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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 will consist of three volumes: the first 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English as well as records of the historical workshops conducted during symposiums; and the third volume will contain unpublished historical and archival documents on contemporary Ukrainian history.

This volume, the second of the three volumes, as mentioned above, is composed of oral histories from the participants of the revolutionary events throughout Ukraine since 1990. The selection is just a sample of the entire archive collected during the research project period and is meant to provide a holistic view from a variety of perspectives. We include organizers from the first, second and third revolutions, everyday participants, politicians and Western observers and political influencers. This volume also includes transcripts of three workshops held during the International Symposium titled: “Three Revolutions—Portraits of Ukraine” which took place on 28 February–1 March 2017 at the College of Europe in Natolin. The workshop transcripts are discussions with the participants, leaders, experts and researchers—and each workshop is dedicated to one of the three revolutions.

Yet, before starting this volume, 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, and 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, Eastern Europe Studies of the University of Warsaw, University College London, Kyiv-Mohyla Academy in Kyiv, the Canadian Institute for Ukrainian Studies, University of Alberta, 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 subsequent consecutive events 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 undertook a reflection 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 from the private collection of participants of the events such as, Aleksander Kwaśniewski, Volodymyr Filenko and Mykhailo Kanafotskiy.

As part of two consecutive symposiums 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 significant research centres in the world in relation to the study of Polish history: for example, two of the most well-known projects that ended in serious academic achievements. The first 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 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. Photographic documentation of these first symposiums can be found throughout this volume. 

The third symposium planned for 2019 will serve to summarize the project. Some of the discussions held during the Natolin symposiums are of great documentary importance to us which is why we decided to publish their records in this volume, 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, 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.


Oral History as a Method of Researching Contemporary Revolutions

Iwona Reichardt and Paweł Kowal

Oral history as a research method

Oral history is a research method willingly used by contemporary historians, for a long time postulated as a method in political science1. The methodology of oral history was traditionally used by ethnographers, ethnologists and anthropologists who collected life stories, founding myths and all other data related to kinship structures, rituals, etc. This is where other academic disciplines, and especially history, but also political sciences, got their first inspiration from. 

Overall, oral history is also used by researchers in diverse areas of humanities and social sciences (anthropology, ethnography, sociology, political science, etc.) as well as those who undertake interdisciplinary research endeavours. The popularity of this method, which already has a long tradition in academia, is explained by diverse yet quite understandable reasons. First, it is said to help historians, especially those analysing recent events, in overcoming the challenge of accessing sources in archives. This can indeed be quite difficult when contemporary history is the subject of research, and especially true in cases when researchers make their first investigative attempts, often facing a complete lack of access to official sources. 

Secondly, there has been an observable decrease in assigning importance to press materials and regarding them as historical sources. This abandonment of relying on print media is a significant departure from research practices from before the period of the collapse of communism and transformation which took place in Europe after 1989. However, the earlier Holocaust and Cold War research, as well as studies into everyday life authoritarian systems or testimonies of their survivors, or the so-called by-standers, also significantly contributed to oral history popularity. In this areas of crucial importance was the work by father Patrick Desbois who collected oral testimonies of witnesses to murders which were performed by the Einsatzgruppen on Jews with a passive or active participation of local communities, for example in Ukraine2. 

Thirdly but also importantly it is true that researchers today have a plethora of electronic sources at their disposal. As easily accessed as they are, these sources of information, when used in research are yet not free from methodological challenges. For example, the issue of proper storing data obtained electronically as well as their adequate selection remains quite problematic and can have an effect on the overall quality of research. 

Given the above it is not surprising that more and more researchers opt for the oral history as a method which helps them extract knowledge from direct participants of the events they are trying to understand. That is why in this project, which focuses on social mobilization processes in revolutionary periods in contemporary Ukraine, we also decided to apply the oral history method, along with other, more traditional historical research techniques such as an analysis of written sources and audio-visual materials.

Sample 

This volume presents a sample of the empirical material obtained during the research project which has been carried out since 2015 by College of Europe in Natolin in cooperation with international partners: the National University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, the Harvard University Ukrainian Research Institute, the School of Slavonic and East European Studies at University College London, Centre d’études des mondes russe, caucasien et centre-européen, the University of Alberta, and the Institute of Political Sciences at the Polish Academy of Sciences.

Focusing on three large protest actions in contemporary Ukraine extraction of empirical material was based on the oral history method which allowed to collect verbal testimonies from direct participants of all three revolutionary events in Ukraine. Included here are 20 interviews, which were selected from a collection of over 100 conducted conversations. Considered to be the most representative of the whole sample, they are complemented by transcripts of three historical workshops which were organized in 2017 by College of Europe in Natolin during the first International Symposium on Three Ukrainian Revolutions. These workshops were attended, in great part, by participants of all three revolutionary events as well as experts and international observers. In the group process of memory extraction applied during the workshops additional information was elicited on Ukrainian revolutionary events, which complements knowledge generated during research. Each workshop was devoted to a specific revolution, and proceeded by a short visual presentation of the events to better facilitate memory extraction. 

Limitation of the method 

As in the case of any research method, the application of oral history should be accompanied by a methodological reflection. Generally speaking this method is used to verify facts, determine participants’ motivation, reconstruct their views and understand the relations which took place during the events. Therefore, when attempting research which relies on oral history, the right selection of the respondents (narrators) is necessary as well as is ensuring that the interviewers (researchers) properly adhere to the research method. 

When conducting historical research into contemporary Ukraine and Central Europe it is worth bearing in mind that many events that have taken place in this region have been preserved through oral testimonies. Thus, there is a large amount of comparative material which—nonetheless—is fragmented and often a result of diverse projects. Despite these drawbacks such sources provide researchers with information that is much better suited for verification than, for example, dispersed documentation and information shared through social media. 

Certainly, oral history can be considered a response to some trends and expectations of today’s historiography. Therefore, there is a vast amount of historical research projects implemented with the application of oral history that focus on social issues, history of culture, economic history (especially from the perspective of decision-making process), leadership and charisma. In addition oral history is willingly used by researchers who apply feminist history as well undertake micro-historical research. All these approaches place a strong emphasis on the interview as a source of extracting information. The same can be said about research into the perception of politics or elite thinking where the oral history method is almost indispensable. 

A comparative advantage of the application of the oral history method, especially in a situation where the project is carried out by a team of researchers, lies in the method’s particular characteristic. Namely, personal contacts that researchers establish with participants of historical events translate into increasing their, that is the researchers, motivation to continue an often long and tedious investigative work. Without any doubt, contacts with real people who participated in extraordinary events offer a completely different experience than contacts with written sources, or audio-visual materials. Referring to this feature Czech researcher, Miroslav Vaněk, wrote that: “Interviews are always formed through context in which they are conducted (the purpose of the conversation, its framework that has been established by both the interviewer and the narrator, the state of their thoughts, physical state, etc.) as well as a special inter-personal dynamic between the narrator and the interviewer3.” Vaněk rightly shows a certain social dimension of conducting this type of research. 

Research hypothesis 

Overall, the main goal of the research in this project was to examine the issue of continuation in the process of social mobilization in Ukraine since the Revolution on Granite in 1990 through today. Therefore, three hypotheses were formulated in the preparatory stage of the protest. The main hypothesis assumed continuation of protest movements in Ukraine which took place in 1990, 2004/2005 and 2013/2014. It was also presupposed that these events are characterized by an inter-generational transfer of knowledge which takes place between participants of subsequent revolutions. However, as these protests were also clearly a reflection of the epoch they took place in, they related to a specific revolutionary trend (often coming from the outside). At the same time, however, they were also deeply rooted in the local context. 

These assumptions were complemented by two additional working hypotheses. The first one stated that the three subsequent revolutionary events and social protests in contemporary Ukraine were all meaningfully connected by Kyiv’s central location—the Maidan Nezalezhnosti. The locus of the protests had, without any doubt, a significant impact and symbolic meaning for the population at large. Most importantly, the three revolutionary events which took place in Kyiv made the term Maidan, used in the context of political protest, tantamount to independence (незалежність). In all three cases it meant independence from outside players (Soviet Union and Russia) but also independence from non-democratic authorities. However, it was not only the place that determined the continuation between all three revolutionary events in modern Ukraine. Hence, the second working hypothesis pointed to the continuation of the forms of protest which were observed in setting up tents and a stage in Kyiv’s centre as well as similar communication methods. The characteristics of Ukraine’s contemporary revolutions bear no less significance than the place of the gathering. They have contributed to the creation of a certain revolutionary pattern, which is based on building a community of dissent in the centre of the country’s capital. Noticeably, in all three revolutions this community expanded to other cities in Ukraine, in both eastern and western parts, yet it is only in Kyiv where the forms of protests are maintained without any changes. 

The main hypothesis, later positively verified by the research, was based on the observation of the participants of the last two revolutions in Ukraine, namely the Orange Revolution and the Euromaidan. The case of the latter was particularly illustrative, as many of its members were either participants of the previous revolutions or children of such participants. As often is the case in mass protests, there were also many participants who had no direct experience with the previous revolutions, nor family members with such experiences. Nevertheless, their participation in the protest did not refute the hypothesis which rather assumed an inter-generational know-how than focused on the sole physical participation. In this context, it is important to stress the impact of other Ukrainian protest experiences and traditions which were mentioned by interviewees and which point not only to historical actors such as Cossacks or the Ukrainian Insurgent Army, but also the anti-communism movement such as Rukh. Overall, it can be said that inter-generational knowledge transfer is a phenomenon that characterizes Ukrainian protest actions and has a significant impact on the process of social mobilization in Ukraine. 

Selection of method 

In the introductory phase of the project when a decision was being made as which research methods should be used to verify the above presented hypotheses, a seminar titled “The Oral History of Ukrainian Revolutions” was held at the College of Europe in Natolin4. During this meeting, which took place on 19 February 2016, a discussion was undertaken in order to determine whether the oral history method was the most appropriate research method for this project. While discussing methodological choices participants of the seminar also analysed the results of other similar research projects which had been carried out in Central Europe and Ukraine and which also used the oral history method. 

As a result of the discussions, including the argumentation outlined above, it was decided that the biographic method used in oral history was the most promising for the project, considering that it would allow interviewees to freely present their political, social and family experiences. It was also clear to the researchers that since the verification of the hypotheses required concentration on specific aspects of the interviewees’ life experiences, this method had to be used in a wider framework, along with other sources5. Therefore, the prepared questionnaire included, in addition to a standard socio-demographic questions, a series of questions that referred to the roots of the protests, subsequent revolutions, as well as those that stimulated interpretations of specific events in which the narrator took part. 

In the preparatory stage of the project the approach to oral history which American scholar Michael Frisch called “more history”6, was chosen for the research. This approach assumes conducting oral history interviews for the expansion of existing knowledge of historical events. We opted for this approach well aware of Frisch’s own scepticism, which he articulated while stating that somewhat paradoxically the “more history” approach may lead to “mirroring conventional history”7. Keeping this possible drawback in mind, we believed that the biographic method would allow us to elicit the necessary information regarding inter-generational transfer of knowledge between all three revolutions in Ukraine which—if needed—could be complemented by other historical sources available. The latter holds true not only for the revolutions that took place a few years ago, but also those that took place over a decade ago (in our case that was the Revolution on Granite). In addition, it was quite clear to all members of our research team, and this was true regardless of our academic discipline (among team members are sociologists, political scientists and historians), that as researchers of contemporary events we cannot miss the unique opportunity to speak with the direct participants of the events being analysed, even if our sources or the methods used call for some caution. 

