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What starts in Kyiv never seems to stay in Kyiv. For the past two de-

cades, every time the Ukrainian capital’s Independence Square (Maidan 

Nezalezhnosti) has filled up with protesters, the repercussions have 

made themselves felt not only throughout the country but around the 

world. The student strikes of 1990 heralded the breakup of the Soviet 

Union. The election protests of 2004 cemented the phrase “color revolu-

tion” (Ukraine’s was orange) into the lexicon of political scientists and 

showed that “people power” could matter in the postcommunist world. 

Worried authoritarians looked on in fear and began putting their heads 

together to think up new ways to control their own societies.  

Some are saying that “a new Ukraine was born on the Maidan,” by 

means of demonstrations that not only brought a new government to 

power but changed the people and their outlook. The protests were, 

above all, an uprising against the corruption and dictatorship that had 

been eroding peoples’ dignity on a mundane level, as well as in their 

spiritual lives. In the longer run, that may well be the Maidan’s main 

significance. In the shorter term, a smaller and less geopolitically sta-

ble Ukraine was also born on the Maidan, since Moscow’s response 

to President Viktor Yanukovych’s February 2014 ouster was to annex 

Crimea and stir disorder in Russian-speaking eastern Ukraine. The post–

Cold War order in Europe now faces a challenge deeper than any it has 

ever seen, and democratic prospects across a vast swath of Eurasia seem 

cloudier than before as the world wonders how much more “pushback” 

Vladimir Putin has planned against liberal-democratic forces at home 

and abroad. 
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Questions about the Maidan Revolution and its impact on Ukraine 

and the world still loom large. Will authoritarianism make a comeback in 

Kyiv? It has happened before, after all, and not only in Ukraine but also 

in other countries where popular 

pressure has leveled a particular 

unfree government or ruler, but 

without pulling up the politics of 

repression by the roots. Or is the 

Maidan Revolution different, and 

if so in what way? What are the 

lessons for other protest move-

ments? What contributions has 

the Maidan made to Ukraine’s 

evolving political culture and na-

tional identity? 

In this age of social media, it 

would be easy to categorize the 

Maidan Revolution as yet another social uprising led by civil society 

whose outcome remains unsettled. A closer examination, however, re-

veals that this event differed significantly from the Orange Revolution 

of almost a decade ago, and could put Ukraine on a different path from 

the one that it has been on for the past twenty years, when social upris-

ings have broken out and forced changes, only to give way to retrench-

ment, stalled reforms, and backsliding toward corrupt, opaque, and au-

thoritarian rule.  

With the aid of hindsight, we can now see that the protest that became 

the Orange Revolution was in essence prepared by opposition political 

elites to secure a transition of power on the assumption that there would be 

an attempt to steal the election. Leading up to the 2004 presidential contest, 

foes of authoritarian incumbent Leonid Kuchma had made former premier 

Viktor Yushchenko their standard-bearer in the race against Kuchma’s 

handpicked successor, Viktor Yanukovych. Not only the formal opposition 

but society at large had turned against the Kuchma camp, which meant that 

opposition leaders could be fairly confident of some support when they 

took their complaints about faked ballot counts to the streets. As it turned 

out, on the crucial evening of 20 November 2004, once voting had ended 

and the exit polls announced a narrow but clear Yushchenko win, it was 

the youth group Pora that led the way in pitching tents and occupying the 

Maidan when the authorities started moving to announce falsified results. 

It was, ultimately, a true popular uprising. The students were express-

ing what turned out to be widely shared outrage at an attempted election 

theft. Until the last minute, however, opposition leaders were uncertain 

whether the people would come out to support them. Once it became 

clear that a truly massive protest was in progress, however, well-laid 

plans were acted upon. There ensued a bloodless and iconic two months 

Many of the student 
protesters were looking 
forward to living in a Ukraine 
that functioned as part of 
Europe and the West. By 
abruptly and arbitrarily 
halting the EU talks, the 
president, they felt, had 
robbed them of their future. 
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featuring a sea of banners, ribbons, and clothing in the bright-orange 

hue of Yushchenko’s coalition, huge video screens and a spectacular 

sound system, opposition leaders speaking on stage every day, legions 

of tent-dwelling demonstrators in the heart of Kyiv, and hundreds of 

thousands peacefully making their views known to the catchy beat of 

protest songs. Many of the “color” revolutions or people-power upris-

ings that followed, whether in Moldova, Kyrgyzstan, Azerbaijan, Leba-

non, Iran, Tunisia, Bahrain, or Egypt—and whether fully peaceful or 

not and whether successful or not—would try to reproduce the look and 

“vibe” of the Orange Revolution as it unfolded that winter in Kyiv. 

