people of power. The Balkan episode of the fourth wave is the beginning of the struggle of the Serbian opposition with Slobodan Milošević, in this, the Serbian context of youth, the motto of the revolutionary movement was ‘Otpor’ (‘Resistance’). Then the ‘fourth wave’ concerned states that came directly from the Soviet Union. In connection with the 2001 election, the Belarusian Resistance Movement ‘Zubr’ was established in Minsk. It is worth emphasizing in this context that although the ‘Zubr’ itself did not lead to a revolution in Belarus, its activists belonged to the best trainers working in 2004 with the revolutionaries in Ukraine.

The next was Georgia—in November 2003, the Rose Revolution began. In this case, also part of the project to stop the negative changes was the youth movement ‘Khmara’ (‘Season’), aimed at the goal of electoral victory. In May 2004 in Ajaria were massive protests in support Aslan Abashidze—the exiled leader of the ambitious republic in Georgia. On 3 October 2004 elections took place in Ajaria. Their second round was on 12 January 2005 which brought Sergei Bagapsh to power. Of great importance in this context was the earlier victory of the Rose Revolution occurring on the scale of the entire country of Georgia.

In March 2005, after the election, the Tulip Revolution began in Kyrgyzstan, which resulted in the removal of Askar Akayev, the then current president. The demonstrations ended with elections won by the opposition leader Kurmanbek Bakiyev. In Kyrgyzstan, the youth movements mobilizing the youngest to vote were the ‘Birge’ movement (‘Together’) and the youth movement ‘Kel-kel’ (‘Renewal’). The last in the chain of colour revolutions was Uzbekistan, where the May 2005 protests against the leading authorities took place—only these unsuccessful events can be considered the end of the fourth wave of democratization31. Almost all of the above-mentioned generational political movements used a similar modus operandi: visual modern communication, paradox, humour and mobilization.

Orange Revolution

The Orange Revolution in Ukraine was preceded by a relatively long period in which revolutionary symptoms were visible. In the political sense, these were the already mentioned protests ‘Ukraine without Kuchma’, but also the electrifying public events such as the killing of Georgiy Gongadze, a journalist investigating the government, which took place in autumn 2000. In one of the interviews collected as part of our project, Volodymyr Chemerys admits: ‘At the beginning of 2000, in The Den newspaper I published my articles on the revolution of 2000. It was immediately after the referendum arranged by Kuchma, which granted him virtually absolute authority. Still I think social controversies in Ukraine, where Kuchma was making progress in building a system of oligarchic capitalism, were meant to result in a social outburst. And it occurred indeed. It was sparked by Gongadze’s murder. Unfortunately, we failed to change the system and we realized what would happen afterwards, inasmuch the social conditions remained unaltered, and sooner or later they were to push the people to the streets again. We expected it would take ten years or so. It happened much earlier. So, in 2004 people went outside again’32. Another prominent Ukrainian politician, Hryhoriy Nemyria, mentions the following stages of reaching the Orange Revolution: ‘1) 1991–2001: maturation, 2): incubation, and 3) 2004: breakthrough’33. In November 2004, the Orange Revolution in Kyiv began. Again, if we look not in terms of short time censures but certain processes, in the style proposed by Nemyria—one should rather talk about the accumulation of political tension—the transition to a more spectacular phase.

In Ukraine the important role of youth support for the revolution was played by a slightly more radical than the main opposition (partly establishment) parties of the youth movement. Its Ukrainian version was called ‘Pora’ or ‘Time’ (‘the time has come’). What was a characteristic element of the international context of the Orange Revolution is a kind of time synchronization—joining the wave that passed through Central Europe, the Balkans, Eastern Europe and Central Asia in 1996–2005. The issue of circulating the revolutionary idea during the Orange Revolution seems obvious. This revolution, the most out of all Ukrainian examples of revolutionary mobilization examined by us, has become part of a wider context, an important trend of the first reaction to the establishment of post-communist schemes in countries with unsuccessful or only partially successful post-communist transformations. It was both a similarity in the forms of action, the way in which street protests were organized, and attempts to activate the younger generation, students and the middle class.

Especially when it comes to the Ukrainian ‘Pora’, as well as the content of the action—the main demand was free and fair elections. On the example of the Orange Revolution, one sees, just like in the context of the Revolution on Granite, the importance of learning the revolution from previous generations—from the experience of their own state and nation, but also from similar generational experiences in other countries—in this case clear elements of the revolutionary exports from Serbia, Belarus and of course from Georgia. The learning of the revolution therefore concerned both drawing on the historical experiences of the Revolution on Granite and subsequent events. At that time the revolutionaries learned about the reactions of their own society, they became used to reactions and expectations. In this case, ‘learning’ was a very concrete process, also in the technical organization of the protest, which in relation to the events of 1990 was fed by the next generation.

On the example of the Orange Revolution, the transnational nature of the revolution, its regional circulation and, to some researchers’ opinion, global expression, can be clearly seen. From the synergy of the Orange Revolution, and the whole wave of similar events on the periphery of the former Soviet empire in countries where symptoms of a return to authoritarian forms of government appeared, its main ideological components also emerged. The main issue was a broadly understood pro-democratic attitude—related to the problem of choices. The next element was the liberal orientation of the emerging middle class. Hence, it is understandable that the interpretation of this revolution appears as a Ukrainian version of the bourgeois revolution.

The Orange Revolution came at a time when it was no longer necessary to send telegrams of support to protesters from the distant ends of Ukraine, like during the Revolution on Granite. The time of the Orange Revolution was part of the TV era of information, which began two decades prior in the US with Ted Turner. Thanks to TV broadcasts, participation in the Maidan was possible not only symbolically. Audiences around the world learned about the Ukrainian revolution. Thanks to this revolution, Ukraine gained what it badly needed, especially in the period after the breakup of the USSR, namely, it was noticed as a separate, politically independent entity. Thereby, in 2004 at Christmas, usually a somewhat lazy time in the media, Ukraine was at the centre of attention. Conversely, Ukrainians which had emigrated, including millions of people of Ukrainian descent and interested in events in Ukraine—who to find out what is happening in their own country, in 1990 had to go there or wait for news from those who came back from Ukraine—this time without any obstacles were able to get up-to-date information about events in Kyiv.

After the revolution

A characteristic motive in the period after the Orange Revolution was disappointment, like after 1990, the problem of ‘lost years’ and the policy of its leaders in the period after 2005 appeared. This matter remains the subject of analytical study. Of course, the often compromising form and low efficiency of governments after the revolution were disappointing, but the achievement of the revolution was, for example, preserving the principles of freedom of speech in Ukraine, including freedom of the press, and maintaining the very principle of elections, as part of the result, which may lead to a peaceful transfer of power to the indicated winner, and this was the main element of the revolutionary postulates characteristic of the fourth wave of democratization. An important positive effect of the revolution was the consolidation of the pro-European trend in Ukraine. Moreover, one can even say that the events in Ukraine influenced the EU in the direction of creating a clearer political perspective for its eastern neighbours34. Another matter for separate study is how the Ukrainian events, which were fully available in the West thanks to the possibilities of direct transmission, influenced the approach to Ukraine as well as other eastern countries which were still perceived as part of the Russian sphere of influence.

In the post-revolution period, protests on a broader scale against the governments of Viktor Yanukovych and his political team appeared three times. These were: the ‘Anti-Corruption’ protest (July 2006–March 2007), the Tax Maidan (November–December 2010), and the Language Maidan (July-August 2012)35. Although the post-revolutionary public dissatisfaction concerned the orange camp elite—they were convinced that Ukrainian citizens were supposed to betray their trust, each time the protest was directed against the governments of Yanukovych and the Party of Regions, not against the ‘orange power’.

