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Since 1991, Ukraine has experienced dynamic political competition with the growth
of a relatively powerful parliament and four turnovers in leadership. Such political
contestation has been rooted in the divisions between eastern and western Ukraine,
as well as the failure of executives to build single cohesive political parties. The geo-
graphic divisions facilitated opposition mobilization, even in the absence of a robust
civil society, while undermining centrally directed electoral and media manipulation.
Simultaneously, executives have built governing coalitions characterized by a highly
atomized and disorganized “rapacious individualism” that promoted elite defection.
National divisions and rapacious individualism contributed to the downfall of President
Leonid Kravchuk in 1994, Leonid Kuchma in 2004, and two prime ministers and their
parties after the Orange Revolution.

An examination of the sources of competition suggests a reform dilemma in
Ukraine: divided nationality and rapacious individualism have not only undermined

efforts to concentrate political power but have also thwarted reform and effective gov-

ernance. The centralization of power that would be required for successful reform is

also likely to promote greater authoritarianism.
BARRIERS TO DEMOCRACY IN UKRAINE

There are many reasons why Ukrainian leaders should been able to consolidate auto-
cratic rule after the cold war. Prior to 1991, Ukraine had no history of democracy, and
as Marc Howard has argued, the legacy of communism fundamentally weakened civil

society by decreasing interpersonal trust and by concentrating resources in state hands.!
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As a result, even after the Orange Revolution, there have been very few well-organized,
large-scale, stable societal groups to hold Ukrainian power-holders accountable.? Further,
the legacy of state control combined with a weak rule of law has made it relatively casy
for incumbents to monopolize control over economic resources. Thus, as in Russia and
other post-Soviet countries, leaders have been able to easily accumulate vast patronage
resources through insider privatization and simultaneously use state agencies such as the
tax authorities to go after dissenters and businesses that fund opposition.> Ukraine has
a weak rule of law. As Oleksandr Sushko and Olena Prystayko note, “Law enforcement
bodies and police selectively respect fundamental political, civil, and human rights,
and equality before the law remains doubtful. . . . Generally, the judiciary is consid-
ered one of the most corrupt bodies of the state.” Finally, in stark contrast to nearby
Romania or Bulgaria, Ukraine has not benefited from the strong stimulus of potential
EU membership to ensure that elites behave democratically. As a result, external costs
for non-democratic behaviour are relatively limited.

All of this means that leaders in Ukraine face remarkably few constraints on anti-
democratic behavior. Indeed, Ukrainian politicians have consistently demonstrated a
willingness to abuse democratic norms. Ukraine’s first president, Leonid Kravchuk
(1991-1994), regularly harassed opposition media and tried (but failed) to shut down
the legislature in early 1994 in an effort to delay presidential elections.” Kravchuk’s
successor Leonid Kuchma (1994-2004) was more openly autocratic—engaging in
widespread vote fraud, violent harassment of opponents, and comprehensive media
censorship.¢ Since the Orange Revolution, politics has continued to resemble a kind

of large-scale “king of the hill” game in which each side uses every legal and extra-legal

Indeed, Ukrainian po"ticians have means at its disposal to stay on top.” Thus,
consistently demonstrated a willing-
ness to abuse democratic norms. dare thar forbade deputies from changing

then—prime minister Viktor Yanukovich in

early 2007 ignored rules of imperative man-

parties by buying off significant numbers of opposition parliamentarians in an effort
to increase his majority. President Viktor Yushchenko responded by shutting down
parliament on dubious constitutional grounds and then fired three judges from the
constitutional court in order to prevent it from ruling against his decision.®

Even in the absence of strong preconditions for democracy, Ukrainian politics
remained dynamic and competitive throughout the post-Soviet period. Over the last 16
years, the country has witnessed four governmental turnovers—in 1994, 2004, 2006,
and 2007.° And, more than most other post-Soviet countries, Ukraine’s parliament has
retained significant powers that increased significantly in 2006 and again in 2007.'°
By 2005, Ukraine had become a democracy. The media no longer face problems of

censorship and provide a wide range of views to the public." Finally, elections in 2006
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and 2007 were devoid of the extensive manipulation and harassment of opposition

that characterized contests under Kuchma.
SOURCES OF AUTHORITARIAN FAILURE: NATIONAL DIVISION AND RaPACIOUS INDIVIDUALISM