In Ukraine five years later, disappointment reigned. Yushchenko, so 

the shorthand version went, had presided over frequent political infight-

ing but scant reform, till finally the very process of governance had bro-

ken down. Fuller analyses also cited the shortsightedness of many civic 

groups which, like so much of the public, complacently assumed that with 

new faces at the top, all would be well and positive changes would roll 

forth with ease. In truth, however, the opposition and the civic groups that 

had backed the protests had few well-developed plans for accomplishing 

the reforms that they had advocated. Civic activists who joined the gov-

ernment were soon disillusioned and on their way out of it. 

The 2010 presidential election, which Yanukovych won in a runoff 

after a first round that returned barely 5 percent for Viktor Yushchenko, 

was another sign that the Orange Revolution had been discredited. In its 

wake, both civic groups and the populace at large were left with deep 

doubts that mass protests could ever work—a feeling that was of help to 

Yanukovych as he went about expanding and deepening his authoritari-

anism. Even half a year prior to the Maidan Revolution, public opinion 

and attitudes suggested a great reluctance to take to the streets.

When the EuroMaidan began despite this hesitant climate, every-

one was surprised. As is often the case in Ukraine and elsewhere, stu-

dents and young people were at the forefront of protest. Even Mustafa 

Nayyem, the well-known investigative journalist whose 21 November 

2013 Facebook update brought out the first demonstrators against Ya-

nukovych’s dropping of the EU Association Agreement, told me when 

I spoke to him on November 28 how surprised he had been that the 

students were able to muster a few thousand young people on the square 

that first week. The 33-year-old Nayyem, like the group of slightly older 

journalists who had gone through the Orange Revolution, had assumed 

that “today’s youth” were so glued to their computers and smartphones 

that they would never bestir themselves to undertake civic activism “in 

real life.” Many of the student protesters had been to Europe and were 

looking forward to living in a Ukraine that functioned as part of Europe 

and the West. By abruptly and arbitrarily halting the EU talks, the presi-

dent, they felt, had robbed them of their future. 

The first week of protests involved no planning. Far from reaching 
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out, the students on the square actively discouraged politicians and par-

ties from taking part, warning that party-political banners and slogans 

were unwelcome. The speed with which the EuroMaidan movement 

spread to cities and towns around Ukraine formed a sharp contrast with 

any “color revolution” scenario, for those had always been strongly fo-

cused on capital cities. Moreover, the movement began as a movement 

“for” an idea—Ukraine’s future in Europe—rather than as a movement 

“against” an authoritarian regime, as had been the case back in 2004. 

The Self-Organized Maidan

The brutal November 30 beating of students under the pretext of an 

attempt to clear the Maidan in order to put up a Christmas tree was the 

Yanukovych regime’s key blunder. It came at a time when most observers 

thought that the protests were mere days from petering out. Instead, hun-

dreds of thousands poured into the Maidan and its environs on Sunday, 

December 1, to voice their revulsion amid strong suspicions that regime 

security officials had been acting under Russian influence. Some com-

mentators drew parallels with the similar use of force employed to dis-

perse protesters on Bolotnaya Square in Moscow the previous year. The 

political leaders set up a stage and speakers’ platform by late that Sunday 

night, but they had no plan. The three main opposition parties—Yulia 

Tymoshenko’s Fatherland, Vitaly Klitschko’s Ukrainian Democratic Al-

liance for Reform (UDAR), and Oleh Tyahnybok’s Svoboda (Freedom)—

had formed an alliance months earlier to prepare for the 2015 presidential 

election. The Maidan protests caught them completely off guard, but the 

scale of the demonstrations meant that they could not be ignored. 

The violence of the first few days caused barricades to go up at the 

square’s main entry points, thus making the Maidan a kind of tiny statelet 

beyond Yanukovych’s reach (there had been no barricades during the Or-

ange Revolution). That the threat of violence came not only from official 

regime forces but also from unidentified provocateurs meant the need for 

a system of “face control”: Suspicious or masked individuals seeking ac-

cess were challenged to show their faces and explain themselves. 

