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Introduction: From “the Ukraine” to “Ukraine” 

Mykhailo Minakov, Georgiy Kasianov, and Matthew Rojansky

Ukraine as an independent state emerged in 1990–1992 as political processes, both destructive and creative, unfolded across what was once the Soviet Union and gave birth to many new nations. In the eyes of at least some Western observers, the Ukrainians were an “unexpected” nation (Wilson, 2015, pp. 2ff). Territorially the largest, most industrially developed, and most populous European state among the former Soviet republics in 1991, Ukraine entered international politics humbly but with growing visibility and greater comfort in exercising its newfound sovereignty. In 2021, Ukraine is a far more developed nation—highly resilient, dynamic at home, and active internationally—and yet is still beset by constraints and challenges that would be familiar to any observer of the country’s move toward independence thirty years ago.

Ukraine emerged as an independent political entity in the context of the third wave of democratization, a period from the 1970s to the late 1980s in which nation-state projects grew and developed, including among the peoples of the Soviet Union (Åberg & Sandberg, 2017; Huntington, 1993). In many ways, this global process combined state-building with the choice of a free society, democratic politics, and a free market economy. Like many other post-Soviet nations, independent Ukraine was founded on a commitment to liberal principles, including individual rights, competitive elections, and the participation of citizens in decision-making, all of which broke from the Soviet political norm (Brunkert, Kruse, & Welzel, 2018; Jaggers & Gurr, 1995). 

Over the past thirty years, the Ukrainian political system has followed a more classically “Western” model of democratic development through the distribution of authority among three branches of power and between central and local governments, as well as through competitive elections. Decommunization and democratization during the 1990s established Ukraine’s political system within the newly sovereign state. However, in the twenty-first century, the fundamentals of that system faced attempts by external actors to establish control, freedom confronted competitive authoritarianism, and constitutional democracy collided with the continuing dominance of oligarchic clans (Hale, 2014; Way, 2015). Meanwhile, civil society was constrained by the powerful state bureaucracy, freedom of speech by large-scale media manipulations, and participatory citizenship by fake democracy and imitative reforms.

Ukrainian studies in the West has developed into a recognized research field, expanding from language, literature, and history to political science, sociology, political economy, culture, religious studies, social anthropology, and so on. Research on Ukraine has attracted scholars of many different ethnic and civic origins and is of rising interest for policy experts as well as the media. Not surprisingly, the increase in scholarly interest devoted to Ukraine has occurred most notably after pivotal events in the country. Judging by data in the catalogue of the Library of Congress, academic publications on Ukraine almost doubled annually in the periods of 2005–2011 and 2014–2019. Both of these time periods followed revolutionary changes that aimed to push back against corrupt and authoritarian Ukrainian governments. Whatever the cause, Ukraine’s society, culture, and politics have become familiar to scholars thanks to many books and articles, academic and popular, including, among others, Ukraine: A History, by Orest Subtelny ([1988] 2009); “Does Ukraine Have a History?,” by Marc von Hagen (1995); Post-Communist Ukraine, by Bohdan Harasymiv (2002); The Ukrainians: Unexpected Nation, by Andrew Wilson (2015); Ukraina 1991–2007 (Ukraine in 1991–2007), by Georgiy Kasianov (2008); A History of Ukraine, by Paul Robert Magocsi (2010); and The Gates of Europe: A History of Ukraine, by Serhiy Plokhy (2015). 

The year 1991 marked not only the emergence of Ukraine as a sovereign state on the map of Europe but also the accelerated evolution of the society, culture, and psychology of some 50 million people who lived there. Ukrainians experienced rapid social, political, and cultural changes, battles over political and economic freedom, the abandonment of Soviet-era illusions about equality for the often merciless elitism of post-Soviet capitalism, the quest for solidarity around history and national identity, and much more. All these experiences contributed to the transformation of Soviet Ukrainians into a new Eastern European society, with all its virtues and vices.

In this book, we aim to present the contemporary history of the people of Ukraine. Ukrainians deserve a contemporary history that follows their own expression not only through politics but also in private entrepreneurship, art, religion, and self-imagination. Accordingly, the chapters that follow cover thirty years of Ukraine’s development in the fields of politics, economics, energy, society, media, contemporary art, religion, national identity, and democracy. 

One of our major tasks was to find a meeting point for the perspectives of Ukrainian and Western scholars on this three-decade story of contemporary Ukraine. For this reason, each chapter was co-written by authors from Western and Ukrainian universities and research institutions in what was often a time-consuming and complex interaction. Additionally, each chapter was written in an attempt to blend academic depth and rigor with accessibility to a wider, not only academic, readership. We hope that readers will agree that the result was worth the effort.

Serhiy Kudelia and Georgiy Kasianov launch the book with a chapter on Ukraine’s political history. They describe the establishment of the Ukrainian state with its specific political system, political culture, and major political groups. The authors analyze how the trajectory of Ukraine’s path moved from affirming core state institutions to the crisis of 2014 that took it to the verge of collapse, and then to a new political self-affirmation. Their analysis deals with both the institutional and personal dimensions of this trajectory. They look at Ukraine as a distinct post-Soviet case in which political openness and competition have brought six presidents and eight parliaments to power, brought about two “revolutions,” and—both because of and in spite of this—were unable to overcome corruption in the public sphere and establish a full rule of law. Chapter 1 ends with an analysis of the armed conflict in Ukraine and its consequences for the country’s sovereignty, human security, and current politics. 

In chapter 2, Tymofiy Mylovanov and Ilona Sologoub present a story of the reinvention and reintroduction of the private sector after its retreat during the Soviet period. Even though in the early 1990s Ukraine possessed a large-scale economy and developed industry, its private sector was minimal. Thus privatization was more than just an economic process: it changed the very logic of individual and collective behavior, the distribution of power and wealth, and the potential for and limits of development. The authors focus on the unity and contradiction of the aim of creating a powerful private sector and the reality of its delay, and how it influenced Ukraine’s humble economic development and the economic powers of the government. The history of the private sector is a saga of endless, and so far mainly futile, attempts at creating an economy that would be a supportive sphere for human creativity and entrepreneurship. 

Significant inequality and the reemergence of endemic poverty and remarkable wealth, a common theme across post-Soviet societies, are also part of the history of contemporary Ukraine. In chapter 3, Yuliya Yurchenko, Pavlo Kutuev, Maksym Yenin, and Hennadii Korzhov examine how Ukrainians grew rich and poor and how inequality became a structural issue for the nation. If chapter 2 was written from a neoliberal perspective, the authors of chapter 3 consider the social transition of Ukraine from the left. They show that Ukraine’s contemporary development was driven by growing social differentiation and snowballing conflicts between the haves and have-nots. 

