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Ukraine Needs the West's Support - A European democracy sits uncomfortably close to Russia.
MATTHEW KAMINSKI 
 
When Ukraine captured the world's imagination in 2004, waves of orange-clad protestors shook off Soviet cobwebs and ushered in democracy
.3,4,12,2 From afar, the first presidential election since those dramatic events looks like a sorry epilogue.

President Viktor Yushchenko, who survived near fatal poisoning to lead what became the Orange Revolution, was humiliated in last week's first round of voting. His 5.5% tally was "kefir-like," went a joke, meaning that it was around the fat content of the local yogurt. To add insult, the leading vote-getter was the loser in 2004, Viktor Yanukovych. The so-called pro-Moscow candidate who tried to steal that vote with help from Russia's Vladimir Putin is the favorite in the runoff a fortnight away.

As the election shows, Ukrainians are fed up with shambolic Orange leadership, economic hardship (GDP fell 15% last year), and entrenched corruption
.2,7 As deep, and more dangerous, may be the disillusionment in the West. Washington and Brussels suffer from what officials in both places call "Ukraine fatigue."

Before anyone rushes to declare the Orange Revolution dead and Kiev destined to return to Moscow's embrace, a distinction needs to be made. Disappointment with politicians doesn't mean Ukrainians have soured on political freedom. Look closer at this sprawling (the size of Germany and Britain, combined) country of 46 million to behold a genuine, if still shallow, democracy.

This is a minor miracle. Twenty years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, a new divide sunders Europe. On one side are free nations safely behind the walls of the West's elite clubs, the European Union and NATO, or about to hop over. To the east, from Belarus to the Caucasus and Central Asia, stretches an authoritarian wilderness. In this inhospitable terrain sits Ukraine
.3,6,7,8

It remains strategically critical. A stable, prosperous and free Ukraine ensures Russia can't rebuild its regional empire; it'd also be a teachable counterexample to the deadening hand of Putinism for their Slavic cousins up north
.3,7 The press is free and diverse and political parties vibrant
.12 At all times of the year, protestors hurl abuse at their ministers or parliamentarians along Kiev's central Hrushevsky Street. Try to find such scenes on Red Square. Russian oligarchic elites who handpick their leaders hate the Ukrainian, and across the Black Sea the Georgian, experiments with free elections for good reason
.7

The first round was the cleanest vote to date in Ukraine, with no significant fraud. In contrast with 2004, no one tried​ - so far - ​to murder any candidate. No one knows for sure - ​a marvel for this region - ​who'll win the Feb. 7 runoff. Mr. Yanukovych leads Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko, a former Orange leader famous for that braid of blonde hair, but her charisma and campaigning mojo could yet close the gap.

Concerns about democratic backsliding here overlook the ability of people to change. As a society, Ukrainians have picked up the habit of chucking the bums out. Its elites, meanwhile, have also learned that elections aren't life or death contests that inevitably lead to the widescale redistribution of property
.14

Monosyllabic and gruff, Mr. Yanukovych comes from the Sovietized industrial east ​or, as in Ms. Tymoshenko's colorful barb, "the Stone Age"​ and plays the part. Yet he looks like a different candidate than in 2004, more polished and confident. He tells Western ambassadors he used to be too afraid to meet that he won't sell out his country to Moscow and that he needs their support as leverage against a pushy Russia
.11 For that matter, Ms. Tymoshenko also surprised the world. Before turning heroine to Ukraine's nationalist west, she was a shady, Russian-speaking gas baroness who made billions in the early post-Soviet years
.6,7

So full of contradictions, Ukraine eludes easy tags. Former President Leonid Kuchma wrote a book titled, "Ukraine Is Not Russia." Ukraine also isn't Poland, the other former sovereign in these lands. For centuries though, Poland was the bridge to the West, helping explain why Ukraine's political culture resembles Europe more than Eurasia, inclined to compromise and defend its freedoms
.3,4,12,7 

Even the frequently mentioned divisions between Russian-speaking eastern and nationalist western Ukraine - ​which led the CIA in 1992 to predict civil war - ​are a source of unrecognized strength. Power and wealth are dispersed too widely for any would-be czar or commissar to grab Ukraine by the throat. The next generation of politicians who emerged with this election has been able, in the meantime, to appeal in all regions
.3,4,7

In the short run, Ukraine needs to get through the vote without fraud or chaos. Some 20,000 Yanukovych supporters are camped down in Kiev in case the vote doesn't go their man's way and he calls them to the streets
.2,7 Ms. Tymoshenko has teams of lawyers ready to challenge the result in courts, the weakest institutional link in Ukraine. Best case scenario is a clear outcome, the process the victor. 