Considering the above, as Georges Mink put it, when explaining the specifics of our project: “the 3R project, as you have aptly put it, is not only about history. In the language of political science our endeavour could be defined as the study of social movements or the mobilization around some revolutionary trend. We assume that the events which took place in Ukraine were a revolution. Thus, the nature of the topic and the research approach entails quasi automatically that the method should be more comprehensive and more multi-layered than traditional oral history8.” As a result, the project was not solely aimed at collecting facts and human experiences. The research fits into a wider framework of researching social and political change. That is why, its data can now be used to cross-verify facts, which we obtained in various interviews and through workshops with protest participants. Such analyses help also understand why people participated in revolutions. 

The outcomes of the February 2016 seminar were later discussed with a team of academics who in their research focus on different angles of system transformation in Ukraine and the post-communist region overall. The result of these discussions were used to develop a multi-disciplinary research formula which inclines that the project outcomes include: a) an analysis of archives’ sources and other print materials, including press articles and iconography of all three revolutions; b) an archive of oral history interviews with direct participants of all three events; and c) organizing academic symposia which will allow for additional verification of information obtained in historical sources. The first such seminar was held in Warsaw on 28 February–1 March 2017. It was followed by the second seminar in February 2018, which—however—focused more on the consequences of the Euromaidan, yet still made many references to the protests that took place in 2013–2014. 

It is important to stress that the value of the oral history method allows for an extraction of the so-called “human dimension” of the revolutionary events that is often described by historians and political scientists, but also hard to be empirically tested in research. This extraction of emotions is possible thanks to the relationship that is established between the narrator (in our case; participants of protest actions and observers) and the interviewer. Such experience was described for example by Michal Bosworth who pointed out the “directness” of oral history, which—in his view—decides on the higher value of this method over a classical review of sources9. Another researcher, Lutz Niethammer, stressed how the reconstruction of memory, especially by participants of events who—for numerous reasons—did not put their experiences in written form, significantly expands the historian’s field of view10. Both these authors have used oral history in their research considering it an important source of knowledge and willingly stressing this fact11.

Franka Maubach, who analysed research undertaken with the application of the oral history method in Germany in the second half of the 20th century, also stressed the role of the researchers’ approach to the interview12. This is the most visible when the researchers’ academic background is taken into account as clearly the method is differently used by historians or political scientists, sociologists or psychologists. Linda Shopes explains this characteristic by pointing out that the methods the researchers know from their own disciplines, as well as their personal research experience, is what determines the specific use of techniques13. 

Adhering to the “more history” approach to oral history we have developed specific rules of conduct that we expected from the interviewers who carried out the field research in the framework of the project. Additionally, we prepared a list of participants to be interviewed. Their selection was made based on the desired categories and thematic areas. Subsequently, a training was organized for interviewers in Kyiv and an academic conference was held in Warsaw summarizing the state of research into contemporary Ukraine in the context of the three revolutionary events14. 

Since a large part of the respondents-informers selected for our project were people who were politically or socially active (which is also one of the characteristics deciding on the unique nature of this research) the process of arranging interviews, or even their duration, had to be shortened, or significantly modified in many cases. Quite often the interviewers were pushed to make such decisions because the respondent participated only in one of the events that we were researching. Despite this drawback, we were aware that for this research project (mainly because of the extraordinary historical circumstances that we were examining and their outcomes which are still taking place, including the war in eastern Ukraine and its consequences) there are more benefits from the interviews which we have conducted and recorded than there were disadvantages and risks. That is why, we were eager to complete our shortcomings with other oral history interviews that were collected in Ukraine and are available for researchers. 

Generally speaking, oral history research in regards to Ukraine and Eastern Europe already has a long tradition. Among numerous existing oral history projects that are available, and that we are also partially using in our project15, there are studies that focus on one particular revolutionary event. Collected in this way, the records of participants’ memories are also recognized as valuable historical sources. The distinctiveness of this project, however, lies in the fact that it focuses on the continuity of processes, analysing social mobilization, intergenerational learning of revolutions, as well as includes a comparison of social protests in Ukraine with protests in other states which took place in the same moments of history.

The next issue that we had to account for is the diversity of narrators, or in our case informers as understood in the typology of Marta Kurkowska-Budzan16. This diversity is reflected in the obtained material. Overall, we can state that we have interviewed two types of informers. The first group includes “ordinary” participants of the protests (the so-called participants “from below”). In this case, justification for conducting an interview is clear as the interview is probably the only possibility to access, for research purposes, the memory of a direct participant of historical events. Quite the opposite is true for the second group of respondents, namely politicians, in some cases also those holding high offices (former presidents, current parliamentarians, etc.) A series of limitations can be observed in regards to the latter group which were confirmed in our prior research experiences and which include such challenges as: a) interviewees having no time to meet and talk with researchers; b) interviews taking place in uncomfortable; c) often excessively formal settings; d) difficulties with time allotment (politicians were unable to dedicate a set amount of time for an interview). These are typical situations faced by researchers who want to conduct oral history interviews with those who give interviews almost every day and thus do not treat meetings with a researcher as something special17. Another important issue is that the researcher who uses oral history to conduct interviews with politicians is aware of the fact that this professional group is the least credible group of respondents in this kind of research projects18. 

Another issue to consider was the misshaping of stories by respondents, which takes place in the process of multiple recreations of historical events, as discussed by Piotr and Hubert Francuz. In their text, prepared for the Museum of the Warsaw Uprising, the researchers wrote: “The more often stories are brought up, the greater their durability (the principle rule of learning), but also (…) the bigger their modifications. This is because autobiographic memories not only include ‘dry’ information about an event, but also provide information about the way in which we personally experienced them (our emotions, goals, motivations, expectations, etc. at that time)19”.

This “exploitation” of the overused autobiographic memory was quite visible in our research. They can be seen in the transcripts of interviews with politicians. In many cases, they talked, especially when not interrupted, about the events that they had earlier discussed with other people—be it journalists or other researchers. Much could be written about the limitations of such interviews, however it is also unwise to give them up entirely as quite often these politically active respondents hold important public positions for a very long time and it remains very uncertain when (if ever) the moment comes that they will be able to make statements about the past events that are not selective or aimed at self-promotion. The latter two tendencies are, unfortunately, quite common and thus researchers need to treat them with great caution. 

Collected data 

Overall throughout the entire research process over 100 interviews were conducted in four languages: Ukrainian, Russian, Polish and English. Their transcripts were translated into English so that they could be available to a large audience of international researchers. Subsequently, interview transcripts were edited for publication (a large collection is available online at http://www.3rnatolin.eu) with minimum possible intervention. In other words, texts presented in this volume, but also online, reflect a faithful translation of the original interviews. In terms of language, only explicit repetition of words was eliminated and in some cases syntax was slightly modified. There were no other changes introduced into the text of the interviews apart from added footnotes, which include information for readers who are less familiar with the Ukrainian/post-Soviet context or that which is crucial to understand the intention of the speaker. The footnotes have also been prepared with an assumption that this material will be read by future researchers and scholars who, for understandable reasons, will be less familiar with the events which took place in the 20th or early 21st century. Importantly, from the standpoint of research ethics, all interviewees and interviewers voluntarily agreed to participate in the research project. They were also informed about the planned publication and signed a written consent, allowing for the interview to be published. All published interviews are transcripts of whole recordings and reflect the order of the interview as it took place. 

Gathered empirical material, both in terms of the content of interviews, but also the form of transcripts of workshops with groups of protest participants, significantly complements existing knowledge regarding revolutionary experiences in Ukraine. First and foremost, it is an illustration of social and family background of their participants. This information can be a valuable source for those researchers who are interested in determining how small group socialization, be it in families or among groups of friends, can influence future political choices and to what extent early experiences with anti-communist dissident movements have had an impact on participants’ future decisions. If verified positively, this hypothesis could also have a large contribution to the further expansion of the inter-generational continuation of revolutionary experience theory that is being put forward in this publication. 

In addition, based on an observed presence of spiritual leaders at all three Ukrainian revolutions, interviews included questions regarding the role of religion in protest movements in Ukraine. Quite significantly, the answers allow us to formulate the statement that while religious organizations played an important role of consolidating protesters around the same cause, religious background was not a determinant in the choice of whether to join the protest action or not. Emerging from the interviews is rather a picture of religion as an element in Ukrainian identity-building process which overlaps with the development of other value-systems, such as patriotism or democratization. This can be interpreted, for example, from the interview with Mykhailo Cherenkov (included in this volume) which reads as follows: 

Katerina Novikova: Which moments at Maidan were symbolic in your opinion?

 

Mykhailo Cherenkov: The entire square praying “Our Father, Who Art in Heaven”; from the spiritual point of view, on the Maidan it was the most symbolic moment. That appeal to God gave power to the people. If we, as a nation, turn to God, we become invincible. Regardless of whether the Maidan is dispersed or not, whether they kill you or not, you are walking on an indestructible foundation. This was very symbolic to me. Also, the fact that while praying, the future president Petro Poroshenko stood next to me, he was frozen to death as much as I was.

The role of religion that was observed to have increased with subsequent revolutions, reaching the highest peak at the Euromaidan. Therefore, it is not surprising that it was after this revolution when the greatest increase of religiosity was observed in Ukraine. 

Also significantly, the oral history interviews provide an insight into the motivations behind the protests. These findings of the research project are clearly a contribution to political sciences and sociology of politics as they reveal a value-driven motivation for Ukrainian activism. For example, in an interview with Arseniy Finberg (included in this volume) we read: 

AK: What motivated you to take part in the Orange Revolution? What was the purpose back then?

 

AF: I had faith in change. There was a belief that exactly through... through the revolution, through this we will be able to change the country. 

Characteristically, as it turns out from the research, values that were enumerated by the protesters and which were regarded as those that had led them to participate in revolutions included: democracy, patriotism, independence, freedom, transparency, honesty, but also free market, high standards of living, dignity. Importantly, it is apparent from the interviews that in all revolutionary cases the participants could easily point out to what they were protesting against (injustice, non-democratic rule, corruption, Russian influence, etc.). Illustrative in this regard is the interview with Mykola Kniazhytsky (included in this volume) which reads as follows: 

Mykola Kniazhytsky: That’s why I see all three of the revolutions as a battle for independence.

 

Paweł Pieniążek: A war for independence or for a place in Europe? In the European Union?