The Revolution of 2013–14

‘It happened again! On 21 November 2013, Ukrainians began protesting,’36 writes Olga Onuch. The researcher has no doubt that the protests of 2004–2005 and 2013–2014 should be compiled and compared, but also indicate the differences. However, when we look at both protests as events that occur in a certain sequence, drawing from the observations of Olga Onuch, we place emphasis less on the differences and more on the change of the scale of protest. As the scale of protests varied between 1990 and 2004, so it was in the years between the Orange Revolution and the events of 2013–2014. In our opinion, we can talk about a ‘progress of the revolution’: a faster spreading of the revolution37, reaching new territories, and not so much about the differences in the protests. This revolution was a revolution in community media, starting with the fact that the appeal for the revolution itself appeared on Facebook. The slogan ‘Likes don’t Matter’, which was quickly mythologized, has become the call of revolutionaries of a new generation in the world. Thereby, the social media turned out to be a great mobilization tool in this model. They showed that the essence of revolutionary activity does not change: one has to get up from the couch and go to the central square of the city or to another designated place. The revolution, especially in the times of social networks, still requires this kind of personal activity—in the particular case of the post-communist reality, the researchers of the Orange Revolution emphasized this element of personal involvement not only in voting but also in other forms of activities related to elections (propaganda, monitoring, possible participation in protests).

Internet, TV and social media became one of the most important driving forces of the 2013 Revolution. The very name of the events of the years 2013–2014 is associated with the specific type of revolution that was happening in the communication process. It is usually assumed that the revolutionary events had two phrases: the Euromaidan and the Revolution of Dignity. Attention is drawn to the latter term because it resembles similarly named movements of protest in a similar time in other places of the world rather than with the traditions of the names of uprisings, revolutions, and general insurrectionary events in Ukraine or the region. As for the international context of the revolutionary events of 2013–2014, references to events in North African countries, generally referred to as the ‘Arab Spring’, especially Tunisia (in this case also the concept of a Revolution of Dignity), and to a lesser extent in Libya, are most often indicated.

In the case of the events of 2013–2014, as in the case of the Revolution on Granite and the Orange Revolution, we observe the revolutionary circulation phenomenon with significant consequences for events in Ukraine—in this case it mainly refers to the use of new technologies and social mobilization via the internet. Circulation of the revolution is closely related to the problem of relations between revolutionary events of 2013 and 2014 with a technological change that would somehow avoid the official mass media. In this case, the main motive for the outbreak of protests is unique—it is the pursuit of political integration with the European Union. This issue didn’t play a role in any of the Arab Spring revolutions. Only the second motif in the hierarchy of importance: the removal of the dictator (Yanukovych) may evoke associations with events from North Africa. As in the case of the events from 1996–2005, we can talk about election revolutions and the context of events concentrated in the post-Soviet realm, so in relation to the events of 2013–2014, it is necessary to emphasize the ‘antitank’ nature of the revolt. The common denominator of events related to the revolution in the technology of mobilizing public opinion in 2013–2014 was the fight against the power of the dictator: Yanukovych, Ben Ali, Mubarak or Gaddafi.

In the case of Ukraine, one can even refer to the Aristotelian category of blocking the transformation of oligarchic power into tyranny. The essence of the power that caused social anger included: a demonstration of colonization of politics and the economy by an ever-smaller group focused around the president combined with an attempt to create a ‘new oligarchy’; politics succumbing to Russia (issue of the Black Sea Fleet); and limiting democratic freedoms, including the opposition (arrest of Yulia Tymoshenko). Finally, the spark turned out to be a reversal from the promise to sign the Association Agreement and the free trade agreement with the European Union38. The issue of the ‘Europeanisation’ of Ukraine was one of the postulates during all the great protests in contemporary Ukraine, and this very matter turned out to be the direct cause of the first protests.

In the case of the events of 2013–2014, we are dealing with an attempt to accelerate the mythologization of events by giving them a properly pathetic name. In the current tradition of Central Europe, revolutionary events and uprisings were associated with the names of the leader (Bohdan Khmelnytsky Uprising), main participants of events (Haidamakas, Koliyivshchyna), time of events (Revolution of 1905, January Uprising) or place of events (Kraków Uprising). The names adopted in historiography are therefore most often neutral, used to clarify the time or circumstances of events. Against this background, the name ‘Revolution of Dignity’, immediately promoted after events where even a short-term balance was not yet possible, leads us to two conclusions: firstly, the very emotional name is part of the revolutionary struggle because in it is encoded the division into those who fight for the noble purpose of dignity and those who, implicitly, want to take this dignity away. Secondly, the name of the revolution builds connotations in other post-war events of the epoch—it enhances the element of revolutionary circulation.

The revolutionary events of 2013–2014 are another example of the ‘learning’ of the revolution from its predecessors. The forms of protest, its organization, and sacralization through the participation of the clergy were developed via repetitions from the Revolution on Granite and the Orange Revolution. In contradiction to the Granite Revolution and the Orange Revolution, however, the events of 2013–2014 are difficult to determine when it comes to their ideological dimension. The revolutionary events of 2013–2014 were probably the most pluralistic of the revolutionary events in Ukraine after 1990. In fact, there was a whole range of ideas that were the focus of the protesters. First of all, this was a matter of ‘Europeanness’, apart from that there were various ideas: from liberalism, to nationalism, and a major role was played by anti-communism, like in 1990.

Elements of continuation and elements of change

The Revolution on Granite established a matrix of the Ukrainian revolution, a way of conducting a protest action. Here is the opinion of Yevhen Bystrytskiy: ‘The thing is, the first revolution, in the post-Soviet revolution, the typical post-Soviet [...] against Sovietism, against Sovietism and the Soviet type methods of management. So, yes. And it was, it was, I would say, very nationally-oriented, and that’s why it, the Revolution on Granite, was necessary to understand’39. Even this is due to its special significance. Mentioned by participants of the protests, ‘Maidan’ became a kind of literal and symbolic place of all contemporary Ukrainian protests40. In subsequent protests in Ukraine, there was an important component of the youth revolution, student revolt, and revolts of civic movements41. What is characteristic, however, is the phenomenon of ‘learning’ the revolution from older generations that have already participated in protests. It is not just about technical issues, how to organize a tent city or security services to protest against the danger of provocation. It’s about raising the next generation in the myth of the protest as a form of discord on ‘bad power’, preparing the next generation for this form of civil disobedience.

What does it mean that the Granite Revolution has become a model for the organization of protest? The central symbolic place is at the forefront: the Maidan—as a specific, consistent with the poetic archetype of Pavlo Tychyna (‘На майдані коло церкви революція іде’), a place of protest known from Ukrainian poetry. Secondly, in connection with the Revolution on Granite, ‘basic forms of protest’ were established (a tent city, peaceful forms of protest, theatralization, events, and the use of modern technologies). Thirdly, there are ways to manage the protest, its organization (provisioning, self-organization, religious aspect of protest, and the significant role of music). In addition, we must recognize that during the Revolution on Granite there were a catalogue of ideas around which a protest is organized, which evidently evolved in subsequent speeches, but its main components were constantly repeated: anti-communism, anti-imperialism, and demanding the right to choose the strategic goals of the country.

The role of the Maidan in the history of the Ukrainian protest deserves a broader analysis, starting with etymology. Every Ukrainian during education learned about the Maidan as a place of protest in the poem by Pavlo Tychyna, who lived in the years 1891–1967. The Ukrainian revolution in connection with the importance of the Maidan in Ukrainian culture is a revolution connected with the place. The Revolution on Granite somehow set a concrete trident as a physical place in Kyiv, defined where the Maidan was located—and so it remained. The Maidan as a place of congregation since 1990 has become a specific place on the map.