Once in power, either of these candidates could be tempted to try to quash the press and freedoms in the name of "stability." This worst case scenario is hard, as parliament remains strong and voters assertive, but not impossible to imagine
.3

This should be the cue for the West. Today Ukraine, still the biggest piece of the puzzle in the ex-U.S.S.R., is out of fashion in Washington and Brussels. The well-worn path taken westward by its Central European neighbors isn't considered right for it
.3 

On taking office, Barack Obama outsourced relations with Ukraine and Georgia to Joe Biden, refusing to pay either a visit. NATO is off the table. The EU suffers from an acute case of strategic myopia, seizing on any excuse - ​and Ukrainians provide all too many - ​to slam the door shut
.3,7

Better ideas are heard from diplomats who want to "press the reset button" here, as the U.S. so grandly did on Russia. The message of this election is that Ukrainians - ​like their immediate western neighbors before them - ​want their politicians to stop their bickering and build a properly functioning democratic state integrated with the West. We should be there to help them.

Reviewed by Gordon M. Hahn – Analyst/Consultant, Russia Other Points of View – Russia Media Watch; Senior Researcher, Monterey Terrorism Research and Education Program and Visiting Assistant Professor, Graduate School of International Policy Studies, Monterey Institute of International Studies, Monterey, California; and Senior Researcher, Center for Terrorism and Intelligence Studies (CETIS), Akribis Group. Dr Hahn is author of two well-received books, Russia’s Islamic Threat (Yale University Press, 2007) and Russia’s Revolution From Above (Transaction, 2002), and numerous articles on Russian and Eurasian politics.
3,4,12,2 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS, LACK OF HISTORICAL CONTEXT, and OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: It is inaccurate to characterize the Orange ‘revolution’ as a revolution or a fundamental regime transformation.  A lack of historical perspective and the omission of certain facts allow one to exaggerate the degree of change ushered in by the Orange ‘revolution.’  The difference between the Kuchma and Yushchenko regimes is not as great as champions of the Orange ‘revolution’, such as the author Kaminski, would claim.  The only change since the Orange revolution has been one relatively honest parliamentary election and the first round of the 2010 presidential election.  This is important, but it hardly constitutes a revolution, and it remains to be seen how free and fair the presidential election’s second round will be.  Ukraine is still plagued by the lack of rule of law and massive corruption.  Civil society to some degree remains uncivil with undercurrents of interethnic tension and the rise of neo-fascism in the west.  For example, last March, voters in western Ukraine’s Ternopil region elected a new regional assembly. A previously little-known ultra-nationalist party called ‘Freedom’ won 50 of the assembly's 120 seats.  Freedom’s leader, Oleg Tyagnibok, has called for the deportation of all Jews and Russians from Ukraine. The lack of historical perspective omits that mass media was independent and free under Kuchma, and it simply remained so after the Orange ‘revolution’.  In short, the Orange ‘revolution’ was not a revolution but a reaction to an attempt to steal an election by one elite faction against another that also tried to steal the election.  It was not a fundamental regime transformation but rather a small step forward for democracy that still has not been made permanent.  Indeed, both sides falsified election results in the election that sparked the Orange ‘revolution’.  As John Laughland wrote at the time: “Or again, we are told that a 96% turnout in Donetsk, the home town of Viktor Yanukovich, is proof of electoral fraud. But apparently turnouts of over 80% in areas which support Viktor Yushchenko are not.  Nor are actual scores for Yushchenko of well over 90% in three regions, which Yanukovich achieved only in two. And whereas Yanukovich's final official score was 54%, the western-backed president of Georgia, Mikhail Saakashvili, officially polled 96.24% of the vote in his country in January. The observers who now denounce the Ukrainian election welcomed that result in Georgia, saying that it ‘brought the country closer to meeting international standards’.” (John Laughland, “The western media's view of Ukraine's election is hopelessly biased,” Guardian, 27 November 2004.) Moreover, the author himself acknowledges the failures of the Orange regime in bringing fundamental change – the persistent corruption and society’s continuing support for the losers in the Orange ‘revolution’.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: This is nearly twice the decline in GDP Russia has experienced during the global economic crisis.  When the Western mainstream media mentions the hit Russia took as a result of the crisis, it is always stressed that it was the result of Russia’s reliance on energy exports and an overly centralized economy.  Why is the latter factor so relevant for Ukraine left unmentioned?


3,6,7,8 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, SLANTED TERMINOLOGY, LACK OF COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The “new divide” the author notes, in part was created by NATO expansion.  One way to ensure that some post-Soviet states – regional powers and failing states alike – remain authoritarian is to leave them outside a military alliance that is expanding to their borders.  The difference between Ukraine, on the one hand, and Russia, Armenia, Kazkahstan and some other states isolated outside the West’s ‘security zone’, on the other hand, in some spheres relevant to the quality of democracy is quite small.  Certainly it is not large enough to portray all of the post-Soviet states outside or not seeking membership in NATO as medieval despotisms and Ukraine as the only light in the dark.