The history of a country’s energy sector is usually seen as part of its larger economic history. However, in the case of Ukraine, it is also part of the chronicle of the country’s pursuit of greater independence. In chapter 4, Margarita Balmaceda and Andrian Prokip trace the development of Ukraine’s “energy sovereignty” over the past three decades. They divide their story into three periods: an early period of dependency (1991–2009), a period of forced independence (2009–2014), and the current period of ongoing conflict (2014–present). The authors also review how Ukraine began to lose its traditional role as the bridge between East and West, a role it fulfilled through its transit of gas and oil, as well as the emergence and decline of oligarchic power in the sector. In a way, this chapter shows how Ukraine became part of a wider geopolitical energy contest, and how that contest has influenced Ukraine’s politics, society, and economy. 

In chapter 5, Diana Dutsyk and Marta Dyczok provide a historical overview of the evolution of Ukrainian mass media into the fourth branch of power and the influence of the media on the country’s social and political development. Tracing the path of the media sector’s transformation from a Soviet propaganda tool into a democratic and oligarchic instrument, the authors demonstrate that behind the ever-changing media landscape there occurred an evolution in Ukraine’s political identity. The contest for the right to shape the understanding of what it means to be Ukrainian has framed the sector’s development. 

In chapter 6, Oksana Barshynova and Olena Martynyuk tell a mesmerizing story of Ukrainians’ self-expression and creativity in contemporary art. The tale reveals the same quest as in other niveaus—the quest for individual and for small- and large-group identities, for pushing the limits of freedom, for understanding the meaning of being together—but with fewer restrictions and with much greater expressivity. Their narrative divides the history of contemporary Ukraine into two stages: the period of laying ground for new art institutions, including galleries and art centers, when art and artists were somewhat invisible to wider audiences inside and outside the country, and the period when contemporary art became influential, public, and performative. The dividing line between these periods came in 2004, when the Orange Revolution gave rise to critical art engaging a wide range of audiences. The focus of this chapter is on contemporary art as a socially significant practice that gives voice to different individuals, groups, and ideas in Ukraine. 

Another important area of Ukraine’s development was religion, covered in chapter 7. Starting from the new tolerance period in a mainly atheist society of the early 1990s, Ukrainians went through a number of stages leading to the spread of religious belief and confessional self-identification. Tymofii Brik and José Casanova describe the experience of several generations of post-Soviet Ukrainians in rediscovering religion and faith. This religious revival included the shaping of new religious identities, often manifested by attending church, believing in God, trusting in the church, and losing trust in science. These changes also tested Ukraine’s adherence to pluralism and tolerance. Kyiv has become a city hosting “three Romes”: the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, associated with the First Rome, the new Orthodox Church of Ukraine, associated with the Second Rome (Istanbul or Byzantium), and the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate, associated with the Third Rome.

In chapter 8, Oksana Mikheieva and Oxana Shevel attempt to describe the evolution of Ukrainians’ identities using data collected over three decades. The authors demonstrate how fluid, situational, and evolving these identities were. The independence of the Ukrainian state did not translate into the immediate formation of the Ukrainian citizen. National awakening, the rewriting of official histories, the introduction of a national currency, and state-building were crowded out by socioeconomic crises and nostalgia for the USSR in the 1990s. But with time, civic unity emerged from the populace’s common fate, transcending the Soviet category of “nationality” and the post-Soviet idea of ethnolinguistic division. The Euromaidan, the annexation of Crimea, and the war in the Donbas indeed added to the growth of declarative Ukrainian national identity. However, the authors show that such declaration “is little more than a situational compromise.” The path to a political nation in Ukraine still lies ahead. 

In chapter 9, co-editors Mykhailo Minakov and Matthew Rojansky reflect on and summarize the path that Ukraine’s diverse society has taken in the years from 1991 to 2021. Looking at Ukraine’s experience through the lens of democracy, the authors trace the practices, ideas, and values that led to the establishment of nominal democratic institutions despite the oligarch-controlled distribution of real power and resources. These driving forces reveal dichotomies embedded in the foundations of independent Ukraine: presidentialism versus parliamentarianism, centralization versus local self-governance, democracy versus clan politics, and civic unity versus ethnolinguistic and regional divides. Put together, contradictions among these forces gave rise to two revolutionary cycles seeking greater freedom and democratization; the same contradictions ultimately undermined revolutionary aims and enabled rising authoritarianism. The chapter—and the book—concludes with a vital but open question: which path will contemporary Ukraine chose, now that its democracy is hostage to an ongoing war with Russia and still fragile socioeconomic development? 

The future is undefined, for better or for worse. But as this book shows, the path taken by Ukrainians over three decades has proved their resiliency in the face of challenges at home and from abroad. By helping to make this history accessible to Ukrainians and Western observers alike, we hope to make our own contribution to Ukraine’s future.
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Chapter 1

Ukraine’s Political Development after Independence

Serhiy Kudelia and Georgiy Kasianov

In March 2014, Ukraine’s statehood reached a pivotal moment. The country had just witnessed the worst outbreak of political violence in its independent history, with more than seventy protesters and at least a dozen policemen killed in the center of the nation’s capital. Government buildings in different regions had become the targets of attacks and arson. The president and key government officials had fled the country, leaving a virtually empty state treasury behind. Former opposition leaders tried to fill the sudden vacuum by taking the formal levers of power, but their legitimacy was challenged or rejected in many regions of the country. As law enforcement ceased to operate effectively, self-organized people’s militias or self-defense groups began to emerge in multiple cities and towns. Under popular pressure, some local councils started adopting resolutions calling for the radical reorganization of the state and threatened disobedience. Finally, Ukraine’s largest neighbor, Russia, launched a military invasion of Ukrainian territory, claimed sovereign control over one of Ukraine’s regions, and backed the efforts of local activists elsewhere to organize new breakaway enclaves. 

The trajectory of Ukraine’s path that took it to the verge of state collapse was hardly preordained. For most of its two decades of independence, Ukraine’s high degree of political openness and competition made it distinct among post-Soviet states. Only one of the country’s six presidents managed to get reelected, and no single party or coalition controlled the majority seats in its parliament for more than one term. Two of its five executive power transfers were the result of mass anti-incumbent mobilization. While Ukraine has lagged behind other postcommunist European countries on a number of crucial governance indicators, such as adherence to the rule of law and control of corruption, for most of the country’s independent history Ukrainians have found ways to resolve political conflicts peacefully and have exhibited steady progress in improving government effectiveness. However, the persistence of Ukraine’s structural weaknesses left the country particularly vulnerable in a moment when the very foundations of the state were put to the test. 

Obstacles to Political Development

Ukraine’s political development exhibits three critical flaws, which impeded the country’s swift transformation into a modern and efficient state. First, Ukraine has long functioned as a weakly institutionalized polity in which rules are viewed as impermanent and contingent on the further consent of interested parties. Therefore, they have little constraining effect on actors’ behavior. Weak institutions have been, to some extent, a by-product of a highly contested political process, which frequently creates pressure to revise the institutional order before or after each electoral cycle. Institutional volatility has also served the interests of elite actors, for whom the risks and uncertainties of a competitive political game are offset by the low costs associated with altering the formal rules or disregarding them altogether. 