Divisions over national identity and rapacious individualism have creared key obstacles
to authoritarianism throughout post-Soviet Ukrainian history. As I initially argued in
2002, conflicts over national identity have “undermined efforts by any single group to
monopolize political control.”*2 Ukraine is one among several cases where divisions over
national and ethnic identity have provided the basis for dynamic, disorderly, and often
very dysfunctional political competition. For example, Bangladesh, which witnessed two
turnovers between 1991 and 2006, has a dynamic two-party system based on the split
between the pro-Pakistani/Muslim “Bangladeshi” identity and the pro-Indian ethnic
“Bengali” identity. Similarly, in Albania, where incumbents have fallen three times since
1992, divisions between Ghegs in the north and the Tosks in the south have motivated
relatively equal competition between the Socialists and the Democratic Party.*

Ukraine is divided between a predominantly Ukrainian-speaking and pro-Eu-
ropean west that was historically part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and a highly
industrialized and historically Russian east. Such division has promoted competition
in several important ways. First, the divide provides a key mobilizational resource for
each side when it is out of power. Opposition is not simply rooted in disagreements
over particular policies but is instead tied to perceived threats to group identity and
way of life. As a result, anti-government leaders are able to generate the sustained
personal sacrifice necessary for successful mobilization—even without a strong civil
society. Salient national identity can replace organized civil society as a mechanism to
mobilize protest. The opposition’s ability to build “a movement around strong ties of
collective identity, whether inherited or constructed, does much of the work that would
normally fall to organization.”"

Next, divisions over national identity make it much more difficult for autocrats
representing one side to manipulate media and elections in the other. Emotive appeals
that bring citizens onto the streets are also likely to convince regional or other state
officials to disobey central state orders—making it more difficult for incumbents to
manipulate elections or impose force in parts of the country where the alternative
national identity is salient. Thus, in 1994, eastern state officials in Ukraine defected
from President Kravchuk, who was perceived as anti-Russian; in 2004, some western
Ukrainian officials resisted central efforts to manipulate the vote in response to President
Kuchma’s pro-Russian stance. Finally, a large section of the population is less susceptible

to media manipulation. For example, extensive media manipulation and censorship by
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Kuchma in the run-up to the 2004 election had very little impact in western Ukraine,
which tended to view the pro-government candidate as part of an effort by Russia to
undermine Ukrainian sovereignty and European identity.'

Simultaneously, authoritarian consolidation in Ukraine has been undermined by
weak elite organization or “rapacious individualism.”’® While much of the literature
has focused on the democratizing impact of political parties,'” strong ruling parties
are also key to authoritarian stability.'® In particular, institutionalized parties lengthen
time horizons and prevent elite defection. With established ruling parties, short-term
losers in internal leadership battles will be less likely to defect to the opposition. In
the absence of such organizations, even small personal slights may translate into major
political breaks.

Ukraine emerged from the Soviet Union in 1991 with the old Communist elite
still very much in control—beginning with Leonid Kravchuk, who was a former head
of party ideology. But the destruction of the Communist Party in 1991 deprived the
leaders of any organized base of support. Initially, leaders did nothing to build party
bases, and instead relied on personal appeals, divide and rule, and coalitions of par-
ties to stay in power." While such tactics were useful for undermining the strength of
competitors, the weakness of ruling parties has significantly increased the possibility
of elite defection. Thus, the main threats to leaders in Ukraine have most often come
from among the executive’s own allies and appointees. Leonid Kravchuk was defeated
by his own prime minister, Leonid Kuchma, in 1994. Similarly, Kuchma faced seri-
ous threats from prime ministers Evgenii Marchuk and Pavlo Lazarenko before being
overthrown by Viktor Yushchenko, whom Kuchma chose to head the government in
late 1999. Finally, Yushchenko’s most serious threat in the next presidential elections is
likely to come from Yulia Tymoshenko, an ally during the Orange Revolution whom