Turning now to the forms of protest; the tradition of protest against power is very long in Ukraine, in connection with this, historically speaking, there were also forms of protest. These included: complaints of peasants against landowners; destruction of tools; sabotage; murders and burning of courts; hoodlum movements; requests; complaints; etc.42 The only state in the region that at the end of the 1980s had its form adequate for the era of protests was Poland: such a form in Poland was a worker’s strike, as well as an independent intellectual movement (publishing, artistic). The contemporary protest in Ukraine developed quite differently from the old Ukrainian traditions and also differently from the anti-communist protests in Poland. To a small extent, they only referred to the tradition of anti-communist resistance of Ukrainians after World War II. Our research shows that the Revolution on Granite was a kind of matrix of modern Ukrainian protest based on hunger strikes, pickets, and large demonstrations, but on the other hand a carnivalization, theatrics and irony43.

The question arises as to the rationale of choosing exactly the three mobilization landmarks adopted by us in contemporary Ukrainian history. This matter is and will probably be the subject of controversy for some time. Natalia Zubar writes about seven Maidans in the history of post-Soviet Ukraine. She includes: the Revolution on Granite in 1990, protests under the slogan ‘Ukraine without Kuchma’ 2000–2001, the Orange Revolution, protest action ‘Against Corruption’ (July 2006–March 2007), the Tax Maidan (November–December 2010), the Language Maidan (July–August 2012), and the Euromaidan44. Let’s look at this topic in the perspective of the passage of time between the protests. Between the Revolution on Granite and the action Ukraine without Kuchma, ten years passed. Ukraine without Kuchma as a social action, should be treated as a direct prelude to the Orange Revolution, perhaps one day these events will be interpreted as a series of protests against the political system created by Kuchma. The Orange Revolution and Revolution of 2013–2014 are divided by another decade, but in its course, every 2–3 years, protests broke out whose political content was the conviction that the results of the Orange Revolution were lost. However, what is characteristic is that all three revolutions discussed in this publication and the other waves of protests mentioned that took place on the basis of similar forms were directed against the power of the communist party/post-communist circles and their political continuators: successively Masol, Kuchma and Yanukovych, all resulting in a change in the system of power—although in each case to a different extent. Clearly, the change that occurred after 2014 has been the deepest.

Among the Ukrainian revolutions we chose the ones that, in addition to the characteristic forms, find equivalents in events in other countries and are part of a wider revolutionary circulation—to a large extent, they universalize the Ukrainian experience of protest and place it in a broader international frame. We paid attention to these events, where it was possible to clearly indicate ‘improvement’ in the process of organizing the revolution.

Summary

In the case of subsequent revolutionary events in Ukraine, the continuation component plays a very important role. Repeatability of some postulates, some forms of protest, characteristic of modern revolution in Ukraine, allow us to see these events as a process of long-term change and not separated by dense caesuras; today historians still see them as separate. It is not impossible, however, that after a while the French Revolution will be presented as one revolution. The ‘continuity of revolution’ in Ukraine is expressed in the following way: continuation of forms of protest, sustaining values on behalf of which the protest is undertaken, the purpose of protest and personal contemplation. In subsequent revolutions we find many of the same activists. They do not always perform in the same role, but still supported them and act as a kind of institutional memory of the Ukrainian revolution. Here we can name Vakhtang Kipiani, Vyacheslav Kyrylenko, Mykola Knyazhytsky, and others.

Perhaps one can even talk about a long-term transformation, persistent in comparison with other countries of the region. Among the countries that belonged to the Soviet Union in the summer of 1991, three have undergone a transformation reminiscent of Central European countries. This was the case with Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. Numerous post-Soviet states after a ‘democratic trial’ (usally short-term) were accepted by authoritarian governments: Russia, Belarus, Central Asian states with a strong element of oligarchization. There is also a clear group of states that have preserved democratic forms of government under the conditions of the oligarchic system. These countries are characterized by a tendency to revolutionary change, most often in defence against the attempt to convert the democratic system with the oligarchic component into, using the Aristotle category, tyranny or authoritarianism. Such countries include Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia. It is precisely this fragility of the democratic system in the described group of states strictly in the context of Ukraine that is associated with the problem of long-term persistence in the state of revolutionary tension, which takes revolutionary forms every few years.

Finally, we come to the question of circulation of the revolution. We can consider the three Ukrainian protests as part of a wider trend. Each time the Ukrainian revolution referred to other analogical events in the world, in each case it took place in the second phase of the revolutionary cycle, when some experiences from protests in other parts of the world were obvious. None of the Ukrainian protests was of an endemic nature, the course of each of them indicated far-reaching accommodation to local conditions, political culture of a specific political context, and characteristic problems (oligarchy, corruption).

In the case of all three revolutions, the result of the events remains disputable, albeit to varying degrees. Especially the effects of the Orange Revolution are questioned. The succeeding revolutionary waves were born on the basis of disappointment with previous events, which became the beginning of another wave of rebellion supplemented by subsequent generations, somehow involving younger and also geographically inclusive—citizens from further regions from the centre and east of the country joined more in subsequent events.

The next stages of the revolution in Ukraine may also be presented as a mirror of changes in the way the media operate. The Revolution on Granite was a revolution of the traditional press and the traditional way of informing, characteristic of the second half of the 20th century. The Orange Revolution was a revolution under the banner of information and television, direct relations, and times of vivid political journalism. The events of 2013–2014 corresponded to the trend of revolution on the internet, and virtual communication in the process of social mobilization. All of them, however, were based on the free flow of information and thanks to that they gained wide social support, which only increased with each protest.
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Revolutions as a return to evolution

A common wisdom on revolutions, enshrined in Wikipedia, defines them as ‘an effort to transform the political institutions and the justifications for political authority in society, accompanied by formal or informal mass mobilization and non-institutionalized actions that undermine authorities’. It suits our study well, as it contains the word ‘effort’, missing in many other, otherwise pretty good definitions of revolution: a ‘combination of thorough-going structural transformation and mass upheaval’1; a ‘more or less rapid and fundamental social, economic and/or cultural change, during or soon after the struggle for state power’2; or a ‘rapid, fundamental and violent domestic change in the dominant values and myths of society, in its political institutions, social structure, leadership, and government activities and policies’3. 

The Ukrainian revolutions could certainly not be qualified as such if the key word ‘effort’ is omitted. They have not brought profound structural transformations, or a substantial revamp of political institutions, or radical change in the mode of government policies and activities. Paradoxically, the most significant changes, however partial and incoherent, occurred in 1991, after the first revolution, which was the least ‘revolutionary’ in terms of mass mobilization and regime replacement. The main reason for those rather significant changes was the opportunistic desire of the ruling elites to benefit from the collapse of the empire and its political and economic institutions. 

Any revolution is first and foremost an effort to change something in a short time and in a fundamental way. Revolutions may vary greatly in methods, duration, and ideological motivation; they may strive for radical change in social-political institutions and/or in the economy and/or in culture. But all of them are restrained in their scope and achievements not only by the political will and skill of the revolutionaries, by the calibre of their personalities and their mutual compatibility and complementariness, but also by the character of the society they operate within, its past experience and accumulated social capital, the international environment and external linkages and leverages. 

Good revolutionaries are those who channel a tidal wave of popular dissatisfaction and mass upheaval to smash the obstacles that hinder a nation’s development, to clear the road cluttered up by the ancien regime, and to build upon what has been achieved—in other words, to resume a track of evolution derailed or arrested by their predecessors. This is what the revolutionaries in the Baltics and the Central Eastern European states did: they built upon the achievements of pre-war statehood within a new international environment much more supportive of liberal democracy. In a sense, they returned to the track of the evolution interrupted, reversed, or put on hold by the authoritarian leaders, but they completed this return with new historic experience and a new global vision. 