By contrast, informal institutions have structured elite interaction in a more consistent and predictable manner (Hale, 2014). The central element of the informal institutional arrangement has often taken the form of an exchange of material benefits and services between elite actors, which were usually derived from access to state resources, assets, and influence over the state’s redistributive policies. The nascent elite networks relied on the strength of patronage ties to expand their power, while also helping maintain the privileged position of their patronal benefactors. Patrons, in turn, used their superior position in or leverage over the formal state hierarchy to coordinate the rent-maximizing behavior of their clients and enforce clients’ loyalty through informal or quasi-formal means of coercion. This made pervasive graft, selective persecutions, and extrajudicial violence ingrained features of Ukraine’s political culture, turning the establishment of government transparency and political accountability into a near impossible task.

The second flaw inhibiting Ukraine’s political development was the highly conflictual nature of its political system. Not limited just to election cycles, this uncooperative dynamic has been a constant feature throughout the system’s evolution, escalating at various turning points. To a large extent, political conflict has reflected the informal rivalry between elite networks over access to economic spoils. It has also been fueled, however, by the failure of any single actor to monopolize political power and subordinate rivals. The unsettled nature of political feuding has had several implications for the Ukrainian state: it has drastically shortened the time horizons of Ukrainian political actors and encouraged them to prioritize the short-term goals of preserving influence and maximizing rents, rather than pursue long-term state-building imperatives. It has also meant that the stability of any president’s rule has depended on his ability to form and maintain power-sharing coalitions, often with his competitors. However, the provisional character of such coalitions has generated mutual distrust and produced frequent challenges from members of the president’s ruling circle. 

Conflicts over political power have elevated the significance of the few economically endowed actors who had originally benefited from political favoritism, inflationary policies, rigged privatization deals, and asset-stripping opportunities. By the early 2000s they had turned into independent political players who used their accumulated financial and media resources to form their own political parties, capture government positions and legislative seats, and even serve as final arbiters in political disputes. The indispensable role of oligarchs in deciding political outcomes in Ukraine has prevented the adoption of measures to depersonalize the operation of the state apparatus and make it resistant to pressures from special interests, in line with modern bureaucratic ideals. 

Civil society actors have been the only domestic force attempting to restrain the consolidation of political and business interests and limit their influence on state policies. However, tremendous resource asymmetries and the lack of clear institutional levers of control have marginalized their activities and left them mostly on the periphery of the political system. They instead have often become targets of attacks or co-optation efforts on the part of competing elite factions. It has only been in their capacity as often unjustly persecuted victims that they have sometimes triggered broader social mobilization, which may then be instrumentalized by the very elite groups that these social forces oppose.

The third flaw was the inconsistent and contradictory nature of Ukraine’s nation-building project. Following independence, it vacillated between opposing ethnolinguistic policies. Some actors sought to homogenize Ukrainian society around a common Ukrainian-speaking ethnic majority core. Others wanted to preserve the country’s ethnocultural diversity by accommodating the cultural interests of its various ethnic and linguistic groups, particularly Russian-speaking Ukrainians. The irreconcilable nature of these demands fostered polarization within society, which acquired a clear regional dimension owing to the stronger salience of identity issues among people living at the opposite ends of the country—the Donbas and Halychyna. The regional differences over nation-building priorities, already politicized during the 1994 presidential campaign, turned into one of the main electoral cleavages following the 2004 Orange Revolution. The debates moved from issues of language use and school education to interpretations of historical heritage and broader identity choices linked to foreign policy goals (orientation to Europe versus Russia). The persistent exploitation of these issues by major political parties became a useful tool for capturing majority support in distinct regions but precluded a nationwide accommodation. As a result, the shared vision of a Ukraine that could represent the diverse preferences of its citizens never emerged. This, in turn, prevented the formation of an inclusive national identity that could incorporate the distinct threads of cultural heritage and serve as the basis for individual attachment to the Ukrainian state. Politicized ethnocultural cleavage instead became increasingly framed in extreme ideological terms, with one side often branded as fascists and the other portrayed as Russian imperial stooges. Despite their rudimentary use, these labels acquired a particularly emotive power following the breakdown of Ukraine’s governing structures in February 2014 and the ensuing confusion over the state’s future. 

Institutions and Bargains

The essential elements of Ukraine’s institutional framework are rooted in the political dynamics of the final years of Soviet rule. Sweeping institutional innovation at the time was driven by Mikhail Gorbachev’s frantic attempts to revamp the state apparatus and preserve the unity of the Soviet state. The ensuing reforms transferred legislative powers from party organs to Soviet and republican councils and devolved substantial authority in multiple policy domains from the center to the governments in the republics (Roeder, 1993). Gorbachev also created greater opportunities for genuine representation by liberalizing the political arena at the republic level and lifting restrictions on the political participation of noncommunist candidates, including former dissidents. As a result, Ukraine held its first semicompetitive and largely free election to the legislature (Rada or Supreme Soviet) in March 1990. Although the Communist Party conservatives still gained a majority of seats in the Rada, almost a third of its new members joined the opposition faction, the People’s Council. Despite being in the minority, the latter set the policy agenda for the legislature and successfully pushed for the adoption of the Declaration of State Sovereignty of Ukraine. It went into force on July 16, 1990, receiving a supermajority of support from 355 out of 450 deputies. Direct elections also gave republican legislatures greater legitimacy than any other Soviet-level institutions had at the time, while their chairmen acted as de facto republican representatives in talks with the Soviet president over the new Union agreement. 

To further improve their bargaining position vis-à-vis the Soviet president and lessen dependence on the legislature, chairmen introduced presidential posts. Most of these posts would ultimately be occupied by the same chairmen, but now through popular vote. This proved to be a critical development in the final stage of the USSR’s disintegration when, after the failure of the August 1991 coup and a series of direct presidential elections in most Soviet republics, Gorbachev could no longer bargain on equal terms with the republics’ elites. Ukraine’s first presidential campaign in the fall of 1991 ended not only with the decisive victory of the former high-ranking communist party functionary Leonid Kravchuk on December 1 but also with overwhelming public approval (90.32 percent) of Ukraine’s independence during a concurrently held referendum. The Act of Declaration of Independence of Ukraine, adopted by the Ukrainian parliament on August 24, received majority support in every administrative unit of the new country. Popular reaffirmation of Ukraine’s independence precluded Gorbachev-led attempts to save the Soviet Union and resulted in its formal dissolution following a trilateral meeting of Kravchuk with Russian president Boris Yeltsin and Belarusian parliament speaker Stanislav Shushkevich in December 1991. 

Ukraine’s semipresidential constitutional model, which was formally adopted only in June 1996, became one of the key legacies of the late Soviet period. The aforementioned transition dynamics led to the emergence of two directly elected power centers in Ukraine, both claiming to act in a representative capacity—parliament and the presidency. In the absence of clear rules governing executive-legislative relations, the two institutional bodies engaged in intense turf wars over exclusive prerogatives, appointment powers, and policy priorities, which resulted in frequent political crises. Since elite groups could reach only provisional agreements on the exact distribution of power between the president and the legislature, these crises acquired a cyclical nature and were often accompanied by a policy stalemate. Hence, even though Ukraine’s experience fit the development pattern of other postcommunist states, most of which also adopted semipresidential constitutions (Protsyk, 2011), its governance outcomes were far inferior to its neighbors’. 