Yushchenko picked as prime minister in early 2005 and again in late 2007.
NaTIONAL D1vISION AND RaPACIOUS INDIVIDUALISM UNDER KRAVCHUK AND KUCHMA

National divisions between east and west, as well as weak ruling party structures,
promoted a high degree of political contestation in Ukraine through the early 2000s.
Leonid Kravchuk faced particularly serious challenges from pro-Russian mobilization
and elite defection in the early 1990s. In 1991, Kravchuk became president in part by
tapping into a surge of anti-Soviet and anti-Communist sentiment that followed the
failed 1991 Soviet coup. Kravchuk deserted the Communist Party and led Ukraine to
independence. While initially popular, such moves led to his undoing. The economic
crisis that followed in 1992 and 1993 was blamed on Ukraine’s break from the Soviet

Union, and Kravchuk faced mobilized opposition from key constituencies in the east.
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Backed by regional leaders, coal miners in the eastern region of Donetsk struck for
higher wages, greater regional autonomy, and early presidential and parliamentary elec-
tions in the spring of 1993.2° By contrast, populations in western Ukraine continued
to support Ukrainian independence and did not oppose Kravchuk—despite suffering
the same economic crisis.

Simultaneously, Kravchuk’s abandonment of the Communist Party and lack of
access to any political organization further weakened his presidency. As a result, Krav-
chuk emerged as a remarkably weak president despite a solid victory of 60 percent in
the December 1991 elections, majority support in the legislature in 1990 and 1991, and
the presence of his ally as head of parliament. Those around him in key positions—the
prime minister, leader of parliament, and heads of security and police—did not func-
tion as a cohesive political unit despite their common backgrounds in the Communist
nomenklatura.

The lack of any organization tying the government together resulted in serious
elite defections. Then—prime minister Leonid Kuchma broke from Kravchuk to run
for president in 1994 on a pro-Russian platform. Many of Kravchuk’s own appointees
in eastern Ukraine actively worked for the Kuchma campaign. As a result, Kuchma
defeated Kravchuk and became president.?!

Kuchma proved more adept than Kravchuk in putting together a ruling coalition.
Initially drawing on his networks as head of the Soviet Union’s largest missile factory
in Dnipropetrovsk, he built a team over the late 1990s and 2000s of competing small
parties headed by oligarchs who had received patronage resources from the president.
Kuchma, like Yeltsin in the mid-1990s, essentially outsourced political organization
to these oligarchs, who helped bring out the vote and orchestrate media policy on
Kuchma's behalf. Kuchma was also able to draw on support from western Ukraine by
reversing his pro-Russian stance and supporting greater separation from Russia. Such
efforts helped Kuchma to force his version of the constitution through parliament in
1996 and win re-election in 1999.

But national divisions and Kuchma'’s loose base of competing oligarchs made him
vulnerable to crisis and ultimately led to his regime’s downfall in 2004. His reliance on
a decentralized group of parties for support both encouraged defections and led him to
select a highly problematic successor to run in the 2004 presidential election. A central
dilemma for Kuchma was that the competing oligarchs who backed him were extremely
opportunistic and lacked any solid organizational or ideological ties to the president.
This meant tha allies were likely to defect from Kuchma if they perceived his position
to be weak. At the same time, the wide distribution of patronage in the form of cheap
privatization, access to monopoly rents, and government “loans” gave one-time allies

the resources to fund an opposition campaign. Finally, high government officials could
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gain name recognition and popularity through access to state-controlled media that
could later provide the basis for a serious opposition challenge.??