As the Maidan drew more residents and visitors, its daily routine took 

on a self-organizing character. The adjacent Trade Unions Building and 

City Hall were taken over to provide kitchens, a press center, meeting 

rooms, sleeping space, and a medical-aid station. The novel form of 

spontaneous organization and the spirit of volunteerism that emerged 

helped to make the Maidan unique. 

Perhaps social psychologists will be able to explain the energy, ex-

citement, creativity, and euphoria that accompany social uprisings and 

mass demonstrations such as the EuroMaidan. Whatever the causes, the 

effect is real. Not only civic activists but many ordinary citizens flocked 

to central Kyiv, eager to donate food, warm clothes, kitchen work, the 
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use of their cars, and much else besides in order to support those staying 

on the Maidan. Self-organizing volunteerism of such scale and duration 

was completely new: The Orange Revolution had lasted for seventeen 

days; the Maidan proper went on for nearly a hundred. It is worth noting 

that the people on the Maidan came from all parts of Ukraine—east and 

west—and were joined by ministers, rabbis, and imams as well as Cath-

olic and Orthodox priests. These diverse clerics featured prominently 

in the Sunday rallies, providing yet another indication of the Maidan’s 

broad reach and moral and religious dimension. 

Many of those on the Maidan had been there before—during the Orange 

Revolution. The teenagers and college students of 2004 had become young 

adults, anxious above all that the EuroMaidan should not end in the same 

futility as the previous decade’s upheaval. They were using their skills in 

civic organizing to bring their self-help networks to the Maidan, and re-

porting qualitative leaps in capacity and effectiveness. They were eager to 

put these new capabilities and assets to use in building a new post-Maidan, 

post-Yanukovych democracy. 

As regime violence raged on—special forces attacked the square in 

the dark on December 11, and gangs of paid anti-Maidan provocateurs 

roamed its edges seeking to burn cars and start trouble—there were or-

ganized self-defense efforts that soon enlisted more than twelve-thou-

sand volunteers. Far fewer but with a large public profile, the toughs of 

Right Sector achieved a notoriety that became especially intense after 

they admitted to starting violent clashes on January 19 to protest parlia-

ment’s passage of the widely condemned “dictatorship package” a few 

days earlier. Russian propaganda tried to use Right Sector as a brush 

with which to tar the entire EuroMaidan as violently fascist, ultranation-

alist, and anti-Semitic. The Kremlin even tried—absurdly—to paint the 

interim government that came into being after Yanukovych’s February 

21 flight from Kyiv as Right Sector’s ideological partner and soulmate. 

Despite Russian disinformation’s best efforts to distort reality, however, 

the truth was that Right Sector and Svoboda (also a party of the far right) 

were fringe groups and between them would not receive even 2 percent 

of the vote in the May 2014 presidential election. 

There is a notion in political science that the political system established 

after a revolution tends to take on the characteristics of the opposition that 

overcame the old order. If there is any validity to this idea, then the system 

incubated on the Maidan promises to be very different and more conducive 

to democracy than any Ukraine has seen in the past two decades. 

The civic life born on the Maidan was intense enough to compress and 

accelerate experiences that took Poland’s Solidarity movement at least 

nine years to nurture prior to the 1989 elections that cost the Polish Com-

munists their dominance. The Maidan’s ethos resembled that of Solidarity 

more than it did that of the Orange Revolution, which aimed to “bring 

down dictatorship” without much planning beyond that. The Maidan, like 
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Solidarity, involved not just a bringing down but a building up: It had a vi-

sion of an alternative society, and its participants created alternative civic 

and social structures to act upon that vision. The power of the Maidan 

experience helped to build bonds of trust among the people there and also 

helped to bring party leaders closer to the people than ever before. In a 

country where political parties are run from the top down, it must have 

been sobering indeed for leaders to have to follow the Maidan’s lead and 

seek its support. This became starkly evident when the Maidan rejected 

the opposition leaders’ 21 February 2014 deal with Yanukovych, trigger-

ing his hasty exit from Kyiv plus days of bloody disorder. 