The first of these crises, triggered by the coal miners’ strike in the Donbas in the summer of 1993, resulted in the mutual decision of Kravchuk and the opposition-led majority in parliament to hold early parliamentary and presidential elections in March and June of 1994, respectively. The subsequent confrontation between the new president, Leonid Kuchma, and the left-dominated parliament centered on the distribution of power between the two branches. While Kuchma favored a strong presidential model, communist and socialist factions in the Rada advocated for a parliamentary system with the executive bodies subordinate to the national legislature and local councils. The constitution that was ultimately adopted by parliament on June 28, 1996, represented a compromise between these two competing visions. The president retained a decisive role in forming the cabinet and making appointments, as well as in dismissing heads of executive agencies. He could also neutralize parliament’s influence on policymaking by exercising veto power over legislative bills or suspending the government’s resolutions. The parliamentary majority, on the other hand, still had to give its consent to the president’s choice of prime minister and acquired the power to dismiss the government through a no-confidence vote. This introduced the concept of the government’s dual subordination, according to which it was responsible to the president but also accountable to parliament. 

Crucially, neither the president nor parliament had gained decisive power over the other. The president could dissolve the legislature under only one condition: its failure to gather a quorum for more than one month in the course of its regular plenary session. While the constitution gave parliament the power to remove the president, it established a complex impeachment mechanism and required the further adoption of an impeachment bill before the procedure could be used. Since none of the impeachment bills could pass the president’s veto, parliament’s removal powers were, in effect, void. This feature of the constitutional model had several implications for executive-legislative relations. First, the Ukrainian governments functioned autonomously from parliament and became de facto fully subordinated to the president. Further, it turned the prime minister into the second most influential figure in the country and led to frequent rotations of those government heads who posed a political challenge to the president. Kuchma dismissed six prime ministers in ten years of his rule, and three of them subsequently became his political opponents. Finally, the only way in which parliament could elevate its significance was by blocking the initiatives of the president or the government. Since Kuchma faced an opposition-majority parliament throughout most of his two terms, his relationship with parliament was often characterized by strife and gridlock.1 

Not surprisingly, Kuchma’s first attempt to amend the constitutional model after his successful reelection in November 1999 was aimed at expanding his leverage over the Rada. His proposition, which would have allowed the president to disband parliament if it did not have a stable majority for over a month or failed to adopt the state budget after ninety days, received overwhelming public support on a special referendum held in April 2000. It still failed, however, to garner the two-thirds of parliamentary votes needed to amend the constitution. Even though Kuchma managed to form a loyal majority in parliament after the 2002 Rada elections, four opposition factions still controlled almost half the seats in parliament. The fragility of the pro-presidential coalition became particularly evident as the 2004 presidential election neared, in which Kuchma could no longer participate. Viktor Yushchenko, the former prime minister and head of the largest opposition faction, was also the leading presidential contender at the time. Confronted with the likelihood of his victory, Kuchma initiated another round of constitutional revisions, now meant to transfer most of the president’s powers over cabinet formation to parliament. Since Kuchma’s allied factions had a slight majority control in the Rada, the constitutional change would allow them to remain in key executive positions even if their preferred candidate, Prime Minister Viktor Yanukovych, lost. It could also protect the former president from any investigations into his past wrongdoings by giving Rada veto power over the appointment and removal of the prosecutor general. The latter was critical to Kuchma at the time, given the numerous accusations alleging his involvement in political assassinations and corruption. 

While the opposition factions successfully blocked these amendments before the presidential election, they ultimately became the centerpiece of the negotiated agreement between Yushchenko and Kuchma. It was reached in December 2004, at the height of popular protests against electoral fraud orchestrated to help Kuchma’s anointed successor, Yanukovych, defeat Yushchenko in a close presidential race. The opposition’s support for the constitutional changes became the primary condition for holding a repeat of the second election round, which opened the way for formal recognition of Yushchenko’s electoral victory. 

Once the constitutional amendments took effect, on January 1, 2006, Ukraine’s “dual executive” acquired the characteristics of a premier-presidential model in which the president no longer had any authority to unilaterally dismiss the prime minister (Shugart & Carey, 1992). Instead, the parliamentary majority coalition received an exclusive prerogative to terminate the government and rotate cabinet ministers. The president retained influence over the security sphere and over foreign and defense policy. 

While the amended constitution allowed for a more cooperative relationship between the government and the legislature, it created a strong potential for conflict within the executive office. The first manifestations of this conflict emerged later in 2006, when, following the parliamentary election, the Yanukovych-led Party of Regions gained a majority in the new parliament. Once he became prime minister, Yanukovych started a tug-of-war with his former rival, President Yushchenko. Their conflict was exacerbated by the lack of clear delineation of authority between them and their overlapping responsibilities for the same policy domains and agencies. Any attempts by one party to adopt laws clarifying executive responsibilities were viewed by the competing party through a zero-sum lens and only deepened the hostility between them. The snap parliamentary elections in September 2007, meant to resolve the dispute, produced a new ruling coalition with Yulia Tymoshenko as prime minister. While initially allied, Yushchenko and Tymoshenko quickly turned into bitter rivals, fighting constantly over administrative appointments and policy decisions. Although Yushchenko failed to dissolve parliament again in the fall of 2008, he constantly interfered with the government’s policymaking by suspending dozens of cabinet resolutions and blocking the premier’s policy initiatives. Ultimately, the continuous feud between Yushchenko and Tymoshenko proved destructive for both and paved the way for Yanukovych’s successful bid in the 2010 presidential election.

One of President Yanukovych’s first initiatives was to reinstate the president-parliamentary model through a controversial Constitutional Court ruling in September 2010. This allowed a swift concentration of power in the presidency. It was accompanied by the removal of the main institutional check on the president in the form of the legislature, since Yanukovych’s Party of Regions and its allies controlled the majority of Rada seats. However, this excessive concentration of power backfired when Yanukovych reneged on his commitment to sign the Association Agreement with the EU and opted instead to make a deal with Russia. Months-long protests against this decision culminated in the signing of an agreement between Yanukovych and opposition leaders in February 2014 that revived a premier-presidential model in Ukraine. Still, both President Petro Poroshenko, elected in May 2014, and President Volodymyr Zelensky, elected in April 2019, have remained key figures within the executive and have had a decisive influence on the government’s policymaking. This influence has been achieved through control over the largest faction in parliament, which has helped to form the government in partial or full accordance with the president’s preferences. 