The combination of weak elite loyalty and broad distribution of resources made
Kuchma extremely vulnerable to any crisis or sign of weakness that might convince allies
to carry their resources to the other side. The release of tapes in late 2000 by presidential
security guard Mykola Melnychenko provided this crisis. The tapes revealed extensive

evidence of corruption and possible involvement in the murder of journalist Georgiy

The tapes revealed extensive evidence of Gongadze. While Kuchma survived an
. oy . initial series of demonstrations in 2001
corruption and possible involvementinthe .
aimed at his overthrow, the release of
murder of journalist Georgiy Gongadze. the tapes set in motion key defections
that ultimately led to the regime’s collapse in 2004. In early 2001 Yulia Tymoshenko,
who had been loyal to Kuchma since the late 1990s, took her party, Fatherland, into
open opposition. Most importantly, Viktor Yushchenko, Kuchma’s prime minister
from 1999 to 2001 who had once declared Kuchma to be a “father figure,” gradually
moved into opposition in 2001 and 2002 after being fired by Kuchma. Together with
other former Kuchma supporters such as Petro Poroshenko, Yushchenko created the
Our Ukraine party that handily beat Kuchma’s For a United Ukraine party in the 2002
parliamentary elections. Virtually the entire leadership of the Orange Coalition that
defeated Kuchma’s chosen successor in 2004 had been close allies of Kuchma just two
to three years previous.”? Thus, before anything else, the Orange Revolution was the
outgrowth of Kuchma’s organizational failure to keep his own allies in line.?*

Former ties to Kuchma and state resources gave the opposition enormous ad-
vantages. Despite the general weakness of civil society, its leaders were all well-known
and supported by many wealthy businesspeople. Given the opportunism of Kuchma’s
coalition, many oligarchic allies apparently gave to the Yushchenko campaign for fear
that they would be left out in the cold in the event of Kuchma’s downfall.?® Thus,
one Yushchenko campaign coordinator bragged in the run-up to the election that “I
don’t know of a financial group in Ukraine, or even in Russia, which doesn’t [support
Yushchenko). Yushchenko has no problem with money.”?

Kuchma’s reliance on a loose coalition of competing oligarchic patronage networks
also may have forced the president to select Viktor Yanukovich, a convicted criminal,
as his successor rather than other, seemingly more electable candidates, such as then-
head of parliament Volodimir Lytvyn or Serhyi Tyhypko, the highly competent and
smooth head of the national bank. The problem for Kuchma appears to have been that

Yanukovich, despite his obvious deficiencies as a national candidate (including both

his criminal record and clear allegiance to a single regional patronage network) had

by far the best organization in the Kuchma coalition. As governor of the large eastern
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industrial region of Donetsk in the late 1990s and early 2000s, Yanukovich subdued

a powerful Communist Party and warring business clans and built a strong Party of
Regions that was able to both mobilize and steal votes with remarkable efficiency as
demonstrated in the 2002 parliamentary elections. Lytvyn and Tyhypko, despite their
greater national appeal, lacked access to this Donetsk organization. There is evidence
that if Tyhypko had been chosen as successor, Yanukovich would have run for presi-
dent anyway thus hopelessly splitting the ruling coalition. Thus, the decentralization
of Kuchma’s coalition combined with the power of the Donetsk group may have given
the President no choice but to select Yanukovich.

Next, the opposition benefited from the divide in Ukrainian identity that allowed
them to mobilize large numbers of highly committed activists from western Ukraine
following stolen elections in late November 2004. Kuchma’s international isolation
following the release of the tapes forced him into a close alliance with Putin’s Russia in
2001. Viktor Yanukovich, Kuchma’s chosen successor, in turn sought to draw on pro-
Russian sentiment to win the election. This strategy had worked in 1994 when Kuchma
ran successfully against Kravchuk on a pro-Russian platform. But in the intervening
ten years, support for Ukrainian independence had increased significantly due in large
part to improved economic conditions.?” Thus, in 2004, as opposed to 1994, most
Ukrainians—even the many who were not ardent nationalists—were not put off by
candidate ties to Ukrainian nationalism.