 

Mykola Kniazhytsky: First of all, it’s definitely a battle for independence. But if it’s a battle for independence, then [independence] from whom? From Russia. Who can protect us? Someone who is on the other side and not too friendly with Russia. So we need the EU, for example, or NATO to protect us. Of course, there were other aims, too. Economic aims. Values. Because people who are fighting for their independence also want a fair society and they understand that we don’t have our independence because the Russian tsar has always bought the Ukrainian and Polish elites. And that corruption once killed Ukrainian and Polish independence. In order to get rid of corruption, we need transparent rules, and that’s why we’re attracted to the values that connect us to Europe. In addition, we don’t want Ukrainians to keep dying on the borderlines, so that means that human lives mean more to us than any ideological values. That’s also something we have in common with Europe. Because that’s not common in Russia at all, they send their soldiers off to war in Ukraine, you can see the Russian chevrons. And we can see how Savchenko met the Russian officers who were taken prisoner, because nobody wants them back home. And that’s what happens constantly. And that’s also something that brings us closer to Europe and further from Russia. But as for the goal of being in the EU… I think that’s an exaggeration. 

Understandably, there was less clarity in the answers and unity of voices in regards to what the protesters were supporting. This was especially true for the 2013–2014 revolution. The term “European values” here is the most illustrative example, as it was rarely explained in meaning and rather used in the context of greater political and economic freedoms. Based on the interviews, but also the content of the workshop transcripts, it can yet be assumed that the protesters did not have one uniform understanding of what European values were and many misconceptions in regards to Europe were noticeable in protest rhetoric. This observation can help better understand the group of Maidan protesters, even though united by one cause, as a heterogeneous community whose members adhere to different value systems and beliefs, which also explains some of the divisions in the post-revolutionary times. This characteristic was true for all three protest actions. 

Recommendation for further research

As stated in the theoretical analyses included in the first volume of this publication and verified through oral history interviews, social mobilization and change in Ukraine are long-lasting processes, which are, to a great extent, also unique. There are many indications that they are still unfinished. Therefore, from the research perspective, it may be necessary to establish a long-term research project to analyse changes in Ukraine as well as the reform processes and their social perception which includes the application of the oral history method. It is also important to continue analysing the political role and influence of the intellectual elite, on the one hand, and business (oligarchic) schemes on the other. 

Another area that certainly requires a continuation of research is the behaviour and value-systems of “ordinary people”—that is regular participants of revolutionary events who after being active during the protest actions return to their daily routines. The phenomenon of these people’s returns to the Maidan (i.e. participation in subsequent revolutions despite disappointment with the outcomes of the previous revolution) is cognitively fascinating although difficult to fully grasp by research methods. Thus, “convincing” the narrator that his/her story is as important as the historical decisions of politicians or well-known political commentators were an important element of this research. 

In addition, the international context of the Ukrainian revolutions suggests that more oral history research could be used to obtain information about these events from foreign actors such as the mediators, diplomats, members of the European Parliament, and members of election observatory missions. Finally, given the ongoing conflict in eastern Ukraine, which clearly is a consequence of the 2013–2014 revolution in Kyiv, it is recommended that further research includes an examination of a military conflict as an outcome of a protest action taking place in the second decade of the 21st century in a modern society in the centre of Europe.
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Endless Visions of the Past:
The Paradox of Historical Research

Barbara Krauz-Mozer 

Historical knowledge

Many contemporary researchers, especially those who analyse the social dimension of human existence from a historical perspective, feel despair as they realize how disappointing the outcomes of their work may be. This sense of hopelessness may even lead to an abandonment of their academic work altogether, thereby enforcing the opinion that social reality is beyond complete cognition and impossible to grasp. Spreading such information only feeds the nihilist approach to historical studies, destructive in consequences, which assumes that historical “truth” is unavailable for cognition1. 

Yet for over two thousand years researchers have attempted diverse recreations of the past and engaged in the search for knowledge about previous generations. In this way, they have advanced research in an area which struggles to keep clarity of thought. However, this characteristic of historical knowledge is probably one of the reasons why subsequent generations have been unsuccessful in seeking satisfactory answers to their questions. Instead, they came to a greater understanding of the limitations of their knowledge, or lack thereof, experiencing certain helplessness towards the challenge hidden within.

This realization can be intimidating, even though collecting knowledge about the past, as it is undertaken by each generation, is usually inspiring. It provides researchers with a motif to expand our knowledge about the world and is one of the conditions for progress and civilizational development. Overall, it allows us to deepen our understanding about human society and the changes that it has undergone throughout centuries2. It also enforces an assumption that social reality is not a ready-made product, something with a permanent pattern. It is rather a haphazard process of constant becoming. Possibly, this is what generates our interest in the past and fascination with historical research, turning a historian into a patient seeker of “facts”; a courageous tracker of the past “spirit”. One who knows that rational thinking and empirical evidence, which are dynamic and subject to permanent change, are not processes for discovering permanent truths. Simply put, it is the ability to obtain new and rapidly expanding data whose meanings are often impossible to determine or imagine. As a consequence of the latter, our maps of historical knowledge are abundant with white spots. At the same time, by relying on all available sources our seekers are not that much aimed at finding answers as they are driven by the same, somewhat reformulated, question: “What things really were like?” To answer this, we need to determine whether our research is aimed at enforcing “facts” or understanding their “meaning”? 

The word “history” refers to both the past, that is events which took place and are irreversible, and to the writings about the past that are based on indirect observations. There is a significant difference between history understood as past events that form the story of human communities and history understood as a product of the research of this past, which is an outcome of academic investigation. The latter is an element of knowledge accumulated in historical works3.

This meaning of “history” understood as knowledge expressed in a written language has ancient roots. Yet, it was at the turn of the 19th century when history became recognized as science. It was mainly thanks to the work of Leopold von Ranke (1795–1886) who determined that there were scientific, or positivist, grounds in history. Von Ranke was convinced that it was possible to obtain knowledge about past that fully illustrates what had happened. It was suffice that researchers returned to the archives and diligently sought sources. Thereby, they could unfailingly obtain true knowledge about the past, assuming that it is enough to be faithful to sources. Until today, and in the very same vein, many historians stubbornly repeat the famous phrase, following van Ranke’s thinking that they can “state only what things were like4”. This concept also changed some writers, who while writing about the past took pride in rhetorical elegance or philosophical acuity, into professional academics. In that way, they became historians who made a profession of researching the past. Their works started to meet academic criteria while the knowledge that they generated became recognized as truth and was believed to be in accordance with the reality of the past. It was said that they were describing things “as they were”. 

A similar belief is held by many contemporary researchers who think that the outcome of their work is a verbal copy of the past as it is in accordance with the evidence obtained through historical sources. However, the difference is that today we have a much deeper and nuanced methodological awareness which allows us to state that while empirical experiences provide merely data, it is their selection and description—always undertaken through some kind of language—which allows us to establish facts. We have also a better understanding of the complexity and difficulties with capturing the nature of facts as well as a better recognition of our cognitive limitations, also in regards as how to ask about historical truth. In addition, wide research into cognitive processes5 has provided grounds to a conviction that historical studies do not offer one adequate and complete image of the past events, but rather one of their possible versions. To various degrees they are all truth-like, but never full, adequate or complete. 

Truth in historical studies

In that case, what does it mean to seek truth in historical studies? To answer this, it is necessary to ask one more, very important, question. Namely what is truth? Questions about truth are asked on different occasions and in various contexts. They are articulated in regards to academic work, but also everyday life. We hear them in religious, moral, philosophical, or even political and legal, debates. Yet, before carrying the analysis further, we should also ask if in each of these cases we are talking about the same truth? 

Even more, the highly ambiguous question about truth brings about more doubt and new questions. Such as: “What is this truth about?” or “what kind of truth is that?”6 These ambiguities cannot yet be eliminated, regardless of whether we formulate our answers in a natural language or theoretical (scientific) language. Instead, they reveal polarization in historical knowledge, which can be described by two approaches. The first assumes relative truth. It is of dialogic nature and value-driven, but also rooted and meaning-oriented. The second seeks the so-called correspondence truth. It relies on facts which are reconstructed based on available sources7. 

The past, which is at the centre of historians’ interest, is not simply an empirical reality composed of facts and theorems. It is also the world of phenomenological experiences, reflective judgments and practical activities as well as never-ending confrontations where everybody adheres to their own values. Both these dimensions are included in the term history. Thus, on the one hand, history points to linear causality, influence, domination, and subordination, but, on the other hand, it also reveals their temporality, rationality and retroactivity in a form of a systematically limited causality.

Put in a different context and language convention, these issues lead to the eternal question as whether historical knowledge is subjective and dependent on researchers or maybe it is objective and independent of the researchers? While the answer to this question has not yet been found, exploration of cognitive relations that take place between what is researched and who researches it are at the core of the ongoing methodological debates. 

Overall, the same historical event can be analysed many times and from different perspectives8. It can be also investigated by researchers operating in different time periods and places, thereby differently conditioned. This characteristic of historical research explains the unsustainability of the antagonistic division between a fact and a meaning (a factual truth and a dialogical truth) as it is indeed unjustified to talk about facts and historical truths outside the context of their meaning, interpretations and judgements. In other words, sources as such do not tell us anything. They always require interpretation. 

At the same time, to be true, history needs to stay faithful to testimonies and facts which are used as references. When evidence is justly refuted, new analyses should be undertaken, nonetheless. History is also a subjective narration. In this sense, it is a narrative9—a painting of the past image. It interprets facts, placing them in a wider context selected by the researcher. It rams facts into the course of narration which is meant to be convincing to the recipients. 

Seemingly, the issue of truth and its status are among the most complicated questions faced by social sciences. This is not only because truth has different culture-dependent meanings, but also because the concept of truth in science, which is of key importance for this analysis, is also quite ambiguous. 

The analytical and empirical model of science assumes that truth means adequateness between thoughts and reality which is being researched. This approach perceives truth as correspondence (adequacy) of statements that are made in regards to an objective reality. The latter assumes a reality that is independent of the researchers and outside them. 

An analysis of critical approaches to social sciences shows an understanding of truth where thoughts—or what these thoughts express—are in accordance with reality. This, in turn, assumes that truth is available to multiple observers. Thus, “a statement is considered true when it is accurate, meaning the state of affairs, that it refers to, exists (…). Here, the word ‘truth’ in regards to a sentence means that the state of affairs that this sentence refers to exists10”. Thereby, any attempt to reach truth requires presenting it in a language and expressions in sentences which relate to reality. 

Thus, truth is not an object, but rather a judgement about reality. It is a semantic characteristic of sentences which assumes certain relations to entities that exist outside language. A characteristic feature of judgement is that its only intention is to be true, unlike the case of other forms of speech. Thus, a spoken word is true, when what is being communicated through it refers to a certain object.11 Scientific sentences are either true or false, depending on what reality is like and which is independent of us. 

This statement, however, should not be associated with an approach that propagates “imaging” or “reflecting” reality. We do not express entities as they exist, but as we think about them. Thoughts, in turn, are capable of constructing the world in various ways. This characteristic has significant consequences for the cognitive value of our knowledge. We can talk about truthfulness only in regards to thoughts, judgements and statements, but not objects that exist in the world. We yet know that objects exist and this knowledge is based on the assumptions that are in contrast to scepticism12. 