Ukraine’s experience with the two semipresidential models demonstrated continuity of the president’s central role in the political system, irrespective of formal powers. It can be attributed to the significance of informal factors in the operation of the political system. Both Yushchenko and Poroshenko used broadened presidential powers to dissolve parliament as an indirect way of forcing the termination of the government (Kudelia, 2018). At the same time, continued control of the Security Service of Ukraine (SBU) allowed presidents to rely on preemptive and retaliatory sanctions to elicit greater cooperation, even from their political opponents. Most important, presidents in Ukraine have functioned as patronal figures, presiding over hierarchical elite networks and coordinating the distribution of private goods to their members in return for the resources needed to survive politically (Hale, 2014). Some, like Kuchma, ruled by making coalition bargains with several elite networks (formed around competing oligarchic groups). Others, like Yanukovych, moved from collegial decision-making to single-headed rule through one privileged network (first region-based, then family-based). The relationship between the presidents and their clientele affected, to a large extent, the durability of their rule. The presidents’ demise usually started with the fracturing of their coalitions and the defection of some prominent members to opposition challengers. This dynamic preceded each of the two revolutionary upheavals (2004 and 2013–2014) and the defeat of the incumbent president (Kravchuk, Yushchenko, and Poroshenko). We therefore turn to a closer examination of their individual legacies and the dynamics of elite competition during their tenures.

Actors and Campaigns 

In the first decade of Ukraine’s independence, the diverse actors who occupied top positions in the state hierarchy shared several crucial traits. All had advanced in their careers during the late Brezhnev era, during which private cynicism and corrupt practices were tolerated in exchange for public expressions of loyalty to the party. They also represented the top brass of the republic’s political and economic elite, which was accustomed to leading a privileged lifestyle with guaranteed access to special stores, health care facilities, luxury vacation homes, and exclusive transportation. At the same time, they remained outside the central state apparatus in Moscow and were not prominent political figures at the all-Soviet level. Rather, they were well embedded in local elite networks, which gave them an advantage once the locus of power shifted from Moscow to Kyiv in 1990–1991.

Leonid Kravchuk, the embodiment of an opportunistic Communist Party functionary, held ideological debates with the leaders of the pro-independence Rukh movement in the late 1980s but quickly pivoted to embrace its agenda once it began to favor his political ambitions. When his organizational base in the form of the Communist Party apparatus imploded in late 1991, Kravchuk could rule only through ad hoc alliances with established regional networks and rising economic interest groups represented in parliament. His unstable power configuration was reflected in frequent rotations of the head of government (three in three years of his tenure) and chaotic public policies meant to placate various social and economic groups. His first prime minister, Vitold Fokin, was voted in by a Rada majority in November 1990; he had earlier been the head of the republic’s planning agency (Derzhplan) and belonged to the Communist Party establishment. Fokin’s attempts to maintain state control over economic activity, support insolvent industries, and sustain Soviet-era welfare policies resulted in hyperinflation and a production slump. However, it also created vast rent-seeking opportunities for managers of state-owned companies and entrepreneurs, particularly commodity traders, with ties to the state. The two oligarchic groups led by Ihor Kolomoisky and Viktor Medvedchuk, who would play a major role in Ukrainian politics in the coming decades, were formed in this early period of Ukraine’s partial reforms. 

The appointment of Leonid Kuchma as the country’s second prime minister in October 1992 came in response to pressure from the coalition of industrialists and national democrats in parliament who were alarmed by the slow pace of reform and the deepening economic malaise. By that time, Kravchuk had lost most of his earlier support in the Rada and was now willing to delegate to Kuchma exclusive powers in the economic domain in order to preempt a potential political attack against his authority. In reality, however, Kravchuk barely held off his political demise. Faced with the rising coal miners’ protests in the Donbas, but lacking effective influence over government policies, Kravchuk tried to reassert control over the cabinet in June 1993. This triggered the first intra-executive conflict between the president and prime minister and resulted in Kuchma’s resignation in September. The legislative majority, meanwhile, exploited the disarray within the executive branch to call an early presidential election, scheduled for June 1994. Kravchuk made a last-ditch attempt to save his political fortunes by reaching out to industrialists from the Donbas and appointing Yuhym Zvyahilskyi, a former director of Ukraine’s largest coal mine, as the acting head of government. However, these efforts could not reverse his falling popularity in the region or provide him with resources to mount a successful reelection campaign. Major industrialists in the East endorsed his challenger, Kuchma, expecting him to launch privatization that would give them de jure ownership of their enterprises. 

While promising major economic reforms, Kuchma also campaigned as the representative of the economic and cultural rights of the Russophone regions of southeastern Ukraine. He pledged to elevate the status of the Russian language and restore economic ties with Russia. By contrast, ex-party boss Kravchuk, who reinvented himself as a pro-Western, nationalist leader, received the endorsement of the national democratic parties and western Ukrainian dissidents, such as his former opponent, Vyacheslav Chornovil. The two leading candidates thus politicized the new electoral cleavage, which would, to a great extent, define election outcomes in Ukraine for the next fifteen years. The results of the second round of the 1994 elections exposed the east-west electoral divide running through Kyiv, Cherkasy, and Vinnytsia. It roughly mimicked Ukraine’s mid-seventeenth-century division along the Dnieper river with the right bank territory controlled by the Polish state and the left bank under the tutelage of the Russian czar. In subsequent electoral cycles, support for pro-Western candidates and parties would expand into the rest of central Ukraine, but, until 2014, the southeastern oblasts would consistently side with pro-Russian forces.

Kravchuk left behind two major political legacies. Externally, he managed a peaceful dissolution of the Soviet state and gained international recognition of Ukraine’s borders. Internally, he ceded power peacefully to his challenger following a defeat in a democratic election, which set a precedent for the post-Soviet space. Still, his short and unsuccessful attempt at power consolidation served as a cautionary tale for his successor. From the first months of his presidency, Kuchma took decisive steps to centralize power in the presidential administration and wrest control over the government from parliament. Kuchma’s main advantage over Kravchuk was reliance on a regional network of officials from his native Dnipropetrovsk oblast, which became his patronage following. Valeriy Pustovoitentko, the head of the Executive Council in Dnipropetrovsk, became the chief of staff of the cabinet of ministers following Kuchma’s victory, which gave the new president indirect influence over the government’s policymaking and agenda setting. Pustovoitentko would later become the longest serving prime minister during Kuchma’s two terms as president. Leonid Derkach, who served as the deputy head of the Dnipropetrovsk oblast’s KGB while Kuchma worked as a missile factory director there, would later become the deputy chairman of the SBU and the customs chief before being promoted to head of the SBU in 1998. 

In contrast to his predecessor, Kuchma also used his formal powers to remove and, after 1996, to appoint oblast state administration heads as a way of fostering the formation of loyalist fiefdoms that rested on the symbiosis of local government officials and aspiring oligarchs. This gained further political importance during the 1999 presidential campaign, in which Kuchma’s principal opponent was the Communist Party leader, Petro Symonenko. When Kuchma reversed his 1994 strategy and ran under pro-Western slogans, he needed to divide Symonenko’s base of support in southeastern Ukraine in order to win. This made regional “electoral machines” run by local officials particularly valuable as a tool of administrative support mobilization and vote rigging (Matsuzato, 2001). Kuchma’s second-round victory in the Donetsk, Dnipropetrovsk, and Odesa oblasts compensated for losses elsewhere in the Southeast and allowed him to defeat Symonenko by an almost twenty percentage point margin (56.25 percent to 37.8 percent). 

