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	Endorsements by Scholars

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

 

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

Michael D. Kennedy, Professor of Sociology and International Affairs, Brown University
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Preface


	Foreword:
Making the Revolution Happen

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

Serhii Plokhy

Harvard University

Cambridge, Mass.


	Preface

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

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

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

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

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

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

February 19 is a very emotional day for me.

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

This nation is indestructible!

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

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

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

 


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

2  	Scholarly works that justify Russian aggression in Ukraine based on the myth of imminent NATO expansion eastward include Sakwa, Richard (2014) Frontline Ukraine: Crisis in the Borderlands, London: I.B. Tauris, and others.
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Chapter 1:
Introduction

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

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

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

Experiencing Maidan and the war

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Agency on the frontier of Europe

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Was the Maidan a revolution?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Outline of the book

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

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

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

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

Part I – A chronicle 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Part II – Understanding the revolution and its aftermath

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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