What we have at our disposal is merely our knowledge about truth, a project of truth. It is always dependent on the researcher’s subjectivity and ascertained within a certain theory and a certain language. Yet there are many partial truths. There are as many of them as there are empirically justified theories in science. Yet, there is only one concept of truth. As such it can be found on the horizon of science. Without it, science would be just a collection of ad hoc beneficial and useful skills. 

Supporters of cognitive realism and realistic interpretation of truth believe that cognizable are objects which exist, last and are outside our cognition. Overall, cognition takes place in the process where observers are influenced by the relationship which takes place between them and the objects. Everything that is cognizable for us exists outside us, influencing, in one way or another, our senses. These assumptions, however, do not indicate that everything that is seen by us exists in exactly the same way as we see it. Thus, at the very most we can only be certain that things exist but we cannot be fully certain as to what things are really like. 

Given the above, it is quite justified to claim that there are more things in the world than our knowledge can encompass. We learn more about them than we can pass this knowledge to others. The majority of our knowledge is thus fragmentary, truth-like, or seemingly true, because the final, full and irrefutable truth about social reality is impossible to obtain; we can only approach it. 

The idea of truth as a disintegrated approximation13, one that is composed of partial and temporary truths, leads us to the belief that nobody has all the answers in regards to social reality, and at least for now nobody can with full certainty decide whether available answers are correct or not. This means, following the thinking of fallibilism, that all elements of knowledge are questionable14 and that Descartes’s belief in the ability to reach certainty was an illusion15.

Reaching truth assumes endless attempts and a right to error combined with a warranty that mistakes allow further examinations. The characteristic feature of scientific knowledge is that it is partial and hypothetical, full of suppositions and uncertainties. Yet, in a sense, it is also objective knowledge. Being expressed in a language it is also subject to discussions which are conducted in an impersonal manner and which allow an analysis of a for and against argumentation and completely ignore the motifs driving people to present their hypotheses. There is indeed no logical relationship between the truthfulness and falseness of a preposition and the researchers’ motifs to formulate it. 

Yet, in the language of scientific discovery the concept of truth does not only function as a form of judgement. It also has an autotelic value which determines the objective and, at the same time, justification of research efforts. For science truth is what profits are for trade—not reaching them makes both of these activities useless.

The concept of truth, as a kind of categorical value, is usually understood in terms of an absolute cognition ideal. It assumes cognition that is not subject to relativization. In other words, one that provides final and adequate knowledge about reality. Final and adequate in this regard means aiming at the highest possible objectivity and deprived of any subjectivity. In turn, complete cognition assumes a comprehensive approach to reality which is perceived as an object of cognition and which assumes a sine ira et studio rule.

And yet it remains questionable whether such cognition is even possible, especially given that ideal knowledge does not exist. What is more, to determine even the simplest facts researchers need to establish prior theoretical assumptions, which they do in a more or less conscious way. In consequence, scientifically obtained knowledge goes beyond empirical findings. Unavoidably, it also needs to include an element of faith in the truthfulness of the assumptions. 

The lack of satisfactory results, however, cannot be seen as a sufficient and justified cause to neglect the authority of science and a pretext to regard it as a source of intellectual oppression16. A resignation from an aspiration to reach this ideal seems to be tantamount to negation of cognition. Not only would it mean that we do not want to know the purpose of our research, but it would also deprive us, human beings, of one of the sources of our agency: that is the ability to perceive truth. 

How, thus, given the above, researchers and historians manage to obtain scientific knowledge about the past? Knowledge that is characterised by gradable truthfulness. First and foremost, researchers need to master and expand their research skills, all in hope to correct or complement the existing knowledge of what things “were really like” in earlier times. 

Oral history

Today, there is a noticeable increase in the popularity of the oral history method and a greater appreciation of oral testimonies made by witnesses of history. In addition to all other available written sources, these are valuable sources of subjective knowledge. They show historical events from a certain point of view, but also provide knowledge about the past that is often omitted in official historiography. They are clearly more focused on preserving the so-called historical memory of a society17. 

Overall, research projects that apply the oral history method tend to focus not only on high-profile events and famous people, but also put ordinary people and their perspectives at the centre of the analysis. By so doing, they allow researchers to explore the value system of their interlocutors. Oral history is a result of the fascination with the stream of consciousness and an admiration for diversity of reality which is abundant with ideas, institutions, nature, and motivations. It is charmed by the fluidity of subjective, unverifiable experiences and relativist in its privilege dialogic truth, one that questions the authority of Enlighted science, but also one that enables and deepens mutual understanding. 

A narrow understanding of oral history assumes interviews with witnesses of history, while a broader approach assumes a specific area of knowledge and methods to obtain it. Based on the latter approach, it is an inter-disciplinary research method which resembles grounded theory which, in turn, assumes communication and dynamic interactions between a researcher and an interlocutor who was a witness or participant of a past event. The obtained material is archived and later subject to interpretation, which can take different forms depending on the academic discipline whose methodology was used in the research project. 

Thus, a historian will use the interpretation method which has roots in the traditional method of historical research. It focuses on facts presented by interlocutors. A sociologist, in turn, will treat testimonies presented through oral history as unrepeatable interpretive events which are based on a more or less conscious selection of a narrative performed by observers who are limited in their cognition. 

A deeper methodological reflection indicates that data obtained from language is an incubator of errors and misunderstandings. It always assumes interpretation of the text. The latter, in turn, is performed in behavioural language, one that is communicated and verifiable. It focuses on facts that are gathered “from the outside”. Thus, an analysis of sheer data in phenomenological language requires a change of text into a record of “speech acts” with an intentional attitude and which will provide facts that have been collected “from the within”. This, in turn, means that interlocutors (authors of texts—narrators) are agents who have their own convictions, desires and mind-sets which are intentional. Their analysis gets the researcher closer to the conscious mind which can be regarded as a source of intentional activity18. 

Admittedly, facts related to mental states generate serious methodological concerns. For this reason, some researchers do not even regard them as scientific data, pointing out that they are not verifiable by objective methods. This rule currently dominates in all empirical sciences and at times it is even used as an ideological principle allowing to undermine scientific research into social reality.

In general “cultivation” of such discipline as history requires, first and foremost, analysis of sources, which are diverse linguistic testimonies of the past. Yet, it also calls for reflection over their interpretation. Historians recognise their subject of research, which is always grounded in the past, by carrying out an indirect observation. One that is undertaken from their place in social structures and a specific point in time. To do it they use all available written sources, but also material ones, which were created by past communities. This, however, generates a series of concerns and reservations. Their analysis, on the other hand, makes us realise limits of scientific historical knowledge, meaning the problems that researchers have with “historical truth”. 

It goes with almost no saying that past events are not easy to be brought in. It is impossible to avoid “white spots” in history and its reconstruction is always fragmentary. Just as fragmentary are the sources, while the researchers are also “observers who are cognitively limited”. These characteristics of historical research impede complete cognition of the past reality which was diverse and multi-dimensional19. As a result, the vision of the past that emerges from historical knowledge, and which is doomed for flaws and imperfection, is in a sense more assumed than it is recreated. 

What is more, in contemporary times “historical truth” also has to undergo the test of political correctness, barriers of censorship which are marked by political interests of the researchers’ state or other states, but also the grassroots censorship of the society which is not capable of accepting knowledge that breaks existing and comfortable stereotypes in the thinking about the past. When society is not able to accept historical truth, it can allow for such understanding of history that treats it as a special element of patriotic education. In such situations the role of the historians is to take up a servant role in building a politically-accepted vision of the past.

However, it is the above-mentioned problems that are at the foundation of scientific historical research and that keep historians busy, constituting their profession, and at the same time justifying their role in the society. Should we assume that source materials are reliable and complete to recreate a past event and that there is no ambiguity in their regards, there would be no need for further work or discussions? History remains yet an area of permanent controversies. It is a place of dispute between researchers, but also a dispute between the past and present, and the future. Between what is real, what has already taken place, and what will take place in the future—let me add that this latter tension is always born in the present and in addition to the scientific it has also a clearly political side.

Limitations of historical research 

Unquestionably, all historical records have gaps. This explains why there are always problems with objectivity of research, contradictions in data analysis, and controversial areas of uncertainty. As a result, at times researchers see the past reality as a foreign country, one which is characterised by customs that are different than those that are binding people today, while the language that people in the past used to communicate is seen as expressing a different understanding of the world20. How, in such a case, one should understand the language of a document from the past and critically assess it “from the within”, being aware that not only verbal communication, but also other means of expression, behavioural patterns, value systems and lifestyles are culturally diverse and change with the passage of time? Thus, for different reasons they can be incomprehensive to a researcher21. 

Researchers can also have a different opinion in this regard, claiming that if the past is only a foreign country, then its inhabitants behave in exactly the same way as we do today. Somewhere there on the bottom of this controversy there is an old, unresolved dispute over human condition, the concept of freedom, the agency of history22. Solving these issues does not, nonetheless, belong to the traditional area of historical reflection. 

A separate, yet not small, problem is the impact that the numerous flaws in source materials have on our knowledge about the past. Consider situations when there are missing pages, when the text is painted over, or destroyed, or dispersed in archives that are unavailable, or not verified by the researcher. Once discovered, these missing sources often question the truthfulness of existing historical knowledge. Not to mention that there is abundance of problems with sources that are faced by the researchers of most recent history. However, majority of relevant materials remain in archives unavailable to researchers, or have been even unidentified. Also while researching the sources historians recognize (or not) falsifications or come across real documents that confirm an unreal state of affairs. In such cases, they need to take into account credibility of the informer. The way in which they perform such an analysis indicates the level of their professional competence23. 

Another obstacle in reaching historical truth, in addition to source materials, are the inherent limitations of the researchers themselves. Each researcher is burdened with some kind of prejudice, is a stakeholder and has his/her convictions or holds a social position. Each researcher is conditioned by his/her gender, sexual orientation, cultural profile, has a certain level of knowledge and professional competence. And this is to enumerate just the most important factors, which predetermine our motivations and which have an impact on the research process and its outcomes. 

Thus, it is the researchers’ interests and motivations that decide on the choices of what should and could be studied. History, being a collection of true narratives about the past, also emerges from researchers’ personal interests and their decisions what to tell others. Historians’ motivations as which topic to choose for their research not only change with time, but are also conditioned by many things. When we look at the history of history we can come to a conclusion that interest in the past is not only a result of historians’ cognitive curiosity. It is also a reflection of fashionable cultural trends and political doctrines24. The reconstruction of the past, thus, requires not only presentation. It is not enough to collect and present sources in the form of historical narration about what took place, hoping that sources will appeal to the reader. The past does not make a story on its own. As a whole it is quite chaotic, incoherent and complex, just like human life. Empirical experience provides data but it is their selection and description that create facts. The task of the researcher is to put order to the unimaginably large amount of past events, and find patterns in them, as well as meanings and narrations25. Since Max Webber there has been a belief that researchers assign meaning to the past in their narratives. One that is impossible to read just from history and one that is a result of their might. 

They also need to present an interpretation that puts the narrative in a wider context, one that goes beyond simple considerations of what took place, and one that allows us to understand the meaning that the reconstructed events had to the people who lived at the time when they took place. Both individuals and larger social groups.