Kuchma was also more inclined than his predecessor to use the coercive apparatus of the state against his political challengers or critics. Pavlo Lazarenko, who served as prime minister from 1996 to 1997, became an early target when he indicated his interest in running against Kuchma in the 1999 presidential campaign. He was charged with massive embezzlement of state funds and ultimately was forced to flee Ukraine. Secret recordings made in the president’s office demonstrated how Kuchma relied on a variety of coercive tactics to achieve political goals (Koshiw, 2013). Kuchma ordered the head of the Tax Administration, Mykola Azarov, to force private businesses to provide funds for his reelection campaign and intimidate media outlets critical of his record. He further encouraged Interior Minister Yuriy Kravchenko to form a special undercover police unit tasked with attacking and punishing political opponents of the president. Kravchenko then provided regular reports to Kuchma about its various operations. These illicit activities came to light following the murder of an independent journalist, Heorhiy Gongadze, on September 16, 2001, and the release of recorded conversations implicating the president and interior minister in organizing the murder. 

“Kuchmagate,” as it came to be known, triggered a wave of protests and resulted in the dismissal of several senior officials, but failed to oust the president. Despite the exposure of his violent practices, Kuchma resorted to coercion throughout his second term, particularly as the new contender, Viktor Yushchenko, emerged as the most viable presidential candidate in the 2004 election. Businesses that funded Yushchenko’s political coalition came under persistent pressure from tax authorities, while the news coverage of private media outlets became heavily censored by the presidential administration. 

The durability of Kuchma’s rule was also based on institutionalized corruption in which the president doled out private benefits to select individuals, who then mobilized their accumulated resources behind his political goals. The system functioned mainly through the transfer of state assets to family members and allied business groups or by creating opportunities for asset stripping and revenue diversion for hand-picked managers of lucrative state enterprises, such as the oil and gas monopoly Naftogaz. One of the key beneficiaries of this system was Viktor Pinchuk, a major businessman from Dnipropetrovsk, whose fortunes soared after he married Kuchma’s daughter. In a series of privatization deals, his company, Interpipe Group, which specialized in pipe and railroad wheels manufacturing, acquired undervalued shares and ultimately a controlling interest in major metallurgical enterprises, including the largest ferroalloys producer in Europe, Nikopol Plant, and the largest integrated steel company in Ukraine, Kryvorizhstal. Pinchuk’s political party, Working Ukraine, had its own faction in parliament. He also owned several television channels, which served as a platform for promoting the authorities. 

Another influential group, led by Viktor Medvedchuk and Hryhoriy Surkis, received control over several regional electricity providers, in addition to import permits for petroleum products and natural gas. Their political party, the Social Democratic Party of Ukraine (united), or SDPU(o), became a key partner of pro-presidential forces in parliament and successfully wrested control of parliament from the leftist factions in early 2000 following Kuchma’s reelection. Medvedchuk then rose to political prominence by first becoming the deputy speaker of parliament and, later in 2002, the head of the presidential administration. In this position he became politically indispensable to Kuchma by managing the process of amending the constitution to elevate the role of parliament and instituting tight political controls over media outlets. 

The third powerful oligarchic group emerged out of Donetsk oblast, where the local governor, Viktor Yanukovych, oversaw the major redistribution of local industrial assets to a group of select businessmen. Central among them was Rinat Akhmetov, who quickly rose from being an associate of a major Donetsk kingpin in the early 1990s to the wealthiest businessman in Ukraine. He exploited his ties with Yanukovych to expand his business from banking to coal and the metallurgical industry, coke plants, and machine-building enterprises. In 2000 he combined his numerous assets into the largest holding company in Ukraine, System Capital Management (SCM). Akhmetov then turned to establishing a permanent presence in Ukrainian politics through investment in the organization of the Party of Regions. Yanukovych’s appointment as prime minister in November 2002 reflected the group’s growing influence. By early 2004, when Kuchma announced Yanukovych as his preferred successor, the Party of Regions had already assembled the second largest faction in parliament, behind Yushchenko’s Our Ukraine. However, its rise to dominance was also one of the reasons for the weakening of Kuchma’s rule. 

Kuchma successfully maintained power by acting as a broker between competing interest groups vying for influence, although as soon as one of them emerged as a likely take-all winner, the others coalesced against it. This dissent among oligarchic groups, combined with mass discontent regarding incumbent elites, created an opening for Yushchenko to claim the presidency in the 2004 election. In the end, the combination of unprecedented popular mobilization on the streets of Kyiv and other cities against electoral fraud, division within Kuchma’s inner circle, and pressure from the United States and the EU produced the second executive power transfer by democratic election in Ukraine’s independent history. 

The victory of the Orange Revolution, however, did not lead to a radical elite turnover or rupture in the dominant political practices. Although both President Yushchenko and his key opposition ally and later prime minister, Yulia Tymoshenko, represented a generational change, they had been part of the Ukrainian political and business elite since the early 1990s. Yushchenko owed his rapidly developing political career to Kuchma’s patronage and the support of oligarchs such as Petro Poroshenko and Mykola Martynenko. Tymoshenko entered the gas trading business under the tutelage of then prime minister Pavlo Lazarenko, who was later convicted of money laundering in the United States (Leshchenko, 2013). Once Yushchenko and Tymoshenko gained power, they employed some of the same strategies as their predecessors to deflect any challenges to their own rule. 

Still, the new postrevolutionary political landscape in 2005 differed from that of the preceding decade in several important respects. First, the election campaign further polarized society along regional lines and crystallized two competing visions of the future of the Ukrainian state. One, promoted by Orange Revolution leaders, sought to achieve greater homogeneity of Ukrainian society through a shared language and common historical narratives and advocated for a speedy integration with the EU and NATO. The other, promoted by Yanukovych and the Party of Regions, stressed the need to protect the interests of Russophones in Ukraine, rejected nationalist historical interpretations, and called for a pragmatic foreign policy deriving benefits from Ukraine’s relations with both Russia and the West. The positions of the two groups were increasingly difficult to reconcile on many of these issues.

Second, one of the elements of intra-elite compromise that allowed a peaceful resolution of the 2004 crisis was the adoption of constitutional changes that gave the majority coalition in parliament exclusive powers to form the government. Since none of the major political forces had enough support to gain a majority of the seats in parliament, power sharing became the only possible path for governance. However, the confrontational and polarized nature of Ukrainian politics meant that all power-sharing deals would prove to be inherently transient and unstable. Each of them ended with major intra-executive conflicts and attempts to undermine their coalition partners. 