Bad revolutionaries, on the other hand, are those who try to implement their utopian doctrines regardless of circumstances, regardless of the domestic and international environment, of political culture or of economic development. They escalate violence and spill blood because they believe that goals justify means, that any failure results merely from insufficient will, and that any resistance of circumstances is merely proof of sabotage. Communist revolutionaries are the best examples of the sort, even though the today’s attempts to ‘democratize’ some third-world countries bear also a good deal of revolutionary impatience and naiveté4. 

The Ukrainian leaders were neither good nor bad revolutionaries, just because they were not revolutionaries at all. They simply hijacked the revolutionary movements that were genuinely driven by popular dissatisfaction with the corrupt, inefficient regimes and the perceived injustice they upheld. Even though the Ukrainian ‘revolutionaries’ replaced their predecessors, they failed to implement any changes that could be deemed revolutionary, primarily the rule of law which is crucial for any other reforms in the country. Throughout all the years of their tenure, they demonstrated the same nepotism and disrespect for legality as their predecessors. They never have yielded to the 2002 Javier Solana’s advice—to play by the rules rather than with the rules5.

Yet, neither the Orange nor Euromaidan Revolutions were a complete failure. They accomplished, at least partially, what any good revolution should do: put the country back on the track of an evolutionary development. In 1991, that development was challenged by the hard-liners’ resistance and, ultimately, coup d’état in Moscow. In 1999, Ukraine’s evolutionary development was effectively derailed by Leonid Kuchma, who manipulated democratic elections and deprived Ukrainians of real choice and a possibility to get rid of an unpopular ruler6. In 2010–2012, the evolutionary development was interrupted by Viktor Yanukovych who de-facto usurped the power, captured the state, and emasculated virtually all the institutions7. The ultimate outcome of today’s ‘post-revolutionary’ developments is rather unclear, but as long as Ukrainians have an option to change their leaders in a free and fair elections they would barely need to fix evolutionary development by any new revolution. 

All the Ukrainian revolutions were rather ambiguous. On one hand, they failed to develop the initial breakthrough into a sustainable movement, to build upon the initial success, to change the paradigm of evolutionary development—from the notorious ‘momentocracy’ (opportunistic reaction to daily challenges, without any strategic vision)8 to a coherent and comprehensive policy of much-needed reforms. They re-established political pluralism, freedom of speech, of mass media and of elections. Yet, without functional institutions and rule of law, these civic freedoms remain endangered. Everything largely depends on a goodwill of the major political players, and even more so on their relative impotence and inability to consolidate authoritarian strength. They are just too preoccupied with internal rivalry to be able to join forces and eliminate pluralism in society. ‘Pluralism by default’ is an apt definition of Ukraine’s political environment—either after the attaining of independence or after the Orange or Euromaidan Revolutions9.

On the other hand, yet, all the three revolutions were quite a success, inasmuch as they re-established/protected evolutionary development, curbed negative (authoritarian) tendencies, and restored basic political pluralism and civic freedoms. They failed to create a truly positive social and economic dynamics, but introduced, nonetheless, some important changes in various fields, however slow, inconsistent and apparently insufficient.

Ukraine’s quadruple transition and challenges of the nation building

The 1990–1991 Ukrainian revolution, dubbed eventually ‘unfinished’10, was undoubtedly part and parcel of great East European revolutions that erupted in 1989 as a reaction of local societies to three interdependent problems: 1) economic stagnation; which led to the considerable inability of communist systems to satisfy the material needs of its citizens; 2) the political repressiveness of the communist regimes and their unwillingness to provide decent opportunities for self-realization to the most active, creative, ambitious, and entrepreneurial citizens; and 3) colonial or semi-colonial dependence of local regimes and societies at large upon the Moscow centre. Either way, all these problems could be reduced to one which was common for all Eastern European countries: the need for modernization, that is, the implementation of systemic reforms in order to overcome their historical backwardness vis-a-vis freer, richer and more democratic Western states11. 

Ukraine’s post-communist transformation appeared much more complicated than that of its Central East European neighbours. Whereas Poland, or Hungary, or Czech Republic had to pursue the so called ‘double transition’, that is democratization and marketization, propped up by some live traditions of pre-war constitutionalism and free market, Ukraine had to engage in these processes with no institutional memory of the kind. Still worse, Ukraine’s transition was ‘quadruple’, that is, required not only democratization-marketization, but also state building and nation building12. The latter two tasks were predictably prioritized by both the ruling (post-communist) elite and anti-communist (nationalistic) opposition. It largely detracted attention from the two former tasks (building full-fledged democracy and functional free-market economy) and provided a convenient excuse for all those interested more in excuses than in solutions. 

Independent Ukraine that emerged in 1991, was a truncated state with many indispensable institutions missing and many more institutions obsolete and completely unsuitable for the modern independent state. In the absence of a functional state, it could have been a political nation to initiate and supervise the process of state-building—as it was elsewhere in Eastern Europe after the WWI. But again, by 1991, the Ukrainian political nation was much more an intellectual project than a reality.

Ukrainian Nation building story 

This does not mean that the Ukrainian nation did not exist at the time (as many Russian nationalists, including president Putin, recurrently claim), or that the Ukrainian identity is something newly invented and thoroughly artificial. To be precise, it is not more ‘invented’ and ‘artificial’ than any other national identity in today’s world—either imposed forcibly by the state upon the ‘locals’ (‘peasants into Frenchmen’, as Eugen Weber defined it in the title of his book)13 or proselytized gradually by the intelligentsia of the stateless nations. The latter process was aptly described by Miroslav Hroch in his seminal book as consisting of three major stages: phase A—of cultural interest, when a tiny group of intellectuals discovers richness of local cultural heritage and tries to enshrine it in books and artefacts; phase B—of nationalistic agitation, when a broader stratum of intelligentsia tries to inculcate masses with the newly discovered, culture-based identity; and finally, phase C—of mass nationalistic mobilization, when the national activists raise the political demands supported by popular movement14.

Ukraine’s only peculiarity in this regard was that its ‘national revival’ (or ‘awakening’, in Romantic terms) was interrupted in the mid-nineteenth century by the repressive measures of the Russian government, so that phase B was never completed. The second attempt to finish the job in the 1920s, under Bolshevik auspices, had been aborted in the 1930s, as the Bolsheviks radically changed their nationalities policy from a show-window indigenization to a large-scale Russification15.

The process, however, appeared much more successful in a smaller Western part of Ukraine that was left out of Russian embrace after the Polish partition in the late eighteenth century, and increasingly benefited from the relatively liberal, constitutional, and law-abiding Austrian rule. By the end of the nineteenth century, the transformation of local peasants into Ukrainians in the Habsburg part of Ukraine had been basically completed. Remarkably, the West Ukrainian intelligentsia opted for the all-Ukrainian project of nation-building rather than for a development of the local identity into a separate nationality. In fact, they joined forces with Eastern (Dniper) Ukrainians and resumed their project suppressed in the Russian Empire that resulted in particular in acceptance of Eastern dialects for the all-national standard, and of Eastern historical narratives that highlighted primarily Kyivan Rus and the Cossackdom for the national historical canon16.

Little Russian/Soviet Ukrainians in a hybrid Socialist Ukraine 

When Stalin attached Western Ukraine to the larger Ukrainian Soviet Republic after World War II, he created a hybrid entity where the majority of people considered themselves Ukrainians but assigned to that notion substantially different meanings and emotional attachments. The primary difference stemmed from the fact that Western Ukrainians (like Poles, Balts, and other East Europeans) almost unanimously rejected the Soviet legacy as completely alien, and firmly considered Russia the main ‘Other’. Eastern Ukrainians had been much more ambiguous in this regard. While part of them, mostly the Ukrainian-speaking intelligentsia, shared the view of the Westerners, the majority had largely internalized the imperial view of themselves as ‘Little Russians’, that is a separate but very close to a ‘Great Russians’ (‘almost the same’, in popular parlance) nationality17.