The selection of possible meanings, which are regarded as important for the interpretation of sources, is conditioned by the decisions made by researchers. Those, in turn, do not depend as much on the researchers, or are a result of an accident. They are rather a reflection of what historians consider interesting and important, starting with moral and philosophical convictions, their worldviews or motivations. In these circumstances source documents are like parts of large puzzles. Their different arrangements are comparable to different patterns of solitaire that can be made from the same deck of cards. Thereby, we can guess, assume, at times doubt, but never forget that everything that took place in the past and has a meaning today depended and still depends on human beings, their choices, judgements, activities and ideas. The presentation of events which were verified in sources and interpretation of their meaning allow us to reconstruct the past in many equally true versions. Thus, we can daresay that scientific historical knowledge is composed of many equally rightful historical narratives, which go along diverse genetic courses. 

And yet, at times, we can come across historians who are convinced that while presenting their own version of past events, they present the only possible version and refute all others. In this way, they try to put history into the framework of only one true narration. One which is independent of the researcher. Based on such an understanding of history (especially in the case of national history) is the belief that history can teach, judge, show something, justify our right to pride (take the examples of Great Britain or France), allow us to stipulate the superior role of our culture and race (like it was in the case of Germany) or historical justice (Poland). Not to mention that history can be used to justify the right to revenge or kill. 

A refutation and criticism of such an idea does not have to, and should not, lead to extreme relativization of historical knowledge, which would mean assigning equal weight to each version of events. Such understanding of history is clearly deprived of people. And yet truth which we so much aspire to achieve, originates in the sphere of human activity and has to be showed in its complexity. A fight in the name of one, uniform truth, complete and adequate, means a consent to silence other possible histories. This phenomenon has been quite well known for over two thousand years. Yet, in regards to the research process we can observe it at the moment when historians refute various new approaches, paradigms or points of view, especially those that would reveal new sources or allow a construction of different explanations or interpretations. This explains why history, as a research process and knowledge about the past, starts with questions and ends with them. It never ends. It is never closed. It is rather a process full of disputes in which we analyse ourselves, even though at different moments of time and from different points of view. Thinking about history, our relationships with the past, selecting some episodes from them to describe the past, explain matters and determine their meanings takes us to the question of fragmentary selection. When one vision of the past comes back and becomes socially accepted, it becomes quite powerful and can prove to be a useful instrument of influencing collective thinking. Thus, a reflection on history requires consideration of what and who can benefit from collected facts and events which are presented as the only true ones26. This question generates political tensions and shows a different face of history; it shows its function that goes beyond cognition or practicality. It is the political role that clearly illustrates the lack of shared scale for truth and usefulness. 

The paradox

The demand for historical truth includes a certain hope. It expresses our faith that it is possible to reach truth and a conviction that historians do not give up on the idea of truth and while reconstructing the past they hold on to the information that they obtain in sources. At the same time they accept the fact that they do not provide complete information; they do not invent new sources or silence testimonies which do not match their argumentation, without creating any new facts or twisting the existing ones. Such a conviction is based on the belief that the methods that are used in the historians’ research are constructed in such a way that their application gets researchers closer to truth as well as that past can be captured in the form of a logical narration. Historical truth thus comes across as a permanent process of consensus-reaching as what is regarded as truth and what is accepted as a legitimate true story. As a result, truth is in a certain way agreed on during the negotiation process, where objectivity is replaced by inter-subjectivity. Such a methodological strategy, despite its weaknesses, frees history from excess of subjectivity. It is also a reflection of faith put into the possibility of reaching truth-like knowledge, which is anonymous, general and to a large extent independent. It allows us to hope that truth is relatively independent from our biological, socio-cultural or political context. 

On the other hand, noticeably, such state of affairs justifies a suspicion that historians are always wrong because there is no such thing as complete certainty in their profession. For years, researchers have been undertaking a fight to catch a complete and adequate truth, yet its final outcome is pre-decided and they are doomed to failure. Nonetheless, they do not give up, patiently and continuously undertaking this effort. They stick to the true message of sources, listen to witnesses and participants of the past events. In so doing, they search for all possible materials that are testimonies to the past to fully understand historical events and phenomena. 

They never fabricate facts, but determine events and try to adequately recognize their meanings. They are torn between the almost atavistic need to fulfil curiosity as “how things really were” and construct the real image of the human past. At the same time they are aware that it will be impossible to write one true story. Hence, they only adhere to the idea of partial truth, one that is more of an approximation to truth and is refutable (which does not mean that it is the relative dialogic truth). In the case of historical knowledge, it allows us to explain why the word “past” can include so many different images of the same, irreversible and unchangeable, past. One which “was as it was” and yet it was remembered by witnesses in many different ways, even though professional historians described it in yet a different way. While the former provide us with subjective truth, which they build based on personal experiences, the latter look for an inter-personal, objective and truth-like knowledge. We should appreciate both sides; the systematic scientific reflection over the past and its enrichment through collected narrative presented by those who had experienced the past events—it is their stories that can indeed save us!

It is certainly difficult to capture and understand the significance of this paradox. At times it is even painful. Intuitively, historians noticed it a long time ago, precisely when someone called Herodotus “the father of history”, while others described him as the “father of lies”. 
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The Maidan Against the Matrix

Oksana Zabuzhko

I wrote this article in December 2013 and January 2014 as part of the “intellectual agenda for the Maidan” (in this way I mean the Maidan movement, and not the Maidan stage!) while it was still keeping to its firm resolution of being a peaceful protest and the international press and numerous civil movements around the world were spreading its most innovative initiatives. There was an unmistakable feeling that a new quality was maturing, something absolutely necessary for the modern civilization, a ray of light through the global twist in sobriety. Chopin was played on the yellow-blue piano in front of armed presidential guards with shields … The women’s “mirror manifestation” opposite the ranks of armoured centurions who were confused and embarrassed in front of those mirrors… The visit of girls from the Maidan dressed as “Saint Nicholas’ angels” to the “anti-Maidan” staged in Mariyinsky Park where angry and dull people came to earn a little money not really aware of where and why they had been brought there. The demonstration was brightened and changed by the children’s “Nickolas gift”, like in a cartoon-video to Skrypka’s Shchedryk (Carol of the Bells)… And from the reaction of the Matrix which began to twitch in response, as if wounded, and started regrouping for a kickback, it became clear: this was our main source of power (unleashed by the Maidan)—a power which our opponents did not possess and could not turn to their advantage but only “simulate” it, following the logic according to which the devil is God’s ape. 

Behind all that, there was a clear glimpse of exit (not only for Ukraine!) out of the Kremlin-built scenario of global “neo-totalitarianism”, nourished with massively installed fear, avidity, envy and vanity: a re-coding of the very installation, and then, in a longer prospect, an absolute and drastic change of the rules of the game (organisation of life in the society) which is capable of saving our civilisation from self-destruction. The Maidan was indeed changing the course of history, much more than it could realise. And that winter the Ukrainian society was also changing noticeably. Instead of becoming bitter, it became purified, nobler, kind, and understanding. It started uniting. It was absolutely necessary to conceptualize this experience, to unfold it into a text, and take it from the still purely instinctive, elemental understanding of people as to what they were standing for and suffering under the tons of lies that were poured on them on a daily basis, and bring it to a rational level. 

On 19 January 2014 there was a turning point. The Maidan finally gave way—and moved to the “fire phase”, overheated by a dead-end, two-month tension, like a bull in corrida teased by banderilleros. On 22 January 2014 the second Muravyov terror started in Kyiv. There was no more doubt left: the Matrix had come to kill us. 

The following weeks were not the time to write anything. It was necessary to save oneself (also in the literal sense, physically) and help rescue others. My article was then left unfinished and the “historical window”, into which I intended to use it as a publication, was closed. It was no longer the right time. In this form of interrupted half-words, the piece changed hands for more than a year, like the Soviet samizdat (among others, enriching our post-Maidan discourse with a number of statements which sound general today—the reader will easily recognize them in this text and I hope will derive some pleasure from getting acquainted with the original source). The whole further course of the hybrid war coming to the surface, like the river from under the ice, inadvertently confirmed the rightfulness of the concept laid out in the text, without denying it a single bit—only adding new illustrative material. 

Thus, forced (with first sniper bullets), the incompleteness of the text began appearing to reader-insiders as a kind of stylistic device—a non-finito. There is probably more to it than it seems at first glance. At least because while the war is not over—the finality depends on us: on every reader in particular. And that is why I finally dare to make the article public.

17.03.2016

“You think we’re mad,” the monstrous, armed, rich puppets seem to be saying, “We’ll show you mad. You think we’re bad? We’ll show you bad…”

Peter Pomerantsev. Cracks in the Kremlin Matrix

 

The law of More will be seen to decline:

After another much more seductive:

Dnieper first will come to give way:

Through gifts and tongue another more attractive.

Michel Nostradamus. Centuriae. ІІІ, 95.

Back in September 2013, when it was reported that Putin appointed Vladislav Surkov “commander of the headquarters of the Ukrainian front”, it became clear that Moscow was preparing an unprecedented performance in Ukraine. All the previous Kremlin campaigns aimed at obstructing the signing of the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement, such as custom blocks at the border, “benzopyrene in chocolate”, epic anti-Ukrainian hatred marches in Polish media dedicated to the anniversary of the Volhynia tragedy and the egging of Polish President Komorowski in Lutsk—all that, listed and not listed, was just an adjustment of the field. Military actions were meant to start around Yanukovych’s visit to Vilnius. 

They started, as it should be specified, not in the night of the long batons on 30 November—but with a deceitfully disguised declaration of war by Prime Minister Azarov a week before, on 21 November. On a side note, that day was the Freedom Day, crossed out of the calendar by Yanukovych as it was the anniversary of the beginning of the previous Maidan, which had become a severe personal trauma for Putin in 2004, and for which he was now going to take revenge. There is one more notable coincidence: the decision to postpone the Association Agreement, illegally announced by Azarov on behalf of the cabinet of ministers at the meeting, as it appeared, attended by only nine ministers out of the necessary 22. This grotesquely mirrored the arbitrary decision of handing over Ukraine to the Kremlin that was undertaken by Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko in January 2009. So now Azarov should perhaps be legally subject to imprisonment for seven years, following the same laws as his predecessor?! Already this logic of pre-emption in the actions of all these people flying to Moscow—like air-inflated dolls carefully pretending to be independent politicians—should dispel any illusion concerning the meaning of agreements signed by Yanukovych in Moscow on 17 December 2013. That was undoubtedly the same “landslide victory” as Tymoshenko’s “victory” on 19 January 2009. It was the second, and, according to the intention of the plot writer, final act of the clear surrender of Ukraine to the Kremlin. It was its final and decisive battle across the whole front.

That is what lies on the surface. But that is just the tip of the iceberg. It is high time that we took a more global view at the situation—and try to achieve acutance of its underwater contours, looming through the darkness of our first winter war—2013/2014. 

 

The fact that the Kremlin announced the war on Ukraine was first voiced by Andrey Illarionov. But that war is highly specific. In 1930 the following was said about the staged “case of the Union of Liberation of Ukraine” with which Stalin’s crackdown in Ukraine began: “The Opera ‘The Union of Liberation of Ukraine’, music by the NKVD”. The composer has not changed since that time—only technologies have changed. 

