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«TO PRESERVE IMPOSSIBLE TO DESTROY»: 1991 SOVIET UNION
REFERENDUM ON THE PRESERVATION OF THE SOVIET UNION
AND ITS HOLDING IN THE UKRAINTAN SSR

Summary. The purpose of the article is to analyze the political circumstances in which the prepa-
ration and holding of the Soviet Union referendum in 1991 on the territory of the Ukrainian SSR
took place as prerequisites for the containment of disintegration processes in the Soviet Union and
its preservation as a union state.To describe the actions of democratic forces to block the holding of
a referendum on the territory of the republic, to investigate the efforts of the new political parties and
the «People’s Councily opposition parliamentary bloc, aimed at achieving political consensus with the
communist majority of parliament and the conduct of the national plebiscite in the Ukrainian SSR as
a means of protecting republican sovereignty. The research methodologyis based on the principles of
historicism, systemicity, scientific objectivity, as well as the application of general scientific (analysis,
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synthesis, deduction, induction, generalization), so specialhistorical (problemhistorical, historicalsys-
temic, problem chronological, historical and typological) methods.The research novelty of the study
is the attempt, for the first time in Ukrainian historiography, to consider the political processes that
took place in the Ukrainian SSR around the March 1991 plebiscite on the reform of the Soviet Union,
the signing of a new Union Treaty and the preservation of the Soviet regime, as well as to study the
activities of the political forces of the republic to strengthen political and economic independence of
the republic.Conclusions. In December 1990, the Soviet leadership, concerned about the sovereignty
processes in the union republics, succeeded in political and legal measures aimed at reforming the
state political structure of the USSR. The legal instrument that would legitimize the existence of a union
state was the Soviet Union referendum inMarch 1991. The political transformations of Moscow Center
caused a sharp political debate in the Ukrainian society between supporters of the preservation of the
USSR and supporters of Ukraine's state independence. The proposed version of the Union Treaty by
M. Gorbachev was strongly criticized by the anti-communist opposition and received full support from
the Communist Party leadership. In order to defend their own political initiatives, democratic forces re-
sorted to mass protests in the republic and the formation of a broad anti-Kremlin front at the All-Union
level. Under the influence of democratic forces, the vector of public opinion in Ukraine gradually shifted
towards supporting real sovereignty of the republic. Because of the opposition of the conservative part
of the parliament, a democratic parliamentary opposition was unable to block the holding of a union
referendum on the preservation of the «renewed federation» or to hold a poll in its place concerning
the full state independence of Ukraine. In parliamentary polemics, a political compromise between the
democratic forces and the «sovereign communistypart of the communist majority of parliament was
achieved in the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine. Holding a parallel republican poll minimized the politi-
cal and legal consequences of the results of the March referendum in 1991 for the political life of the
republic. Despite the support of the majority of the referendum members for the idea of preserving the
USSR, the results of the Republican plebiscite have shown the desire of Ukrainian society to increase
the state status of the Ukrainian SSR.

Key words: Soviet Union, Soviet Union referendum, Union Treaty, sovereignty, «renewed federa-
tiony, People'’s Council, parliamentary opposition.

«3BEPEI'TH HE MO’KHA 3PYIHYBATH»: BCECOIO3HU PEQOEPEHIYM
1991 P. II{OJ0 3BEPEKEHHS PAJSTHCHBKOT'O COIO3Y
1 MOT0 NPOBEJEHHS B YKPAIHCHKIN PCP