The scope and essence of the adverb ‘almost’ has always been vague and flexible18. This comforted Ukrainians in the both Russian and Soviet Empires because it allowed them to retain some vestiges of their ethnic identity without direct confrontation with the chauvinistic authorities who tended to criminalize too conspicuous, in their view, forms of national self-awareness as ‘separatism’ and ‘nationalism’. Even though the Soviets abolished the tsarist ban of Ukrainian, they still considered the public use of it, beyond some ritualistic purposes, as highly suspicious; in fact, only uneducated peasants were indulged to freely use their vernacular in daily life, confirming thereby the popular view of Ukrainian as a crude dialect unsuitable for any serious conversation19.

The privilege of being ‘almost the same folk’ as Russians was therefore for Ukrainians a mixed blessing. On one hand, as individuals, they avoided any ethnic discrimination in either the Russian or Soviet Empire as their ethnicity was ‘almost the same’ and therefore not a problem. Yet, as a group, they were deprived of any cultural rights and even the self-name in the Russian Empire, whereas the Soviets targeted them as a primary object of assimilation within the officially pursued project of ‘integration and fusion of Soviet people’20.

This does not mean that Ukrainian identity in Eastern Ukraine has been completely frozen at the sub-regional level of ‘Little Russian’/‘Soviet Ukrainian’ identity and that no changes occurred. Even in the country as closed and repressive as the Soviet Union, Ukrainians were exposed to a certain diffusion of the ideas and identity patterns, and to modernization in general, however perverse under communism21. Ukrainian Soviet identity was institutionalized by the Bolsheviks in multiple ways—via respective entries in passports and other documents, recurrent censuses, clearly outlined borders for each quasi-sovereign republic, and the establishment of quasi-national institutions like the parliament, government, schools, theatres, publishing houses, etc. It had to be Soviet in political terms but could be Ukrainian in terms of cultural/regional peculiarities—as long as it bore no political aspirations or questioned cultural or linguistic superiority of the ‘older brother’.

The ambiguous (one may say, hypocritical) character of that policy had a mixed and long-lasting impact on development of Ukrainian culture and identity. On one hand, all the quasi-national institutions were designed primarily as a propagandistic show-window for the Soviet nationalities’ policy and, probably, also as a means to co-opt and corrupt the national intelligentsia. Their primary goal was not to develop national culture but, rather, to keep it provincial, non-modern, purely ethnographic, and obsolete, under a firm control of Moscow and reliable natives22. Yet, on the other hand, the very existence of these institutions reified Ukrainian identity as not quite illegal and illegitimate. The institutions provided some framework for cultural work of the natives who tried to challenge the limits of the permissible and sometimes succeeded in this, despite the harsh censorship and recurrent repressions. And finally, the moribund institutions became increasingly active during perestroika and ultimately played a crucial role in the institutional legitimization of the independent state after the Soviet collapse23.

Impact of the past in post-communist Ukraine

In December 1991, the independent Ukraine emerged as a common state of both Soviet and non-Soviet Ukrainians; of those who considered themselves ‘almost the same people’ as Russians and those who considered Russia the main ‘Other’; those who simply accepted Ukraine’s independence as a fait accompli and those who had dreamed about it and even fought for it for decades. The impressive 90% support for the national independence in referendum hid a profound difference between the two major groups, of which each had its own reasons for a yes-vote. What was the absolute good for one group, appeared to be just a lesser evil for the other; what for non-Soviet Ukrainians was an accomplishment of their dreams, came to be for their Soviet countrymen just a pragmatic response to some historical incident.

The presidential election, held on the same day as the referendum, shed some light on a profound difference within the impressive 90-percent group of Ukrainian ‘secessionists’. One part of it, of about 30%, voted that day not only for independence but also for the non-communist candidates in the presidential election, primarily for the former political prisoner Viacheslav Chornovil24. They apparently wished independent Ukraine to be led by a Ukrainian Walesa, Brazauskas, or Havel, and follow the Central East European way of development that stood for a radical break with the communist past, with colonial legacy, and for sweeping and all-encompassing reforms. The other part, of about 60%, voted also for independence but in a package with the post-communist president that meant their preference for a smooth transition, lack of radical changes, and essentially preservation of the ancien regime, however separated politically from Moscow. Their vote was primarily economic as they succumbed to the popular myth of the time that Ukraine would be much better-off if stops ‘feeding Russia’ and other less prosperous Soviet republics.

As this myth faded quickly away squashed by collapse of post-Soviet economy and rapid growth of the mafia-style capitalism, the support for Ukrainian independence within this group had dramatically declined (below 50% at some points), so that it took two decades and two revolutions and, ultimately, a bloody Russo-Ukrainian war to re-establish the popular support for the national independence at the 1991 level25. 

Persistent ambivalence

In August 2014, a few months after the Russian Anschluss of Crimea and military invasion in Donbas, 86% of respondents in a nationwide poll declared themselves ‘patriots of Ukraine’ (6% not), including 69% in the non-occupied part of Donbas (10% not)—that was hardly a sign of the separatist fever in the arguably ‘separatist’ region26. 76% in the same survey supported the national independence (12% not)—that is as many as in the 1991 enthusiastic vote (the referendum result 92% should be amended by 84% of the voters’ turnout, which means that 77% of eligible voters cast their ballots for independence, 7% voted against, and 16% did not show up at the polls). In 2015, as many as 62% of the surveyed Ukrainian citizens (including 34% of ethnic Russians) expressed their readiness to defend their country, if necessary, with arms or support the army as volunteers27. This was the second highest number in Europe—after ethnically homogeneous Finland, who, remarkably, had a similar historical experience with neighbouring Russia28.

It seems that Ukraine’s resilience—the very fact that the country did not collapse under the Russian military, economic and psychological/propagandistic pressure, nor did it split for two parts as many predicted or even professed—came at a great surprise not only for Kremlin strategists deceived by their own propaganda but also for many Westerners attached excessively to the notion of ‘two Ukraines’. Now, their opinions, like a pendulum, moved excessively into the opposite direction:

‘Vladimir Putin has united Ukraine like never before. His actions in eastern Ukraine have proven a kind of catalyst that have forged a nation out of a group of people that once squabbled incessantly about politics, language rights, and tax dollars’29.

‘Ukrainian outrage over Mr. Putin’s annexation of Crimea has consolidated Ukraine’s national identity’30.

‘The upshot of Putin’s war has been the exact opposite of what he hoped to achieve. Ukraine has not collapsed. Instead, Putin has consolidated the Ukrainian state, nation, army and security apparatus, pushing the country toward the EU, NATO and reform’31.

‘Vladimir Putin has done more for Ukrainian independence than any other single figure. This statement may seem perverse, given the fact that the Russian leader has occupied Crimea and is currently waging a hybrid war designed to dissect the country. Nevertheless, the fact remains that Vladimir Putin’s acts of aggression have served to consolidate Ukraine’s sense of national identity and unite the country as no Ukrainian politician could’32.

The net result of all those developments was summarized—with dubious, albeit sarcastic, credits for Mr. Putin—by James Sherr of the Chatham House: ‘Putin has done more than any leader, Russian or Ukrainian, to strengthen Ukrainian national identity. So far, even two major Russian offensives have not broken the spirit of the country or its fighting forces, who are notably more capable today than in 2014’33.