Third, heightened political contestation following the Orange Revolution, two consecutive parliamentary elections (2006 and 2007), and multiple government crises created greater demand to fund political organizations and campaigns. This further strengthened oligarchic influence over Ukrainian politics and led to closer integration of business groups and political parties, particularly in parliament. Among the new oligarchs vying for greater political influence were gas trader Dmytro Firtash, who backed both Yushchenko and Yanukovych; an industrialist from the Donbas, Serhiy Taruta, who backed Tymoshenko; and the energy trader Kostiantyn Hryhoryshyn, who backed the communists. They also influenced policymaking directly through their business partners, such as Valeriy Khoroshkovsky, Serhiy Liovochkin, and Vitaliy Haiduk, who took senior government positions. 

The logic and dynamics of political contestation over the next fifteen years were rooted in the rivalries that emerged during the 2004 campaign. The first major government crisis of Yushchenko’s presidency broke out in September 2005 as a result of a clash of interests among members of his team—Prime Minister Tymoshenko and National Security Council secretary Poroshenko. It resulted in their dismissal and later open competition between once allied political forces. The second crisis broke out in spring 2007 because of the renewed power struggle between Yushchenko and then prime minister Yanukovych. The third political crisis, in the fall of 2008, resulted from a persistent distrust between Yushchenko and then prime minister Tymoshenko, whom he suspected of plotting his removal. 

Yanukovych successfully capitalized on the intensified rivalries between former allies and came out ahead of both Tymoshenko and Yushchenko in the 2010 presidential race. During his presidency, Yanukovych tried either to co-opt his former rivals (by giving Poroshenko a cabinet position) or sanction them (by ordering the prosecution of Tymoshenko). Neither of these two strategies ultimately worked. Poroshenko used his government role to protect and grow his business conglomerate, which he then used to support another protest against Yanukovych. The jailing of Tymoshenko eliminated her from the political process but elevated her public profile to that of a political martyr. It also generated additional pressure on Yanukovych’s regime from the United States and the EU, which ultimately proved detrimental. Finally, Yanukovych’s attempts to redistribute wealth and power within his own inner circle to privilege his family clan produced strong internal fissures among his former supporters and led to their disguised efforts to weaken or remove him. These elite-level factors, combined with the violent backlash against his policies on the streets, led to his removal from power in February 2014.

Following Yanukovych’s abrupt escape to Russia in fear of his life, Poroshenko, the wiliest and most experienced of the Orange political cohort, emerged as the main beneficiary. In May 2014, with Russia’s military intervention looming in the background, he defeated his old rival Tymoshenko in a landslide victory in the snap presidential election with 54.7 percent of the vote. Still, Poroshenko had to share power with Arseniy Yatsenyuk and Oleksandr Turchynov, who became prime minister and secretary of the National Security Council, respectively. Apart from a debilitating economic crisis and the loss of annexed Crimea to Russia, they faced an armed separatist insurgency in the Donbas fueled by Russia. While initially signaling a conciliatory approach, Poroshenko later doubled down on Yushchenko’s nation-building policies and pursued the strategy of de facto partition of the Donbas through a trade blockade. He also accelerated de-Russification in educational and cultural spheres and severed economic and cultural ties to Russia. In a bid to consolidate his power, Poroshenko formed lucrative alliances with some oligarchs, such as Rinat Akhmetov, and expelled others whom he viewed as political threats, such as Ihor Kolomoisky. He also tried to expand his control over the coalition government by replacing Yatsenyuk with his political protégé, Volodymyr Groysman. Despite promising a radical breakthrough in long-awaited reforms, Poroshenko’s record amounted to pompous rhetoric and little substantive progress on key issues such as anticorruption or settling the Donbas conflict. Poroshenko’s popularity dwindled in 2015 amid incessant corruption scandals and declining living standards and never recovered. 

Although the futility of Poroshenko’s reelection effort was largely preordained, the triumphant winner of the 2019 election came as a major surprise. A complete political novice and former comedian, forty-one-year-old Volodymyr Zelensky (who gained 73.2 percent of votes in the second round) symbolized a fresh start for voters tired of seeing the same elite figures playing musical chairs for almost two decades. Still, Zelensky’s swift and unexpected entry into political arena could be partially attributed to the prominence that his political satire received on the television channel owned by Poroshenko’s formidable opponent, Ihor Kolomoisky. The continued shadow that oligarchs cast on the new authorities suggests that Ukraine still has a long way to go to effect lasting change in its long-standing norms and practices. 

Citizens and the State: The Problem of Trust

The system of relations between the state, society, and citizens that developed in Ukraine in the 1990s and finally took shape in the 2000s was, on the one hand, the result of the collapse, transformation, or readaptation of state and public institutions from the previous political system. On the other hand, it was the outcome of the process of building new institutions and their legitimization legally, socially, and politically.

Conventionally, the essence of the sociopolitical transformations that took place in Ukraine after 1991 has been described in terms of a dichotomy, such as “a movement from authoritarianism to democracy,” from “one-party dominance to a multiparty system,” from “ideological dictate to pluralism,” and so on. However, the reality turned out to be much more complex, dramatic, and contradictory. Ukraine’s form of democracy on many occasions proved to be imitative; the multiparty system was a false representation, while pluralism could easily be confused with a chaotic combination of ill-structured opinions and manipulative technologies.

From the 1990s to the early 2000s, the Ukrainian ruling class managed to create a state that functioned as an institution of legitimate violence. The state and power structures quickly acquired signs of independence both in terms of political sovereignty and alienation from the citizenry. They began to engaging in self-dealing, while legitimate violence and coercion in many areas went beyond social approbation, reaching a state of routinized arbitrariness. Moreover, certain basic functions of the state that the populace had become accustomed to during the Soviet era quickly diminished. Social security, the pension system, education, medical services, and public security went into a profound decline. As a result, Ukrainian society in turn became broadly and deeply alienated from the state, and this alienation came to define the Ukrainian political and social system, creating a significant challenge to the construction of a civic nation. The entire thirty-year history of independent Ukraine presents a chronicle of perpetual mutual distancing between and among the state, society, and the individual.

A significant part of the population of Ukraine entered independence accustomed to viewing the state as a powerful agency that took responsibility for all spheres of social, political, and sometimes even private life. For a time, Soviet-style patrimonial and patriarchal expectations remained a source of trust and hope, especially among the older generation. The situation quickly changed, however. The deterioration of economic and social security systems, permanent political turmoil, and the rise of organized crime, followed by an unfair privatization scheme in the 1990s, the formation of local and national oligarchic groups, and the decline of state-sponsored education, health care, and the pension system, destroyed any belief in the state as an effective and trustworthy institution. Moreover, it soon became clear that not only would the state not perform the basic function of protecting the rights of its citizens, it would also violate those rights.

At the end of the first decade of Ukrainian independence, a survey by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology conducted in 2001 showed that state institutions were failing to resolve the problems faced by citizens: 65 percent of those polled were dissatisfied with the police, 27.8 percent with the social welfare services, 63 percent with the employment services, and 39 percent with the services of their municipalities. Almost half the respondents said that over the preceding five years, the process of communicating with public servants had “become much more complicated” (UNDP, 2001, pp. 45, 46).