Pro-Ukrainian nationalists were the backbone of the Orange Revolution, which
involved millions of protestors in late 2004.% In response to Yanukovich’s open embrace
of Russia during the elections, the opposition was able to mobilize nationalists even
in the absence of any explicitly nationalist demands. Protestors came overwhelmingly
from western Ukraine, and survey evidence suggests that a pro-Ukrainian identity was
a key factor bringing people onto the streets.” In stark contrast to their counterparts
in Moscow or Minsk, liberals in Kyiv could count on strong regional support against a
regime that was perceived by many as anti-Ukrainian. Ukrainian nationalists provided
the opposition with its most ardent and committed activists, who were willing to with-
stand almost three weeks of sub-freezing temperatures on the streets of the capital. As
a result, Yushchenko was able to successfully overthrow the Kuchma regime. Ukraine
became a democracy in 2005 with the cessation of serious media censorship and any

significant electoral manipulation.
NATIONAL D1visioN AND RaPacious INDIVIDUALISM AFTER THE QRANGE REVOLUTION

The democratic success of the Orange Revolution is in many ways a surprise. Despite

democratic rhetoric, there were many good reasons to suspect that the new regime
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would quickly revert to non-democratic rule. Again and again in the post—cold war
era, the fall of autocrats at the hands of self-proclaimed democrats has led to new forms
of authoritarianism rather than democracy. The “democratic” victories of Levon Ter
Petrosian in Armenia in 1990-1991, Zviad Gamsakhurdia in Georgia in 1991, Frederick
Chiluba in Zambia in 1991, Sali Berisha in Albania in 1992, Aliaksandr Lukashenka
in Belarus in 1994, Mikheil Saakashvili in Georgia in 2003, and Kurmanbek Bakiyev
The Party of Regions has remained in Kygyzstan in 2005 resulted in regimes that

. . . to varying degrees engaged in significant sup-
the Slngle IargeSt party in Ukraine. pression of independent media, harassment of
opposition, and electoral manipulation.* We might have expected the same fate for
“democratization” in Ukraine in 2004. Thus, the fact that all of the main leaders of the
Orange Revolution had recently been close associates of Kuchma might have suggested

a quick return to Kuchma-era practices.

An important source of democratic success in Ukraine lies in the person of Yush- -
chenko, who has chosen not to utilize many of the older institutional mechanisms of
autocratic rule that remain available.?! Simultaneously, divisions between east and west,
as well as elite disorganization, have continued to promote political competition since
2005. First, during the Orange Revolution regional divisions led to a political settle-
ment that has made it harder for the president to concentrate power. Because he lacked
support in large parts of eastern Ukraine, Yushchenko was unable to impose a unilateral
solution to the crisis in late 2004 despite having millions of protestors backing him
up. Yushchenko was forced to agree to changes in the constitution that weakened the
presidency in exchange for a rerun of the fraudulent 21 November ballot. As a result of
a constitutional agreement of mid-December 2004, the legislature became responsible
for selecting the prime minister and approving most cabinet members nominated by
the prime minister.”? Further, divisions in the country allowed Viktor Yanukovich to
survive the Orange Revolution. Even after he had been deprived of key state resources
and humiliated by extensive coverage of his criminal record and direct involvement in
electoral fraud, Yanukovich remained a powerful force—winning a very respectable 44
percent to Yushchenko’s 52 percent in December 2004.% In 2006, Yanukovich’s Party of
Regions won 32 percent of the vote and obtained 41 percent of parliamentary seats. In
2007, the party won 34 percent of the vote and 39 percent of the seats in parliament.
The Party of Regions has remained the single largest party in Ukraine.

Such strength has been almost entirely grounded in stable regional support. Thus,
in the 2006 parliamentary elections, the Party of Regions gained between 45 percent '
and 75 percent of the vote in eastern and southern provinces as opposed to 2 percent
to 8 percent in western provinces.* The regionalization of Ukraine means that almost

regardless of what happens, Yanukovich or a successor will remain an important check
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on any executive with a power base in western Ukraine.