Remarkably, it is not the Euromaidan revolution but, rather, the Russo-Ukrainian war that, in many observers’ view, ‘catalysed the creation of a political nation’: ‘Ukrainian identity, which for so long had been associated with ethnicity, language and historical memory, suddenly has become territorial and political and thus inclusive… For the Russian-speaking urban middle class, along with small and medium-sized business owners and the intellectual elites in the East, Russia’s anti-democratic tendencies, its self-isolation and its growing hostility to the West make it easier to identify with a (potentially) European Ukraine’34.

This does not mean that Euromaidan, or Orange Revolution, or their minor 1990 rehearsal—the Revolution on Granite (and the earlier live chain between Lviv and Kyiv)—were insignificant. This means only that all those revolutionary events, however spectacular, involved thousands of active participants but not millions. They worked as powerful socializing machines for two, three by now, generations of young civic activists and contributed substantially to the growth and strength of Ukrainian civil society, its experience, organization skills and self-confidence. Their impact upon the broader strata of population, however, was limited—not only because of a rather limited number of participants but also because of the failure of all three Ukrainian revolutions to deliver on their promises and meet people’s expectations.

The Russian invasion and pending Russo-Ukrainian war affected millions—either directly, via their relatives and acquaintances engaged in fighting or volunteer work and various charities, or indirectly, via daily news from the frontline where 2,000 soldiers and 10,000 civilians have already been killed and many more wounded, and where two million people were evicted from their homes and dispersed all over the country as internally displaced persons. Any war is a shock, especially if it is absolutely unexpected and unprovoked, but in this peculiar case it was a double shock for many Ukrainians as it affected some fundamentals of their identity. For many of those who internalized the imperial myth on Ukrainians and Russian as ‘brotherly people’, ‘almost the same folk’, members of supranational East Slavonic/Orthodox Christian community, the Russian military invasion was unfathomable, it ran against all the tenets of their imaginary political and cultural universe35. 

Ukraine’s 1991 secession from the Soviet Union upon its collapse did not affect fundamentally their dual Ukrainian-East Slavonic identity (often misinterpreted as the Ukrainian-Russian). The gap (and potential conflict) between their two loyalties was cushioned primarily by the fact than one of them related to the Ukrainian state as a real political entity while the other one related to the imaginary East Slavonic community, of which both Ukraine and Russia were indispensable, ‘natural’ parts. The latter assumption, however questionable, did not cause major problems—as long as Russian-Ukrainian relations remained rather close, borders open, cultural and information space largely common, and Russian language effectively dominated in most urban centres and spheres of public life, let alone business, notwithstanding the purely symbolical elevation of Ukrainian to the level of ‘state language’.

The war shattered the discourses and institutions which supported that habitual and comfortable imaginary space. It confronted the myth with the new reality, forcing many Ukrainians, primarily ethnic Russians and Russophones, to make a difficult choice they effectively avoided for years. Some have chosen the myth and fully embraced the Kremlin propagandistic narrative that adjusted the new reality to that myth (and vice versa). Some others embraced reality, however uncomfortable it might have been. Still others, perhaps the majority of the group, retained some sorts of ambivalence, uncertainty, and hesitation. 

Opinion surveys graphically reveal the dramatic ambivalence of Ukrainian society or, at least, of its significant parts. On one hand, we observe the remarkable growth of patriotism, solidarity, support for national independence, attachment to cultural and historical symbols. On the other hand, we cannot but notice the substantial attachment to ‘traditional’ (post)Soviet views and values, however incompatible they might be with the new reality. At some points it may look schizophrenic: 70% of the surveyed Ukrainians recognize the Russian undeclared war with Ukraine as ‘aggression’36 but still 46% would like to keep the borders between the two countries open37, 66% consider Russian culture as ‘close’ [‘proximate’] or ‘very close’, and 54% see Russia as the state favourably38. It seems to be only Vladimir Putin who bears all the responsibility for the perfidious war and its multiple victims—but not all the Russians who staunchly support him and his policies. Ukrainians’ approval of Putin before the war was nearly as high as Russians’, but now it declined to the single digits. Russian people, however, if nothing happened, still enjoy the sympathy of 29% Ukrainians (down from 82% before the war), while only 21% see them negatively (and 39% define their attitude as neutral)39. 

The results correspond with another survey, where 64% of respondents fully or basically agreed with the statement ‘Whatever the authorities do, the Russian people [narod] will always be close to the Ukrainian one’. ‘These figures’, Volodymyr Kulyk comments, ‘imply that proximity between the Ukrainian and Russian peoples remains one of the least contested aspects of Ukrainian identity, even if Ukrainians disagree on the exact nature of this proximity’40.

The February 2015 study of the impact of Russian propaganda upon Ukrainians revealed that as many as 22% of respondents believe the Euromaidan was ‘a struggle for power by anti-Russian, nationalistic forces, supported by Western intelligence’; 10% support the ‘unification of the Crimea with Russia’; 22% have a ‘negative’ or ‘very negative’ attitude toward the United States; 19% consider the war in Donbas not as an ‘antiterrorist operation’ but a ‘punitive operation against the common people’; and 9% fully or largely trust Russian mass media. The impact of Moscow-run propaganda does not depend noticeably on gender, or age, or even the level of education, but significantly depends on the region: its impact index does not exceed 8–9 points in the West of the country but reaches 42–50 points in the South and East. This strongly correlates (everywhere, except for the capital city of Kyiv) with percentage of ethnic Russians and Russophones41.

The war not only catalysed consolidation of the Ukrainian political nation but also deepened the de-facto civilizational—value-based and identity-driven—divides that had been always conspicuous in Ukraine and largely facilitated a relatively easy Russian takeover of the Crimea, occupation of Donbas, and penetration of a significant portion of Ukrainian population with hostile propaganda. There is no lack of alternative, pro-Ukrainian information in Ukraine in both Ukrainian and Russian languages (virtually all mainstream media in Ukraine, TV in particular, are bilingual). But people usually prefer the sources that conform to their established views and habitual values42. The war, indeed, consolidated the major part of society but also radicalized the disgruntled minority and totally and probably irreversibly split it from the Ukrainian ‘imagined community’. 

What’s in the figures?

The sociological portrait of today’s Ukrainian society changed substantially but it is not so easy to figure out which changes reflect the internal transformation in the society, in people’s minds and attitudes, and which changes account merely for the loss of about 10% of the population on the occupied territories—the population which was overwhelmingly Russophone, pro-Russian (or ‘East Slavonic’) and usually anti-Western. Any comparison of today’s, ‘post-Maidan’ data with the data from the years preceding the war should take this problem into account and exclude wherever possible the Crimea and half of Donbas from the pre-war database, to make the new and old surveys compatible.

In some cases, the amendments are not so necessary—when the putative demographic change looks insignificant vis-à-vis a far greater change in popular attitudes (as, e.g., vis-a-vis the 50% decline of Ukrainians’ positive attitude to Russia—from 82% in 2013 to 30% in 201543, or decimation of Putin’s rating from 53% in 2012 to 10% in 2016)44; but in some other cases it is likely to determine the entire shift in prevailing popular attitudes—as in the latest decline of support for Russian as the desirable second state language from the pre-war 27% to 19% in 201545. 

The social ambivalence decreased most in those areas where it had been the most conspicuous before the war. Faded away the simultaneous support of the majority of Ukrainians for the opposite (and essentially incompatible) vectors of geopolitical integration—Eurasian and European. Vanished the simultaneous sympathy of the majority of respondents for both the national independence and the late Soviet Union. Throughout the whole two decades of national independence, nearly two thirds of surveyed Ukrainians wished their country to join both the EU and all kinds of Russia-led Eurasian unions. When pressed hard, however, and forced to choose either one alliance or the other, they opted, by a plurality, for the familiar East Slavonic ‘brotherhood’. As late as 2012, only 37% of them wished Ukraine to join the EU while 41% preferred the Russia-led Customs Union. By September 2014, the proportion has changed to 59% in favour of the EU and 17% in favour of the CU,—the change that apparently cannot be explained by sheer demographic factors (exclusion of the inhabitants of the occupied territories from national surveys)46. By 2017, the sympathy for the EU has noticeably decreased—to 47%, in response to the EU’s lukewarm stance vis-a-vis Ukraine, but the sympathy for the Customs Union remained as low as before (14%)47.