In the globalized information world, as Orwell was the first to guess, no one needs huge armies or carpet bombarding. It is enough to launch a series of bloody reports to international media (on a note: the blood must be real and, preferably, fresh each time) and the whole world will come to the conclusion that a civil war is raging in the country and will readily accept any news about it. The rest is technical business; comprehensive corrosive activity inside the country that must include: 

• Targeted (pinpointed, according to Surkov) recruitment of politicians and public opinion leaders (and it does not matter whether they act blindly as money-minded idiots, or express their consent, or both); 

• Establishing control over national information and financial flows (the two pillars that the special security service normally rests on); 

• Constant intimidation of citizens, both using power-based methods and information methods (particularly efficient is the so-called induced madness—it makes minds as confused as possible so that it becomes unclear “who should be trusted”, “where the truth is”, and one can then channel aggression of the confused society in any direction).

Do all of this and you will have any country in your pocket. Time and money are necessary, and, most importantly, the absence of resistance—but that will be discussed later.

The Kremlin has lots of money—gas and oil prices were as high as ever. There was also enough time—in the period between 2000, when Gazprom started conquering country after country in that way, starting with its own (several explosions in residential buildings and Russians humbly started giving their consent to exchange freedom for security), until the 2012 row with the “third Putin term” few people were yet suspecting that a new candidate for global dominance had already appeared on the map. Statements made by front-men/clowns of the regime like Vladimir Zhirinovsky about their intention “to wash their shoes in the Indian Ocean” were not taken seriously, like Mein Kampf had not been in its time. Those who were particularly quick-witted were criticized. Hélène Blanc complained that French mass media were blocking her and Edward Lucas was depicted as an infamous babbler. When Bulgarian philosopher Angel Grancharov spoke to Ukrainian journalists last year about the gradual Putinization of Bulgaria, particularly through the media, since 2000, his Ukrainian interlocutors did not have any analogies to their homeland in 2000—and only now, in the context of the 2013 events, the Ukrainian online community recalled the Kuchmagate scenario and the Russian imprint lost in it—how quick-wittedly Kuchma (jokes about whom were later cracked that he “worked as a president in Medvedchuk’s administration”), whom people disliked no less than Yanukovych, was cut from the West. It was a déjà vu of 2000 and a déjà vu of 2004. A group of bald guys (the word “titushki” was not used back then) terrorizing polling stations, blood spilt near the Central Election Commission in the night of long sticks on 24 October… That was nothing new, that performance had already been staged—or, as Mykolaychuk’s hero told the devil in the film Propala hramota: “Where have I seen you before?” 

 

It is certainly not easy to recognize parallels distant in time, especially when memory policy aims to remind us only about what is in front of our eyes (again, greetings from Orwell!). But it is more difficult to classify new phenomena—and even Orwell doesn’t help here. His totalitarianism still belonged to the classic epoch, his O’Brien, “the evil genius” of the system is logical and ontological—that is “the devil that exists”—and makes others believe in him. While the current Russian O’Brien—Surkov—plays a much more uncatchable and post-modern devil: a fool of a thousand masks whose main goal is to prove that he does not exist and to consume you, without you even noticing it. That is the innovative feature of the Putin regime as the final phase of the USSR that he managed to flatter, not just the West, but even his nearest neighbours (who, in fact, were to see better!). It is done through lies: removing the old camouflage cloak of communism, this regime has finally managed to really cross Lubyanka with Hollywood (Orwell with Huxley, “Big Brother” with the entertainment industry); and thus it has disguised Lubyanka in the best way possible, and for a long time. Only now the mask has started to slip.

The way that ubiquitous replication of counterfeits/simulacra and blurring of senses to the complete absurdisation of reality—which has been taking place in Russia—has recently been depicted by the British journalist Peter Pomerantsev—and I highly recommend his article “Cracks in the Kremlin Matrix” to all those who are now trying to understand the historical challenges of the scale we are being faced with. In addition to Pomerantsev, I would mention one more discussion; it took place in 2001 with my interlocutor, who was then considered a decent person having something to do with former dissident circles and who is now “a famous political technologist” (a profession which has no counterpart in any European language). Since it is difficult to imagine that someone officially introduced himself as “X…a false-coiner” but he claims to be a political technologist (and we are already accustomed with the word). That very “X” then, put on air as a consecrated person, was interpreting to me, without mentioning names, the New Gospel: “by Berezovsky” and “by Surkov”. “It is the 21st century, the epoch of ideologies is over,” he told me. Politics will merge more and more with art, etc. In other words, there is no point in trying to find any truth in current historical events, since they are becoming more and more irrational, and the sum of irrationality in the world is to seemingly grow… 

I objected: While humans remain humans, they will keep asking questions, without getting satisfied with ready-made answers and if, for example, European mass media did not pay any attention to Ukraine in the 1990s, now all of a sudden Georgiy Gongadze is on all the news, Ukraine is being noticed for the second time since Chornobyl, so the question arises—Quid prodest? 

“X”, my interlocutor, unexpectedly interrupts me—“We will never know! And what happened in reality will also never become known to us, you will see!” 

He was already a Matrix person—and the Matrix was self-protective. On the surface, what he said was the prognostic description of the Matrix: a “post-information” world administered from a common centre, in which all news is fake, all the events are staged by someone and where you have been a robot for quite some time. Afterwards I came across texts and even whole books written “from inside the Matrix”—they all had the same wacky smell of Petrusha Verkhovensky from Dostoyevsky’s Demons, and I felt worried with the thought that whole armies of invisible warriors were working on them somewhere in offices. Since one could use so many people in industrial production of systemic delirium (often openly humiliating) for the sake of transforming a society into a smart biomass, only provided these people are absolutely cynical—just like robots. It’s like Putin, who in an interview to CNN, answering Larry King’s question as to what had happened to the Kursk submarine, with the mocking smile of a detective at an interrogation, sure of his power over the interrogated person, said between his teeth the famous: “She sank”. And Larry King liked this answer very much. They recognized one another, a KGB serviceman and an anchor-man—two insiders: both showmen, both trading fakes for mass audiences. They both had the same contempt for people—either those lying dead at the sea bottom, or the ones staring at the TV screen. And that is what the Matrix relies upon. That is its power. 

 

Behind this stood the globalized media/populist dictatorship of the security services (the fact that over 70 per cent of Russian officials get their second salary from the FSB was mentioned in writing for quite some time and not just by Illarionov). It was without any explicit political ideology since any political ideology is still based on some kind of a social ideal (an idea as what will be better for the society). Instead, what security services know about people is that ideally everyone can be exploited: through deceit or offences. They also know the sum of methods and their mass application—the political technologies. Why should they respect people when they were trained to treat them purely as a tool to reach their goals?

It is true that each profession has its own deviants. But when the deviant refuses to know its place, it starts following the logic of a cancer cell and works for itself. That is the social oncology: the dictatorship of a colon tumour, for example, which aims to take over the whole body. The purpose of the tumour is to transform the whole world into excrement. And the colon does not conceal this: yes, with light-heartedness it laughs at you from everywhere. 

A playful slang word “pousaty” which means “to use” has almost lost its cynical value, and there is nothing special about “everybody making use of everyone“, as the media with the enthusiasm of the specially trained foreign coaches tell us. The main thing is how many “satisfactions” you will have in your life. To be concise, I will quote the original source—Surkov’s novel Okolonolia (yes, he also indulges in literature). Surkov laid out this life philosophy of a colon tumour in the most exhaustive way. It is all put into two lines: “People are of two sorts—users and losers. Users use, while losers crawl. There are few users, and plenty of losers. Am I a miserable loser or a tsar-user?” 

Were you disgusted by this quote? Did you laugh? Or maybe you nodded? Did you put yourself in this quote and felt pity that you are not a “user”? Congratulations, you are in the Matrix. It relies on you.

 

Modern civilisation is incapable of stopping the expansion of the Matrix because the Matrix has developed as an internal disease of this very civilisation. It is a parasite, with the body struck with immune deficiency—the crisis of values. People can easily be bought and deceived, and it is even easier to intimidate when “well-being is the national idea”. Also, for 14 years the Matrix has been going around the world like a knife through butter—and leaves excrement everywhere in its wake: corruption—that is, literally, “spoiling”, “rotting”, “decay”, with the respective output and those who are following the data on western corruption are supposed to have already understood that the front of the war is not along geographical borders—but across human souls...

 

And now to political technologies. The main way to wage this war is unprecedented and surrealistic by its scale. It is the way of mega-trolling where seemingly there is no possibility to distinguish between what is real and what is fake, or to force civilisation from “slipping into virtual reality” and to land on the soil of common sense (there was a similar sense of craziness in the European culture before 1914; Umberto Eco wrote a bit about this back in 2002–2004 when he published a serious of desperate articles analysing Berlusconi’s strategies, which, however, did not prevent Berlusconi from becoming Prime Minister again in 2008). For visualisation purposes, let us take the example of our neighbour. It was the 2010 catastrophe near Smolensk in Russia, in which the top of the Polish political elite perished in a plane crash. Was it a tragic coincidence, or a terrorist act “of special cynicism” planned by a sadist with a sick mind? A macabre-jubilee of the second Katyn-1940? The KGB guys like commemorating jubilees with blood, conquering cities in wartime in dedication to their anniversaries at any cost—so why should they restrain this time? 

Where is the truth, where are lies? “We will never know!” giggles the Matrix. For one identified fake, caught red-handed, the Matrix will immediately add ten, hundred, thousand new ones, flooding whole countries with viral colonies of fakes and it is impossible to dispel this massive fog via the media (Europeans still believe their media!). If you seriously try, as Umberto Eco (and hundreds of Ukrainian online users) did to deconstruct the scenarios imposed by the Matrix, you are already lost, since that is exactly what the Matrix wants. Like a zombie, it will devour your brains, suck up all your energy, spiritual and mental, and get you stuck in a trap of absurdity where, from time to time, new versions will be added (facts, documents) in portions, and you will keep wandering in that labyrinth like a prisoner in a mental hospital, favouring “the masterminds”. Let us not forget that this is a kind of a show—a way “to engage” millions of people in a permanent charade solving in the regime of public discussion that gives them illusions of their involvement in the country’s political life! But if you choose another behaviour option—do not get involved in the game and step aside pretending that the Matrix does not exist and this is not all related to you—then, you have lost. The Matrix wins by default, and will keep attacking further until it drives you into a dead end. And as it is not the emotional response of individuals, but of millions of people, the logical result of such a process is a sense of psychological discomfort accumulating in the society, an under-the-skin irritation, like a small fire under a saucepan. It is the ideal soil for fomenting mass psychoses. 