Anomauyis. Mema 00cnidcenHa—npoananizyeamu HOXiMuyHi 06CMABUHU, 34 SKUX NPOXOOUNA
nidzomoska i npogedenus Bcecoioznozo pegpepenoymy 1991 p. na mepumopii Yxpaincoxoi PCP sk
nepeoymosu Ona CMpumy8anusa Oesinmezpayitnux npoyecie 8¢ Paodancvkoeco Coro3y i tioeo 30epe-
JICeH sl SIK COI03HOT Oepoicasu. Memo0onozia 00CHioHceHHs 0a3YeMbCAHA NPUHYUNAX [CIMOPU3MY,
CUCMeMHOCTI, HAYKOBOT 00 €KMUBHOCMI, a MAKOIC 3ACMOCYBAHHI AK 3A2ANbHOHAYKOBUX (AHANI3,
cunmes, 0e0yKyis, iHOYKYisl, Y3a2aibHeHHs), MaK cneyianrbHO-iCIOPUYHUX (NPoOIeMHO-ICTNOPUYHUI,
icmopuuHo-cucmemHuil, NPOOIEMHO-XPOHONLOLIUHUL, ICMOPUYHO-Mmunono2iunutl) memoois. Hayko-
64 HOBU3HAOOCTIONCEHHS NoNsiedae y cnpobi enepuie 8 YKpaincoKil icmopioepagii posensnymuno-
aimuuni npoyecu, wo 6iodysanuce 6 Ykpaincokiti PCP 0oskona bepesnesozo naebicyumy 1991 p.
w000 pepopmysanns Paosncovrkozco Cow3sy, nionucanns Ho8o2o Cor3H020 002060pY | 30epercents
PAOSHCLKO20 PEXHCUMY, A MAKONHC OOCAIOUMU 3aX00U NOLITMUYHUX CUL pecnyOniKu 08 3MIYyHeHHS No-
qimuunoi i ekoHoMiuHoi camocmilinocmi pecnyoniku. Bucnoeku. Y 2pyoni 1990 p. paoancvke xepis-
HUYMB0, 3aHENOKOEHE CYBEPEHI3AYIIHUMU NPOYECAMU Y COIOZHUX pecnyOikax, 80anoct 00 NOmu-
KO-Npagosux 3axo0ie, CNpAMOSAHUX Ha pepopmyeants depoacasrno-nonimuunoi cmpyxkmypu CPCP.
IOpuouunum incmpymenmom, axui Ou ne2imumizyeas iCHY8AHHA COIO3HOI Oepicasu, Mag cmamu
bepesnesuil 6cecorosnutl pepepenoym 1991 p. Honimuuni mpancgopmayii mockoscvrkoeo Llenmpy
CHPUYMUHUIU 8 VKPATHCOKOMY CYCNIIbCMEL 20CMpY NOLIMUYHY OUCKYCIH0 MIdC npubiyHuKamu 30epe-
acenna CPCP i npuxunvuuxkamu oepaxcagnoi nezanexcnocmi Ykpainu. 3anpononosanuii M. Iopba-
yogum eapianm COW03H020 002080pPY 3A3HAE PI3KOI KPUMUKU 3 OOKY AHMUKOMYHICIUYHOL ono3uyii i
ompumag noeny niompumky kepisnuymea KI1Y. [lna 6iocmoiosanns 61acHux noaimuyHux iniyiamus
0eMOKpamuyHi cuiu 80anacht 00 MACOSUX aKyitl npomecmy 8 pecnyoniyi i hopmySants wuUpoKo2o
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anmukpemiecoko2o hponmy na ececoiosnomy pieni. 11io enaueom 0emMoKpamuiHux cui 6eKmop epo-
Maocwkoi OyMKu 6 YKpaini nocmynogo 3smiugyeamucs y Hanpsamky niOmpuUMKY peaibHo20 pecnyoii-
Kancvkoeo cygepenimemy. Yepes npomuoilo KOHCep8AMUBHO20 Kpuid napiamennmy 0eMoKpamuiHa
napramenmcvKa ono3uyis He smo2ia 3a010Ky8amu Npo8edenHs COI03H020 pehepeHoymy uooo 30e-
pedicelns «onosneHol gedepayiiy, abo npogecmu 3aMicmb Hb020 ONUMYEAHHS U000 NOGHOT dep-
Jrcagnoi nezanexcrnocmi Yipainu. Y xo0i napnamenmcewroi nonemixu y Bepxosnuiii Padi Yxpainu 6yno
00CASHYMO NONIMUYHUL KOMAPOMIC MidC OeMOKPAMUYHUMYU CUNLAMU | «CYBepeH-KOMYHICIMUUHUM»
Kpuiom komyHicmuunoi 6ineuocmi napnamenny. I[Iposedenns napanenvho pecnyOnikancbko2o onu-
TMY8AHHA MIHIMI3Y8AL0 NOMIMUKO-NPABOSI HACTIOKU pe3ynbmamie bepe3negozo pegepenoymy 1991 p.
ons noaimuyHo2o xcumms pecnyoniku. Hezeaowcarouu na niompumxy 6invuiicmio yuacHukie pege-
penoymy ioei 30epeacenns CPCP, pesynomamu pecnybnikancokoeo niebicyumy 3aceiouuniy npacHeH-
H5l YKpAiHCbKO20 cyCcninbemea 00 niosuuyenns depoicagnoeo cmamycy Yxpaincokoi PCP.