Moreover, the state in the person of its representatives has become a threat to its citizens. According to the data of the parliamentary Committee on Legislative Support of Law Enforcement, by 1999, about 1.8 million crimes were considered unsolved, while around 24,500 Ukrainian citizens were being held in detention facilities extrajudicially (Verkhovna Rada, 2000). Unlawful detention, beatings, torture, and the moral humiliation of detainees turned into a phenomenon so visible that international human rights organizations drew attention to it. In 2002–2003, more than 32,000 complaints by citizens about the unlawful actions of the police were registered with internal affairs bodies. Inspections confirmed the validity of every fourth complaint.

Accordingly, citizens’ lack of trust in the state has become a sign of the times. Throughout the entire period of independence, the level of distrust in government officials has remained high. For example, according to systematic surveys by the Institute of Sociology of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine conducted from 1994 to 2004, the share of respondents who completely or largely did not trust the police remained unchanged: it was 57.11 percent in 1994 and 54.6 percent in 2005. The proportion of those who trusted the military never surpassed 13.7 percent (Panina, 2005, p. 50). 

Attitudes toward other state institutions did not differ greatly. Over the same period, 1994–2004, the level of mistrust in the Rada increased from 51.2 percent to 63.1 percent, while after the events of the Orange Revolution, it sharply decreased to 28.7 percent. The share of those who trusted parliament never reached 10 percent (Panina, 2005, p. 51).

Unlike the Rada, Ukraine’s presidents have enjoyed a relatively high level of trust at the beginning of their terms, but have always left office with a catastrophically low rating. Leonid Kravchuk won the 1991 election with 61.6 percent of the vote. He left office in 1994 with a trust rating of 16.1 percent, while 52.8 percent of survey respondents did not trust him. Leonid Kuchma started his presidential career with 52.15 percent of the vote. At the start of his second consecutive term, in 1999, 15 percent of survey respondents said they trusted him and 57.9 percent did not; in 2004, toward the end of his second term, 58.1 percent of those polled said they did not have trust in him (Panina, 2005, p. 51). Viktor Yushchenko, who came to power as an emblem of the Orange Revolution, won 52 percent of votes in the December 2004 elections and finished his presidential tenure with less than 5.5 percent of votes in the 2010 elections. His major rival, Viktor Yanukovych, entered office in 2010 with almost 49 percent of the ballots. In 2014, the level of trust in him did not exceed 14 percent by the time of his panic escape in February 2014. Finally, Poroshenko, who rode to the highest position of power on the wave of the Revolution of Dignity, got 54.7 percent of votes during the 2014 elections and finished his term with 24.45 percent of the vote in the 2019 elections, losing to a comedian, Volodymyr Zelensky.

Throughout the years of independence, Ukrainians have demonstrated permanently low levels of trust in the judiciary, prosecutors, the Tax Administration, and virtually all major state bodies. In 2001, Ukrainians were in second place among post-Soviet states, after Georgia, for lack of trust in major state institutions (Sapsford & Abbot, 2006, pp. 64–65). In 2019, according to Gallup data, just 9 percent of the citizens of Ukraine had confidence in governmental agencies, the lowest level of trust in the world (Bikus, 2019).

Formally, according to the constitution (adopted in June 1996 and subsequently amended in 2004, 2010, and 2014), Ukrainians enjoyed a full range of rights provided through a participatory democracy. Ukraine went through seven presidential elections, eight parliamentary elections, and seven nationwide election campaigns for local self-governance bodies. However, participation in elections soon turned into a façade democracy: all presidents elected by direct voting functioned as mediators between major oligarchic groups. Parliament transformed into a venue for lobbying said groups, while the cabinet became the body responsible for the redistribution of various kinds of rent. 

The system of relations between central bodies of power—president, parliament, and cabinet, as well as the judiciary and the law enforcement agencies—transformed into relations between patrons and clients. These “patronal politics” (Hale, 2014) drastically limited opportunities for ordinary citizens to influence the power holders. At the local level, this system reproduced itself among the “meso-elites” (Matsuzato, 2001), where local bosses formed their own horizontal patron-client networks.2

The most natural venue for direct participation in the political process for Ukrainians was elections. Ukraine has experienced a gradual decline in participation in national elections, as shown in table 1.1. However, with one exception, over 50 percent of voters were going to the polls. 

Table 1.1 Share of voters participating in presidential and parliamentary elections, 1991–2019 (%) 




	Presidential elections 


	1991


	1994


	1999


	2004


	2010


	2014


	2019


	





	% of registered voters


	84.9


	68.0


	73


	74/80.5a


	68


	59


	61.4


	





	Parliamentary elections


	1994


	1998


	2002


	2006


	2007


	2012


	2014


	2019





	% of registered voters


	75.6


	71.2


	65.2


	67.6


	62.0


	57.5


	51.9


	49.8






Source: Central Election Commission of Ukraine (www.cvk.gov.ua), reported by Radio Liberty (2019).
Note: a. There was a runoff election in 2004 between Viktor Yanukovych and Viktor Yushchenko after the second-round results were annulled. 

In this context, political parties, the most conventional instruments for political participation, are particularly important. From 1991 to 2019, the number of Ukrainian political parties grew from five to 352 (MTsPD, 2019). However, the majority of observers and scholars have come to a common conclusion, summarized in a recent study: “Ukrainian parties have been largely unable to fulfil their social function properly, as aggregators and transmission belts of social interests as well as mediators between state and society.” The Ukrainian political system became famous for “utilization, misuse or even capture of organizations calling themselves and posing as political parties by private interests” (Fedorenko, Rybiy, & Umland, 2020, p. 610).

Moreover, participation in elections has to a great extent been constrained, limited, and corrupted by a different form of violation of electoral laws: vote buying, falsification of ballots, administrative pressure from the executive branch of power, multiple voting, suppression of the media, and so forth. After the parliamentary elections of 1998 and the presidential run of 1999, the field was also seized by emerging financial-industrial groups and rent-seekers. Oligarchs aimed to create lobbyists, bribing officials and MPs, by purchasing or creating political parties. Direct intervention in the electoral process and vote buying have become routine practices since the end of the 1990s. In 2004, these violations helped ignite the Orange Revolution.

By the end of the 1990s, Ukraine presented a good example of the interaction of two types of politics, virtual and real.3 Virtual politics created the illusion of participation in political life among the citizenry and provided citizens with the impression of influence over power holders and politicians. It had the external signs and attributes of representative democracy (elections, parties, social movements). Real politics exerted direct or indirect influence over the institutions crucial to decision-making and the distribution of rents and favors to interest groups, and additionally organized large-scale public hoaxes and manipulated the mass consciousness. By the beginning of the 2000s, scholars had come up with different terms to describe the Ukrainian political regime: “blackmail state,” corporatist, electorally authoritarian, delegative democracy, façade democracy, and more (Kuzio, 2001, p. 9).

Blocking channels of expression of will, limiting the prospects and venues of influence over authorities, corruption, and distrust in state institutions all resulted in the development of alternative forms of social organization and expression, and in profound mutual alienation between the state and its citizens.
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