3,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: It is inaccurate to claim that Russia seeks to rebuild an empire, and it is inconsistent to regard Ukraine as a strategic object, since numerous Western analysts have criticized Russia for exactly this kind of ‘19th century’ geopolitical thinking in which Moscow allegedly engages.  The extent Moscow engages in such would naturally be determined by the extent to which military alliances are or are not advancing towards its borders, which are geopolitical assets.


12 LACK OF HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE: Ukraine’s media were free and its parties vibrant before the Orange ‘revolution,’ and Russia’s media is not as unfree as the author implies.  Its party system is highly constricted by Russian law, producing elections that are usually not free or fair.


7 ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Although the author initially spoke of an “authoritarian wilderness” stretching “from Belarus to the Caucasus and Central Asia”, the real target of the article is the same as usual – Russia only.  This paragraph clearly reveals this focused, one-sided bias.  This is more than strange, since Russia is one of the least authoritarian states of the CIS and former CIS states, and a decade ago it was more democratic than Ukraine but got NATO expansion without Russia as its reward.  Russia has and will be almost always more closed in the face of perceived external threats.


14 OBSOLETE INFORMATION:  Days after this article was published, a major effort to cheat in the presidential election’s second round occurred, when elements from the Yulia Tymoshenko camp tried to steal ballots from the plant where ballots are printed.  This led to a confrontation involving police, Tymoshenko operatives, and deputies from parliamentary faction of Viktor Yanukovich’s Party of the Regions.  


11 UNIDENTIFIED SOURCE: The author does not provide a source, for example, the name of one ambassador this has been told to.


6,7 SLANTED TERMINOLOGY and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The author’s one-sided perspective or bias comes shining through when he attaches the adjective ‘Russian-speaking’ to denote Tymoshenko as a corrupt gas oligarch under Yuschenko’s predecessor Leonid Kuchma.  Does she no longer speak Russian?  Moreover, this issue of her darker past was immediately dropped from the Western mainstream media’s mentions of Tymoshenko after the Orange ‘revolution’ until she began to negotiate with Putin on gas contracts honestly.  Then her darker past returned to print.  


3,4,12,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS, LACK OF HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE, ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: It is inaccurate to claim that Ukraine’s political culture is fundamentally different than that of Russia’s or many other post-Soviet states.  Indeed, the author provides no facts or date to support this view.  He implies that six years of semi-democracy constitute proof of this.  However, Russia had six years of a regime that was no less democratic in the 1990s, and it has reverted to a soft authoritarian system.  Therefore, Ukraine still could.  Instructive is the optimism such Western observers held toward the Kyrgyz colored ‘revolution’ with little discernible progress towards democracy since then. Georgia’s ‘Rose Revolution’ has also undergone zigs and zags in its democratic development, including a brutal attack on Tskhinvali and initiating the August 2008 war with South Ossetia and Russia, violent crackdowns on opposition demonstrations, and the forced closure of opposition media.  Historical perspective would tell us that Ukraine’s history is almost identical to Russia’s, not significantly so distinct as to support a fundamentally different political culture.  Their common Soviet histories are but one example.  Past Ukrainian pogroms against Jews and Poles, and the noted recent rise in western Ukraine of neo-fascism also suggest anything but a consolidated culture of political compromise.  While similar factors in Russian history, culture, and politics are played up in the Western mainstream media, they are ignored when it comes to Ukraine, Poland, and other states that support the West geopolitically.


3,4,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT DATA, CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: This is patently untrue.  The voting pattern of eastern, Russian-speaking, Orthodox Christian Ukraine backing Yanukovich and western Ukrainian-speaking, Uniate Catholic and Ukrainian orthodox Ukraine backing Tymoshenko and Yushchenko held in the first round and will the second.  Yanukovich received almost the exact percentage of the vote from the same regions as he did in 2004.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The author conveniently omits the fact that both sides in the presidential election’s second round have prepared demonstrations in the event they lose.


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA: This statement contradicts the author’s claim about Ukraine’s political culture fundamentally diverging from the rest of Eurasia’s.  Thus, either this statement is inaccurate or his previous statement is.


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA: This is inaccurate, since the biggest geopolitical ‘prize’ (for the non-geopolitical West) is Russia.  The well-worn path is a militarist one – membership in world history’s most powerful military bloc and its expansion along more of Russia’s borders.


3,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Again, the author’s mention of the EU’s “strategic myopia” exposes the lie that only Russia, allegedly, engages in ‘19th century’ geopolitical thinking.
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