Poland serves as a good illustration here, since after the 2010 Smolensk catastrophe, the reaction of its elite was clearly polarized by the two above algorithms. One side claims that Russian special forces are to blame and “fights for the truth”, wandering around the labyrinth and accumulating, year after year, more and more anger and aggression. The other side persistently tries to maintain the changed reality with some common sense; it is of the opinion that the very idea of such a terrorist act is nonsense, therefore, the other side is mad to believe this. That is a task with no solution, each side stays with its own opinion (that is everybody thinks that the opponent has gone mad!). Any dialogue between different social groups becomes impossible. The saucepan slowly starts boiling; fire is maintained through internal resources. In Poland, there are still not yet people like Klyuyev-Medvedchuks—media heralds who would claim on this ground that the country is divided. But there are topics which are better silenced in public discourse when you don’t know who is in front of you. And that is the first symptom of the societal illness.

When in this background in the summer of 2013 the topic of the “Volhynia genocide” exploded in Poland it was immediately transformed by mass media into a real “opera of hatred” (“the genetic proneness of the Ukrainians to murder others” is by far not the craziest thing out of the ones voiced in broadcasts!)—the conscious side was taken aback; it stayed silent, not knowing what to say. In the meantime the national martyrology imperceptibly “gets reformatted”—and here its symbolic “centre of weight” is shifted from Katyn to Volhynia (in Polish they even sound similar!) thus in bookshops, where there were plenty of works on Katyn, now one can see Volhynia. Thus, a young police officer with whom I have recently travelled in one compartment from Warsaw to Łódź asked me: “Katyn is in Ukraine, isn’t it?”

Did you appreciate the beauty of this game? The British The Times did—they named Putin the “international person of the year” in 2013 for his “successes” with Syria, Ukraine, Snowden and the opposition (“he showed everyone!”). That’s the way those who use others do it. In 1938, by the way, the US-based Time Magazine called Hitler “man of the year”, and in 1939—Stalin (these guys also “used” everyone perfectly well back then). Maybe, it’s high time we understood that we all, the whole modern civilization, are in the final phase of the same historical form—which was not fully addressed in the 20th century; it was not removed. We have just postponed it by driving the root of the disease to the inside—first in 1945, and then in 1991.

And now it cannot be postponed any longer. The Matrix is the real final and decisive battle. This cancer is in the terminal phase. And the agony is starting. The users’ world of the modern interstate and super-state corporations, the world of Gazprom and Goldman-Sachs, crazy money and crazy governments which, in the days when I am writing these lines, still seem to be durable and predictable, as Lehman Brothers was in August 2008, has long been undermined by each awkward movement—and is at risk of a much more serious collapse than in 1914. The 2008 crisis was just the first shock. All those living in the Global Matrix will be faced with a huge system reset in the near future. The cards of history fell for us in the way to become the central point of this resetting. Us, Ukraine. And nothing is to be done.

 

Certainly, we are not ready. We don’t have any resources for that. But seemingly in the tents of our Maidans—of 1990, in 2004 and in the current one—chaotically, at random, and subconsciously for the participants (generally people rarely realize the sense of historical process in which they participate, here “historical intuition”, according to T. S. Eliot, has much more to play!) developed are agendas for the future, which is important for our whole civilization. The Matrix is fervently and ardently fighting it. 

By the way, an intuitive understanding of this fact is that the stake in this war is not the 2015 election. What kind of election would it be if the Matrix would again just devour our spirit and flesh, digest it and recover? No, it is not the election, or even, finally, Ukraine’s accession to the EU which is at stake. It is something much larger and much more important than that. This intuitive understanding is still present on the Maidan, one may claim—poured in the atmosphere of the epoch… (“The Maidan” here is taken in the broad sense, and not along the perimeter of the barricades in Kyiv). Those who ask in an irritated way: “So what do they want?”, and start adding into the topic how rotten the EU is and that it is about to collapse—and these are, let me note, not just Medvedchuk’s guys, who are waiting for Putin to start pressing the EU, but also many Western Eurosceptics!—they all shoot off the mark and miss the point. Those who are trying to speak like a user in favour of the Maidan promptly and dictate what it should want (“Down with the Thug [Yanukovych]”—The Maidan Stage, “For worthy life, and worthy salaries!”—Akhmetov), paradoxically, also appear under and not above the Maidan since the Maidan really agrees that neither runs counter to the main, instinctively motivating, strategic goal, which has been keeping people in tents for over two months now, and that rolls the several-hundred-thousand waves of human solidarity again and again. But this is still “too little, Khobotov”: the wrong scale. To put it more accurately—the wrong dimension. 

“Drive Putin away?” That is already closer, and it was with this, let us not forget it, that the Euromaidan 2013 started—from self-made student posters on 24 November “I don’t want to be wed to Putin”—but over the following weeks the Matrix did its best to silence this demand. The posters, and this is symptomatic, were quickly reshaped and circulated by the “liberal” Russian mass media as “I don’t want Yanukovych”—one may be “not wanting Yanukovych”, and this is even encouraged at the current stage, “he will become more managed!” One may even temporarily allow Ukrainians to de-pressurize a bit, in order to let the steam out—go after other “known” Kremlin-backed guys, like Medvedchuk and Klyuyev, though not seriously, but Putin cannot be touched. And the stage wants to stay silent about him on the Maidan (it was a pity to watch our “opposition leaders” during Saakashvili’s outward speech), and the media so far have not tried to find out what agreement had been struck in Odesa in October by the Head of the Council of National Security and Defence with the general head of the FSB of the Russian Federation Nikolai Patrushev and the resonant “provocative group” that so scandalously unmasked itself on 2 December on Bankova Street with the slogans of “Russkiy Mir” and vanished into thin air. 

What does it have to do with Putin? The Matrix raises its Surkov’s eyebrows at you in surprise. That is the classical approach of all operations of all special services: publicity means fiasco for them, while this time in Kyiv the FSB left so many traces that it obviously felt at home and it was not going to leave. But the point is that Putin is just the symbol; chop off one dragon’s head and there will grow another one in its place, not even one… And the Maidan, instinctively, strives for more. 

The Maidan—both the first one, where young people were ready to die on hunger strike, that gave the “Square of the October Revolution” in Kyiv its current name of pride, and the Orange one of 2004, and this one which is “Euro”—is in its essence a revolution of values. And only when we come to fully realize this, the Matrix will not be able to do anything about it! It will have no power over us. And, finally, it will unavoidably collapse under the weight of its own absurdity.

 

That may seem utopian for some. Smirks are easily predictable. Will it collapse, “like dew in the sun?” Our professional ironists have been making fun of this line for so many years that they are already not capable of seeing a highly efficient “strategic agenda” decoded in it (as Ghandi, often recalled now, showed in the 20th century!). In all the chaotic, self-born creative initiatives of seemingly peaceful Maidans, which do not fit into the noisy “Death to Enemies”; we tend to, “as tough guys” (“users”), see “weakness” and not see the colossal building power, one just needs to know how to use it. Trust it, still tied with our own fear and blindness, like the swimmer trusts water. Since the peaceful protest is not inactivity, not morally exhaustive waiting without-end-and-without-goal, not “dance, dance, dance” to loud music with which “the stage” muffles the Maidan. No, these are active systemic actions, but from the standpoint of another power than “billy stick against billy stick”; from beyond the Matrix.

That’s right: to win over the Matrix, one needs to leave its boundaries. The Matrix was devouring the Maidan of 2004 for nine years—and along with it the state (not to be mixed with the country) advocated by it, naively considering then that it would clear on its own, after the free election for which it fought. But it was the process of systemic seduction of all the “four branches” of the Ukrainian authorities and their gradual transformation into fakes—rotten fakes with a devoured sense that lasted for nine years. 

December 17, 2013–January 22, 2014
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Professor Volodymyr Kravchenko (on the left), Director of Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies, University of Alberta greeted by Vice-Rector of the College of Europe Natolin Campus Ewa Ośniecka-Tamecka during the conference “Revolutions, Maidans and Protests in contemporary Ukraine, 20 June 2016. CIUS is one of the “Three Revolutions” project’s academic partners.
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Professor Georges Mink, Director of Research at the Institut des Sciences Sociales et du Politique (CNRS–France) and Permanent Professor at the College of Europe Natolin Campus. He is the Principle Investigator of the “Three Revolution” project. CNRS is one of the “Three Revolutions” project’s academic partners.
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The introductory conference titled “Revolutions, Maidans and Protests in contemporary Ukraine. The current state of research and future directions” was held on 20 June 2016. It gathered researchers from Poland, Ukraine, France, Canada, the United Kingdom and Russia.
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Professor Kataryna Wolczuk, University of Birmingham Centre for Russian, European and Eurasian Studies, presents the paper “Revolutions in Ukraine: Between Mobilization and Consequences”.
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Jan Kubik, University College London Professor of Slavonic and East European Studies attending the conference “Revolutions, Maidans and Protests in contemporary Ukraine. The current state of research and future directions.” University College London is one of the “Three Revolutions” project’s academic partners.
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Dr Igor Gretskiy, Saint Petersburg State University (contributor to this publication), Dr Łukasz Adamski, Deputy Director of the Centre for Polish-Russian Dialogue and Understanding, and Tadeusz Olszański, Senior Fellow of the Center for Eastern Studies (Warsaw), attending the conference “Revolutions, Maidans and Protests in contemporary Ukraine”
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collected in the framework of the Three Revolutions research project

 


Disclaimer

The reader should bear in mind that this collection of interviews includes verbatim transcripts of spoken word, rather than written prose. In most cases, these transcripts have been translated into English and verified for accuracy. Editorial intervention was reduced to the necessary minimum. As a result, these texts can be quoted with a reference to College of Europe, Natolin Campus 3R database. 

 

The interviews were carried out within the framework of the project “Three Ukrainian Revolutions” and their collection took place between May 2016 and December 2018.

 

As envisioned, the interviews present a collective experience of Ukrainian protest movements, but they can also be read and used, for research purposes, as testimonies of individual actors. Overall, the aim of the publication is that the included interviews are used for research purposes.
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Interview with Markiyan Ivashchyshyn1 (MI) Interviewer: Olesya Yaremchuk (OY) 
Place of record: Lviv

OY: Let’s start with some background information. What were some topics discussed at your home during the Soviet period? Was it connected with any protests?

 

MI: Of course, it was. Like most families in Galicia2, we were keeping our traditions and memories of the Second World War. In Ukraine, likewise in my father’s family which comes from the area near Lviv, we kept the memory that there is a Ukraine… and there is a fight for Ukraine. Our family had active members in the dissident movement of the 1960s, and my parents also took part in it at times.

 

OY: Can you say a little more about your family? 

 

MI: My father was an engineer. My mother was a teacher. It was a typical Lviv family. I also have a lot of relatives in the villages near Lviv.

 

OY: How was history remembered at home different from that which was officially declared?

 

MI: It differed considerably. When I was young, I would eavesdrop on the conversations the older folks were having. Then, when I was 14 years old my parents began to speak openly with me about history. My mom gave me my first book. My dad slipped me Solzhenitsyn3. So, what was mentioned at home and at school became two parallel stories. I was convinced that there was the real truth and there was the history that was taught to us in school.

 

OY: You said that your father gave you Solzhenitsyn to read but what else was generally popular to read at that time?

 

MI: Mostly historical and cultural literature. For example, Burning Bush4, was forbidden, but people still read it. There were a lot of books with stamped pages. Shelest’s History of Ukraine5 was kept at our home as well as a lot of samizdat6.