In addition, the degree of party organization has also shaped the evolution of
post-Orange Revolution Ukrainian politics. While Yanukovich has been able to central-
ize his support in more or less one party, Yushchenko has been forced to rely on two
movements (“Block Tymoshenko” and “Our Ukraine—Self Defense Bloc”) consisting
of around 13 separate parties.  Most significantly, the Yushchenko—Tymoshenko alli-
ance that facilitated the Orange Revolution has been racked by severe tensions driven
mostly by conflicting political ambitions. Thus, Tymoshenko has widely been seen as
Yushchenko’s primary competitor in the upcoming 2010 Presidential elections. Such
tensions have significantly hampered efforts to consolidate power. “The Orange Revolu-
tion alliance quarrelled so much, it didn’t have the sort of inner dynamism to create a
government of its own.”* In September 2005, Tymoshenkos first stint as prime min-
ister ended amid mutual charges of corruption. Following the March 2006 elections,
parties from the Orange coalition took about three months to negotiate an agreement
to make Tymoshenko prime minister—only to have that agreement fall apart at the
last minute due to the defection of Oleksandr Moroz, the chairman of the Socialist
Party. Yanukovich in turn was able to take advantage of these divisions and become
prime minister himself. The result was a situation in which the prime minister and
president were from different parties and in constant conflict. The president, despite
his rather extensive formal power, was relegated to the “opposition.” Mutual hostility
between Tymoshenko and Yushchenko further weakened Yushchenko in the winter of
2007 when Tymoshenko supported Yanukovich in overriding a Yushchenko veto of
the “Law on the Cabinet of Ministers” that weakened presidential powers.*” Finally,
divisions and distrust within the Orange camp came very close to derailing the election
of Tymoshenko as prime minister in late 2007.%

ConcLusioN: THE REFORM DILEMMA IN UKRAINE

In Ukraine, the relative weakness of civil society and the rule of law and the absence of
consistently strong international democratizing pressures have left few constraints on
autocratic behavior. Indeed, both Kravchuk and Kuchma demonstrated a willingness
to use extra-legal and undemocratic measures to stay in office and concentrate power.
Even the much more democratic Viktor Yushchenko readily thwarted the constitution
and pressured judges who sought to block his efforts to shut down the legislature in
2007.

In this context, ruling party weakness and divisions in national identity have
been a critical factor constraining the ability of leaders to monopolize authoritarian

control. But of course, these same factors directly undermine governance and the abil-
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ity of governments to carry out economic reforms. The kind of failed authoritarianism
found throughout much of post-Soviet Ukrainian history has kept Ukraine dynamically
competitive but has also resulted in near constant political stalemate. Regional divisions
have arguably weakened state capacity to collect taxes and provide many basic social
goods.? The negative effects of such divisions and stalemate have been especially evident
recently. For example, relations between President Yushchenko and Yanukovich while
he was prime minister from 2006 to 2007 were characterized by a “permanent fight
for power between presidential and governmental branches of the executive.”* Such
divisions became particularly dangerous in late May 2007 when government forces loyal
to Yushchenko came close to open confrontation with Interior Ministry troops loyal
to Yanukovich. Such tensions have continued to infect Ukrainian politics following
Tymoshenko’s re-election as prime minister in late 2007. Conflict between the two has
undermined efforts to aggressively pursue corruption cases. As noted in the newspaper
Zerkalo Nedeli in late 2007, “fortunately, groundless political repressions are no longer
an element of public policy. Unfortunately, deserved punishments are not, either.”!
Such problems have led many to argue for the centralization of power and increased
efforts to prosecute corruption. Thus, numerous supporters of Yushchenko opposed
the December 2004 constitutional reforms while observers have recently criticized
Yushchenko for not pursuing corruption cases more aggressively.

However, the argument presented here suggests that Ukraine may face a reform
dilemma. Centralization of power and more active use of the state to prosecute cor-
ruption may be necessary for reform. Yet, in the context of a weak rule of law in which
virtually all leaders use the state for partisan ends, such measures are likely to destroy
democracy. In the absence of a strong and independent court system, what is to prevent
a politician from using an anti-corruption drive to target political enemies as Kuchma
did so often during his tenure? The failed authoritarianism rooted in national divisions
and weak parties that Ukraine has witnessed over the last 16 years may undermine
reform. But it also provides an important obstacle to authoritarianism. Ukraine may

never become an Estonia; but it also is unlikely to turn into a Belarus or Russia. “
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