By the end of April, after Moscow’s takeover of Crimea, word on the 

street was that Ukrainians had gained a new sense of solidarity and iden-

tity as a broad movement toward civic and moral renewal made prog-

ress. Many commentators noted the ironies that a disgraced ex-president 

living in Russia had done more to unite Ukraine than anyone in the past 

twenty years, and that Vladmir Putin, in trying to destabilize Ukraine, 

had increased Ukrainians’ sense of national solidarity. How useful will 

the new qualities of Ukraine’s political culture prove in staving off his 

further encroachments?

A New Politics?

 The 25 May 2014 election of billionaire chocolate manufacturer Petro 

Poroshenko as president bodes well for Ukraine’s future. He won with an 

overwhelming 54.7 percent in the first round. His wide margins in all re-

gions where voting took place—basically everywhere except the two far-

eastern oblasts of Donetsk and Luhansk—gives him a mandate to work 

toward overcoming the east-west divide that has plagued the country 

since independence. While he is by no means a political newcomer—he 

held official posts under both Yushchenko and Yanukovych—he was not 

even considered a candidate six months ago and so in that sense counts as 

a “new face”of sorts. The extreme testing ground of the Maidan, where 

Poroshenko was frequently present both on the speakers’ platform and 

behind the scenes (he owns Channel 5, which gave the protests daily live 

TV coverage), eliminated all other candidates.  

It remains to be seen whether Poroshenko will usher in the “new politics” 

that society expects. He and his ally, 42-year-old former boxing champion 

Vitaly Klitschko, who bowed out of the presidential race in order to run for 

and win the Kyiv mayoralty, have certainly been making public statements 

about introducing “zero tolerance” for corruption. A younger generation 

of politicians is also on the horizon, trying to run campaigns in a different 

way. These candidates reach out directly for voter support—partly because 

they lack access to major oligarchs and partly owing to a sincere belief that 

politics needs to be conducted in a different way. 

Introducing new politics while the old parliament is still sitting pres-
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ents another major challenge. Although the current constitution does not 

make it easy for the president to dissolve parliament, there is currently 

a groundswell of opinion in Ukraine behind the idea of early elections. 

Preparation for these should include election-law changes meant to 

make deputies more accountable to their constituents as well as legisla-

tion to reshape how parties and campaigns are financed. 

While the new politics is getting off the ground, civic groups that 

played a major role on the Maidan have become important players in the 

work of researching and drafting legislation, advocating its adoption, and 

pushing for its implementation. Rising to a new level and quality of civil 

society activism, civic leaders have organized a “reanimation package” of 

reforms, working with more than two-hundred experts in sixteen working 

groups in order to produce specialized analyses and draft laws that are 

presented to parliament as a weekly list of urgent “action items.” Civic 

initiatives and analytical efforts that have been afoot for years (whether 

independently or in loose cooperation), often with international-donor 

support, have finally come together in a comprehensive way. Those 

spearheading the reform package and associated efforts know that their 

window for advancing major change is likely to be narrow, so they are 

pushing hard in the early days after the presidential election. 

As a model for the way civic initiatives can play a major role in 

advancing democratic reforms and the cause of democratic and account-

able government, this most recent Ukrainian civil society effort shows 

how civic groups in the post-Soviet states often take on functions that 

overlap with those expected of political parties. Indeed, in many cases, 

where political parties that are authentic representatives of the citizens 

have (for whatever reason) been slow to grow, civic groups have by 

default often taken up some of their functions. 

After Ukraine’s successful presidential election, and with the grow-

ing realization that “the Maidan” now needs to be in people’s minds and 

behavior rather than in downtown Kyiv, Ukrainians are in a position to 

reflect on all that has happened since that fateful night in late-November 

2013 and to ask: What does it mean, and where is it taking us? To be 

sure, Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the aggression of pro-Russian 

separatists in the east look set to continue for the foreseeable future. 

But the Russian threat is transforming Ukrainian citizens, their sense of 

who they are, and their hopes for the future. As the citizens of Ukraine 

got ready to move on after the Maidan and into a new phase that might 

include an indefinite period of armed struggle in the east, one oft-heard 

phrase more than any other seemed to sum things up: “We came to the 

Maidan looking for Europe, but instead we found Ukraine.” Defining the 

qualities of this newly discovered Ukraine will be the major challenge 

of the next few years, and there is no reason to let trouble in the eastern 

reaches of the country (as painful as that may be) impede the larger and 

necessary work of fitting Ukraine for transparent self-government. 