 

OY: With whom did your family communicate?

 

MI: With co-workers and family. I have family in Riasne7 and Rakhiv8.

OY: When did you start to feel that the system is getting weaker, that there is some ability to influence it? Please tell me what prompted you to take action?

 

MI: It was a trend and en vogue at that time. In Lviv, it was not considered a great heroism. Of course, there were certain precautions at the university, but in 1989 and 1990, especially at an age when you are young and you have no obligations, it was quite normal.

 

OY: Did you follow what was happening in Poland and Czechoslovakia9?

 

MI: Later in 1990 when I was in the Student Brotherhood10 , we kept contact with other organizations. There were links with Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and the Baltic states. These were organizations similar to ours. We pursued the same goal—to overthrow the [Soviet] regime.

 

OY: Tell us about the idea of creating the Student Brotherhood.

 

MI: At that time, the most active organization was the Tovarystvo Leva11. We communicated with their activists and had the same idea—an independent Ukraine. We were against the Soviet regime. We had patriotic feelings and dreamed of future independence. 

OY: From where did such thoughts derive?

 

MI: It was obvious. They did not appear out of nowhere. Maybe not everyone had such thoughts, but those who kept the traditions alive in their families dreamed of Ukrainian sovereignty.

 

OY: Did anybody from your family suffer under the Soviet regime? Was anyone ever exiled?

 

MI: No, from among my relatives—no one.

 

OY: So where was this feeling of injustice coming from?

 

MI: It was a totalitarian regime. It was a lack of freedom… a lack of any freedom in the long run. Plus it was what I call Ukrainian nationalism. Not everybody felt it, but it was present. In the Student Brotherhood, 90 per cent of the members came from families where the dream of an independent Ukraine was cherished.

 

OY: What was the atmosphere of the Student Brotherhood at the Polytechnic University12? You are one of the activists who launched it. Do you remember how it all began?

 

MI: I personally joined the VVS art club13. I was not an active member but I attended their meetings. It was in the Levandivka district14—a place where they could gather. The idea of a student organization first appeared at the faculty of journalism among journalists but also among some physics students. Here were such names as Pankyeyev15, Tkalenko16, Kuzan17. The first group was made up of 90 per cent journalists and I was brought in via personal acquaintances. The idea to create the brotherhood came up... and everything started from there. For two or three months such organizations began forming in all institutes and universities. First, it was reported that we were gathering here or there... then we hung some leaflets and flyers. And those who wanted to come, came. This is what created the core of the union.

 

OY: What was your role? What did you do in the Student Brotherhood most?

 

MI: First, I was the leader of the Brotherhood at the Polytechnic University, and then the city-wide organization. I had the role of the leader. I was engaged in organizing events and quickly setting up a structure. It was my everyday life. We lived the Student Brotherhood—18 hours a day. It was a close circle of friends. Many lived together in the dormitory...

 

OY: Did you live in the dormitory too?

 

MI: Yes, I left the house early…

OY: Andriy Salyuk18, Lyubko Petrenko19 were they with you as well…?

 

MI: Yeah, there were about four hundred members. There were different groups from various faculties, which made it convenient to communicate. Each had their own groups, such as ethnographic or historical, but we participated in things like rehearsals, celebrations, or birthdays together… We were everywhere together. To be honest, I do not remember much. We participated in all these different activities at that time. Every Saturday or Sunday we held some events. Then there were the elections20, supposedly democratic. It was for deputies to Verkhovna Rada21 and we supported Ivan Drach22. The intensity of public activity was very high.

 

OY: How many students were active, for example, in the Polytechnic Student Brotherhood?

 

MI: If you look at the peak of the hunger strike23, it was 400 to 500 people.

 

OY: And the core of people who organized it?

 

MI: Around 50. Each stream had two to three leaders who were responsible for everything. And about a thousand people who were in solidarity with us. Not everyone was officially in the organization but they were in solidarity with it. Many other organizations would participate in our events, regardless of who was the organizer…

 

OY: You probably attracted a lot of attention from the side of the authorities. Were there any denunciations from the first department24?

 

MI: Yes. I think all activists went through it. They tried to recruit or intimidate them.

 

OY: How did they pressure you?

 

MI: It was connected with my studies, specifically with the Civil Defence course, for example.

 

OY: It is mentioned in your biography that you have incomplete higher education, it is because of this?

 

MI: Yeah...

 

OY: Were you expelled because of academic failure?

 

MI: I didn’t pass the Civil Defence test.

 

OY: What did this expulsion mean for you?

 

MI: I worried about my parents, but they treated everything with understanding. I thought that then I would be able to restart my studies, but later realized that it was not for me at all. I studied at the construction department.

OY: Who in your department was an active participant?

 

MI: In fact, my entire group. Around 80 per cent. To some extent, we all were active. The turning point was the hunger strike. After that everything was perceived differently. It was a mass organization and the people who were afraid before, were no longer [afraid].

 

OY: You said that your parents treated your expulsion from the university with understanding, but how did they generally accept you being engaged in the protests?

 

MI: They approved. Apparently, they were scared, but they didn’t tell me about it. My father advised me to be careful and sometimes followed me and kept an eye on me. I was 20 or 21 years old at that time.

 

OY: Tell me, what role do you think the cultural environment played in these movements?

 

MI: A lot originated in communication and discussions. For example, there were conversations with Serhiy Proskurnia25 or Vlodko Kaufman26 on how Ukraine was modern, how and Ukraine was fashionable. For me, and for most the world of contemporary art and culture at the time, it was closed. Contemporary music and literature came to our environment with big difficulties. It was only later when space got opened… but the Student Brotherhood paid attention to cultural development and to the development of culture. We had a saying within the Lion Society—We are modern, we are cool. We called some people “baggy-pants” In the student circles, there was an aspiration for development, to be more Western and European. The university guys were developing computer programmes, and we tried to make some movies. We probably bought one of the first computers in Lviv—and paid a fortune for it.

OY: Do you remember the time when the idea of creating Vyvykh27 occurred?

 

MI: Upon Viktor Neborak’s28 advice we became acquainted with Serhiy Proskurnia. That is, essentially, the idea was born in the bright heads of Serhiy Proskurnya and Oles Pohranychnyi29. We brought the idea to the Student Brotherhood. And just a month passed, from the beginning of our acquaintance to the beginning of the festival. At first, there were a lot of ideas, much unrealized and preserved over the years. Like today, the main problem was funding. Then we were supported by such a strange “Plastic” company which defended Marxist capitalism. The director was a very interesting person and this company still exists. Perhaps, he liked the Student Brotherhood and he did not hesitate to allocate funds… it was enough for the first festival. By the way, it is not very often mentioned but during the Vyvykh festival, there was a congress of all student organizations from the Soviet Union—independent anti-communist organizations. One hundred fifty people came from all the republics. In other words, under the guise of this festival, we held a clandestine meeting. We discussed where to move next. The Baltic states were already a little ahead of us. We created an inter-republic union of students.

 

OY: Do you remember more where it was, who were the participants?

 

MI: It was at the university. Traditionally we met on Dragomanov Street, at the Department of Theoretical Physics. Our unofficial patron was Darii Futorskyi30. He “disguised” everything and kept the dean away from us. There we had a room, gathered and felt special care from the side of the teachers. 

 

OY: Was there anybody from other countries?

 

MI: There were students. Different students. There we first met Giya [Georgiy] Gongadze31, for example. I cannot remember now, thirty years have passed…

 

OY: How big was this first festival?

 

MI: Smaller than the second one. But the stadium was full. It first happened in the park of culture.

 

OY: How did people in Lviv react to such an unusual festival? 

 

MI: The first festival gathered a crowd. Generally, I think around the city it was not noticeable. It was a gathering of around five to ten thousand people, all shared similar thinking.

 

OY: What else did you organize beyond the Vyvykh Festival?

 

MI: We restored graves, took care of such monuments as the SS Galicia32, Sich Riflemen33, or reconstructed the Andriy Piasetskyi34 monument. Plus we organized expeditions, trips. The main concern was communication. We also had musical and theatrical groups. It was not boring...

 

OY: How did you come with the idea of the hunger strike?

 

MI: On 1 October [1990] Narodnyi Rukh35 prepared an All-Ukrainian strike, we were invited. Earlier in February [1990] we organized one [strike] for our fellow students in Kyiv because they were detained. We knew that this was not done only because of leaflets. On the third day, we were only able to get some students to join in. We believed that the strike would likely be crushed. So we planned that we will do our action in the form of a hunger strike, which we tried to implement in Lviv on the anniversary of events of the Tiananmen Square36. It was also a time of pacifism, Gandhism and sacrificial ideas. We thought that our sacrifice would bring students on strike.

 

OY: Did you prepare for the hunger strike? It must have been hard for the human body…

 

MI: No. The day before the strike I got married, we had a wedding party. There was no time to prepare [laughs]…

 

OY: Did you get married before the hunger strike by coincidence or, in fact, because the strike was coming up?

 

MI: We rushed. We had planned to marry later, but when the decision of the hunger strike was made, we decided to move the date.

 

OY: How did your wife react to the fact that you were going on a hunger strike?

 

MI: She was an activist too. But we thought that the strike would last just a few days and all activists would be swept away. Ninety percent believed that this would happen.

 

OY: What were your main demands?

 

MI: Not to sign the new Union Treaty37, the nationalization of the property of the Communist Party and Komsomol38, that Ukrainian soldiers could only serve only on the territory of Ukraine, and Vitaliy Masol’s resignation as Prime Minister.

OY: What was your personal motivation for this?

 

MI: For me, it was a search for truth. It so happened that it was self-realization at the same time. But first and foremost it was about finding truth. The world was quite black and white—there was truth and there was falsehood.

 

OY: Did you talk about history in your circles, or looked back on other protest cases in Ukraine beginning even in Cossack times?

 

MI: Sure, it was cultivated. The boys would amuse themselves by singing Cossack and Sich Riflemen songs. Sometimes even in combination with rock music. Subculture was emerging and with it were the first attempts to modernize Ukrainian folklore. For the hunger strike specifically, we already had the experience of the Polish Solidarity39 movement and their students. We had a close contact with the Hungarian organization Fidesz40, which then grew into a liberal party and won elections. It was a model for us. Poland also helped us a lot.

 

OY: Were you ever abroad before 1991?

 

MI: No. I travelled mostly on the territory of the Soviet Union. If there was a meeting with the Poles, it was held in the Baltic states. It was easier for them to get there, and for us too. To gain a foreign passport at that time it was almost impossible.

 

OY: Did you serve in the army?

 

MI: Yes...

 



































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/image4.jpg





OEBPS/image2.jpg





OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
College of Europe
Collége d'Europe

é}

P Qo Edited by {lg
Andreas Umland PAN

Pawet Kowal, Iwona Reichardt, Georges Mink, Adam Reichardt (eds.)

THREE REVOLUTIONS:
MOBILIZATION AND CHANGE
IN CONTEMPORARY UKRAINE |1

An Oral History of the Revolution on Granite,
Orange Revolution, and Revolution of Dignity






OEBPS/image3.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg





OEBPS/image1.jpg





OEBPS/image5.jpg