By the same token, the sympathy for the Soviet Union that coexisted, quite oddly, in people minds with the support for national independence, fell down from 46% in 2010 to 29% now (far more than can be attributed to the demographic change); while the proportion of people who feel no regret for the USSR jumped from 36% to the solid 55%48. In the meantime, the support for national independence reached the record 90% versus 55–75% in the past49.

Yet, the very fact that 90% of Ukrainians support national independence but 29% still regret for the Soviet Union indicates that the social ambivalence is not fully overcome, since nearly 20% of respondents in these two surveys belong apparently to both groups. The same ambivalent (one may say schizophrenic) attitude can be observed in today’s Ukrainians’ view of Russia. On one hand, as many as 72% of them consider it the ‘aggressor state’ (only 8% disagree, and 20% remain undecided)50. But, on the other hand, only 39% consider it ‘alien’ or ‘very alien’51 and only 45% agree that relations with Russia should be ‘the same as with other states—with closed borders, visas, and customs’ (though this is a four-fold increase from 11% who supported this proposition before the war)52.

The social ambivalence, revealed here, partly results from the lack of knowledge and from inherited stereotypes, but first and foremost it reflects the painful and still uncompleted process of emancipation of today’s Ukrainians (as well as Russians and Belarusians, for that matter) from the premodern supra-ethnic Pan-East-Slavonic, Rus-Orthodox-Christian community. Some of them began this emancipation two hundred years ago, some—only in 1991, after the declaration of independence, and some—just now, after the Russian invasion in the Crimea and Donbas. The contradictory responses to various questions just illustrate the gap between the forced and therefore fast political and military emancipation and much more protracted mental, cultural, and psychological emancipation from the habitual world.

The ambivalence reigns supreme in Ukrainians’ attitudes toward various historical events and figures, revealing, on one hand, the persistence of the old Soviet historical paradigm and, on the other hand, the rapid advance of the new, largely alternative topics, events and heroes. On one hand, Ukrainians still assess positively the 1654 Pereyaslav Treaty (touted by Soviet propagandists as the historical ‘re-unification of Ukraine with Russia’); but, on the other hand, they tip positively the ‘non-event’ that had been completely silenced in the Soviet tomes—the 1659 victory of the Ukrainian Cossacks against the Muscovites at the Battle of Konotop. Identically, they still assess positively the creation of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic in Kharkiv in 1918, but increasingly appreciate now its democratic alternative—the Ukrainian People Republic established in 1918 in Kyiv (and crushed eventually by the Bolsheviks under the guise of the ‘Ukrainian’ Soviet Republic) in 1920. Not the majority yet, but the clear plurality of respondents (40%) approve the 1929 creation of the clandestine Organization of Ukrainian Nationalist; 43% versus 28% approve the 1943 creation of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army that fought both the Soviets and Nazis53; and 41% of surveyed Ukrainians (versus 32%) support Ukraine’s tentative NATO membership—something really unfathomable just a few years ago54.

All these questions are highly ideological and therefore controversial. None of them, however, divides Ukrainians clearly along any linguistic, or ethnic, or regional line. At least half of the Russian-speaking Ukrainians and about 20% of ethnic Russians stand up on the Ukrainian side in the most controversial issues, and vice versa—about 20% of Ukrainophones stand up in some cases against ‘their’ ethnolinguistic group. Even of a greater importance is the fact that the pro-Ukrainian and pro-European positions (they largely coincide under the circumstances) attract primarily Russians who are younger and better-off and more educated. Actually, the positive correlation between the younger age and higher education, on one side, and pro-Western orientation, on the other side, is discernible within all ethnocultural groups in Ukraine55.

In less controversial issues like patriotism, national independence, or recognition of Holodomor as a genocide, the difference between the Ukrainophones and the Russophones in Ukraine is less conspicuous, even though some differences still persist. E.g., as many as 93% of Ukrainian-speakers declare themselves ‘patriots of Ukraine’—versus 70% of the Russian-speakers (the other 14% do not think they are ‘patriots’, and 16% are not sure). The declaration of independence would draw a support of 91% of the Ukrainophones today, and of only 45% of the Russophones (30% would object it, and 25% stay uncertain)56; 86% of Ukrainian-speakers consider Holodomor as a genocide, while only 48% of the Russian-speakers follow the suit (29% deny it and 23% remain undecided)57.

Linguistic data evolution in the context of Ukrainian identity.

In all these issues, just one year of the revolution and war (2013–2014) has changed the attitudes of all the three major Ukrainian ethnolinguistic groups as much as the whole previous decade of peaceful development. The table below graphically illustrates the pace and direction of political, value-based and identity-driven changes58.

Table 1. 	If there is a referendum on Ukraine’s independence now, would you support it? (Yes/No)




	Year, source


	Ukrainian-speaking Ukrainians (yes/no)


	Russian-speaking Ukrainians


	Ethnic Russians





	2001, KIIS


	60/16


	43/30


	23/45





	2013, RG


	77/17


	54/35


	35/48





	2014, RG


	91/5


	71/15


	45/30






Sources: Rating Sociological Group (RG) and Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS).

However conspicuous is the difference between the two main communities, in most cases the majority or, at least, the plurality of the Russian-speakers hold the same view as the majority of Ukrainophones. And of the greatest importance is the dynamics: the attitudes and orientations of both groups shift into the same direction, making thereby the presumed split of Ukrainian society rather unlikely.

The shift is graphically represented in the chart below that interrelates the intensity of pro-Western/pro-Russian orientations (operationalized on the horizontal axis) and probability density (likelihood) of this or that specific orientation (reflected on the vertical axis). The blue line stands for normal (Gaussian) distribution of Ukrainophones’ attitudes to Russia, the red line stands for the Russophones’ attitudes. The solid lines refer to the year 2015, the dotted lines refer to 2013. In both cases, the difference between Russophones and Ukrainopones is significant but of a far greater importance is the fact that their positions (a) largely overlap, and (b) they shifted between 2013 and 2015 into the same, more ‘pro-Western’/’anti-Russian’ direction59.
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Source: https://zbruc.eu/node/51279

And here dwells the main source of strategic mistakes committed by Putin’s ideologists and some Western experts who reasonably emphasized various Ukrainian divides, contradictions and centrifugal tendencies, but ignored unifying and centripetal forces of civic and statist rather that ethnic and cultural character. As Alexander Osipian, a professor at the Donbas-based Kramatorsk university, notes: ‘the tragic events of 2014 proved, first, that Ukraine had acquired a distinct face and, second, that a fairly tangible model of Ukrainian identity had evolved, imperceptibly and unexpectedly for many,—a model shared to a greater or lesser degree by the majority of citizens but radically denied by many inhabitants of coal-mining core of Donbas, controlled at the moment by DNR/LNR… It is social and civic component that plays crucial role in this new, bottom-up formed identity, rather than ethnic, or cultural, or linguistic components (even though their certain elements are occasionally employed as a symbolic capital). The holders of this new identity obtained their own project of the future that originated from Euromaidan’60.

The common project

The viable project of a common future is increasingly recognized as a powerful force able to unify two ethnolinguistic communities—as opposed to a rather controversial past. Alexander Osipian lists a number of reasons of why so many Russian-speaking Ukrainians and ethnic Russians in Ukraine who had been traditionally considered as ‘holders of the Soviet identity’ or ‘people with fluid/ underdeveloped identity’ began to re-identify themselves politically as Ukrainians. Most importantly, he notes, Ukrainian citizens who were actively engaged in Maidan and subsequent events discovered a chance to develop an attractive European model in Ukraine by themselves, without any miraculous blessing and guidance of authoritarian leaders. ‘Russian model that stands for a wise authoritarian leader and passive masses that hand over to him the choice and responsibility, is not that attractive for the majority of Ukrainians. On one hand, they understand that Ukraine has nothing like Russian enormous resources, on the other hand—the restrictive and repressive character of today’s Russian model repulses the most active part of Ukrainian population. And finally, the late ‘Soviet Union’ has never become here in the popular consciousness a ‘lost Golden Age’—a powerful instrument of ideological manipulation’61. 

The scholar aptly observes that Ukrainian society strives to define itself as a community of common values rather than common ‘soil and blood’. And in these terms, neither ethnocultural differences within Ukrainian society nor its various proximities and similarities with Russian society play any decisive role—contrary to what Mr. Putin and his propagandists recurrently claim62. This does not mean that Ukrainian society is perfectly civic and unproblematically unified. The post-Soviet (one may argue, postcolonial) ambivalence still is noticeable in many regards: a solid number of people still combines their support for national independence with a nostalgia for the Soviet Union, Ukrainian patriotism with a feeling of a particular ‘closeness’ to Russia, and a sober recognition of it as an ‘aggressor state’ with a seemingly irrational desire to keep with it business as usual.

The ambivalence is conspicuous primarily in the attitudes of many Ukrainians toward Russia. It may look as a schizophrenic personality split that stems from a clear, rational understanding what the real Russia is, and irrational, residual and redundant attachment to the ‘traditional’ Orthodox Christian/East Slavonic ‘imagined community’ where Russians are mythical quasi-sacral relatives—alongside similarly mythical and practically unknown in Ukraine Belarusians. (Ukrainians had long considered these two ethnic groups as closest to them, if measured by the Bogardus scale of a social distance. The war has only changed their places: Belarusians occupied the first place, because Russians fell back to the second—but still far ahead of Poles, Jews, Germans, and some other groups considered also quite ‘close’)63.

These contradictory attitudes seem to relate to two different worlds—the real one where there is a war and where the straight, unequivocal civic position should be taken; and the mythical world that had been constructed by Russian and Soviet imperial ideologists and variously internalized by many Ukrainians in the process of colonization and assimilation. The farewell to this world still is long and painstaking since it affects an essential component of identity. This results not only in contradictory but also in evasive answers to many identity-related questions. For example, very few Ukrainian respondents define their primary cultural belonging as ‘Russian’ but as many as 27% declare their primary belonging to the ‘Slavonic’ culture which, under Ukrainian circumstances, means typically attachment to the Ukrainian traditional culture and to the high and mass Russian culture. As to the ‘Slavonic’ culture sensu stricto, in actual rather than ideologically mystified terms, Ukrainians are aware of it barely more than of American or West European. Nonetheless, only 4% of respondents recognize their belonging to the culture of Russkiy mir (‘Russian world’, touted by Moscow), 11% to the Soviet culture, 24% to the Ukrainian, and 25% to the ‘global’ and ‘European’64.

The high and apparently exaggerated belonging to ‘global’, ‘Slavonic’, and ‘European’ cultures reflects, most likely, unpreparedness of many Ukrainian citizens to identify themselves primarily with the Ukrainian culture but also, at the same time, their unwillingness to make a politically incorrect choice for the Russian culture they often used to belong. Very indicative, in this regard, are their answers to another question: ‘Is the Ukrainian culture or way of life, in your opinion, closer to Western or Russian values?’ As many as 33% of respondents bet on the Russian, 25% on the Western, 9% compromised on ‘both’, 16% told ‘neither’, and 17% declined to answer65. All the three last responses are just different kinds of evasion—a psychological compromise between the largely ‘Russian’ (post-Soviet/postcolonial) reality and desirable ‘European’ normality.

Ukraine and Russia might be almost equally Sovietized, that is similar in their way of life, but Ukrainians do not consider it normal and normative, and not counter-oppose themselves and their values to the West. On the contrary, suffice to compare the first five answers to the questions on ‘Which values Ukraine shares with the West?’ and ‘Which values Ukraine shares with Russia?’ The first list includes: ‘rights and liberties’ (28%), ‘democracy’ (27%), ‘rule of law’ (14%), ‘respect for the people’ (14%) and ‘economic development’ (12%).66 The second list consists of ‘history and traditions’ (46%), ‘culture’ (23%), ‘ethnicity’ (18%), ‘religion and moral’ (15%), and ‘language’ (12%).67 The choice between the West and Russia is felt increasingly as a choice between modern values of civil society and archaic values of a ‘blood and soil’-based community68. The society still is divided but the dynamics of development is largely determined by the younger, more educated and better-off citizens who are largely on the pro-Western side and increasingly unenthusiastic about Putin’s ‘conservative’ overtures.

Preliminary results

The Euromaidan Revolution and unfolding Russo-Ukrainian war have substantially changed the constellation of political forces in Ukraine and mass support for two different, basically incompatible, value-based and identity-driven civilizational projects. The Euromaidan pushed many people, especially younger and more educated, to embrace Ukrainian European identity, while the Russian aggression in the Crimea and Donbas largely discredited and delegitimized the ideas of ‘Russian world’ and ‘Eurasian integration’ in the eyes of majority of Ukrainians.

The change of political attitudes is not tantamount, however, to the change of values. The latter process is much more protracted and painstaking as it requires a fundamental change in the whole complex of views, beliefs, habits and behavioural patterns. Some authors argue, however, that it was exactly this kind of changes—a gradual shift from the values of survival toward the values of self-realization—that determined Euromaidan and, to a degree, Orange Revolution. The political changes and changes in values systems are inter-twinned and inter-determined69.

It might be too early to assess the whole scope of post-revolutionary changes in Ukraine since the time scale is short and sociological data limited. But we can assess their general trend and character. In particular noticeable is a strengthening of pro-Western attitudes in Ukrainian society, discernible not only in a traditionally positive perception of the EU but also in a dramatic growth of positive attitudes toward NATO that had been traditionally demonized in the (post)Soviet space and rated very low. This means, in turn, a substantial decrease of social ambivalence and identity dichotomy in the realm of geopolitical orientations. In the domestic field, one may notice a softening of cultural/language tensions and virtual disappearance of ethnic othering, apparently re-directed now from the internal opponents upon the external enemies. In a way, it resembles the pro-independence consolidation of Ukrainian society in 1991, when both ‘ethnocultural’ and ‘territorial’ Ukrainians got united in almost unanimous vote for national independence—against the hateful or merely obsolete imperial centre. At that time, the consensus was rather opportunistic and therefore temporary. The future envisioned by two major groups was too different, and the ruling elites were too parochial and narrow-minded to pursue a comprehensive state/nation building policy. They found out much easier (and profitable) to manipulate the existing divides than consolidate the nation upon common civic values that required promotion.

Today’s patriotic consensus, caused on one hand by Maidan and, on the other hand, by the Russian aggression, may also not last for long, meaning just a temporary, situational truce between ‘Creoles’ and ‘aborigines’ against the common external enemy. But it may also mean the beginning of a durable social consolidation, which largely depends on the ability of groups to compromise, to make reasonable concessions to other side and to efficiently use the social capital of mutual trust and respect accumulated during the revolution and national liberation war fought together. So far, Ukrainians made only the first step in this direction. Their further advance will be determined by proper legal, institutional, economic and other reforms, and joint efforts of both government and non-government actors. 
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