Knrwwuogi cnoea: Paoancvkuii Coros, écecorosnuti peghepenoym, Corosnuii 00208ip, cysepenimem,
«oHoenena gedepayisny, Hapoona Pada, napnamenmcvka onozuyis.

Problem statement. In December 1990, the Soviet leadership, concerned about the
measures of the national republics to improve their state legal status, took decisive steps
to curb disintegration processes and create the preconditions for reforming the Union state.
The Fourth Congress of People’s Deputies of the USSR adopted a constitutional and legal
reform, which transformed the Soviet Union into a «renewed federation of equal republics»,
and appointed a referendum on the future of the Soviet Union (Ob obeshchei kontseptsyy,
1990, p. 3). On 16 January 1991, the Supreme Soviet of the USSR included question in the
bulletin for a secret ballot on a referendum the, «Do you consider it necessary to preserve the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as a renewed federation of equal sovereign republics, in
which the rights and freedoms of a person of any nationality will be fully guaranteed?» The
referendum was scheduled for 17 March 1991. These decisions of the Union deputies sharply
aggravated the political debate in the Ukrainian society regarding the state prospects of the
Union, which soon formed the form of a protracted confrontation between the supporters
of the preservation of the Union in the virtually unchanged form and supporters of the real
realization of sovereign rights by the republic.

The analysis of sources and recent researches. Nowadays in Ukrainian historiography
there are no studies devoted to the analysis of political and legal aspects of the preparation
and holding of the Soviet Union referendum in 1991 on the territory of the Ukrainian SSR.
A number of fundamental scientific works on the history of Perestroika relate mainly to the
analysis of the general political processes of the republic’s social life in 1988-1991. Some
tendencies in the development of the political situation in the country on the eve of the popular
plebiscite and the republican poll were highlighted in the monographs of O. Haran (Haran,
1993) V. Lytvyn (Lytvyn, 1994), O. Boiko (Boiko, 2002). In the works of M. Mykhalchenko
and V. Andrushchenko (Mykhalchenko, Andrushchenko, 1996), T. Batenko (Batenko, 1996),
V. Derevinskyi (Derevinskyi, 2011), written in the genre of political biography, where
against the background of political activity of L. Kravchuk, B. Horyn and V. Chornovil,
separate pages of the political confrontation of the party and democratic forces concerning
the transformation of the national state system of the union state and strengthening of the
sovereignty of the republic are considered. The regional aspects of the activities of the
opposition forces during the referendum period are most widely reflected in the monographs
of O. Muravskyi (Muravskyi, 2011) and F. Turchenko (Turchenko, 2009).

The publication’s purpose is to analyze the political circumstances in which the
preparation and holding of the Soviet Union referendum in 1991 on the territory of the
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Ukrainian SSR took place as prerequisites for the containment of disintegration processes in
the Soviet Union and its preservation as a union state.

Statement of the basic material. In January-March 1991, both in Ukrainian society and in
the republican parliament, there was a heated debate about two issues: the draft of the new Union
Treaty and the Soviet Union referendum.

The draft of the new Union Treaty (the so-called presidential version of 25 November 1990)
(Soyuznyiy dogovor, 1990, p. 1-2) actually kept the same powers of the Union Center that it had
during the period of undivided domination of the administrative command system. The proposed
draft of the Treaty and the question put forward at the referendum were unconditionally supported
by the leaders of the Communist Party of Ukraine and the conservative communist majority of
the Verkhovna Rada (Hurenko, 1991, p. 1-2). One of its leaders, the secretary of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine (CC CPU) Anatolii Savchenko, declared, «The
Union Treaty is a key prerequisite for the realization of the interests of the republic development.
Except for the reactionaries and obscurantisms, no one in the world wants to weaken the USSR»
(Savchenko, 1991, p. 7). The direction of the leadership of the CPU to Moscow Kremlin on the
future of the Union State was subsequently confirmed by the Speaker of the Verkhovna Rada
Leonid Kravchuk, «Hurenko (the first secretary of the CC CPU — Author’s note) tended to a rigid
scheme that included the same Soviet Union, only slightly painted and with a different name»
(Kravchuk, 2002, p. 80).

The variant of the Union Treaty proposed by M. Gorbachev was strongly criticized by the anti-
communist opposition, since almost all of its legal norms contradicted the Declaration on State
Sovereignty (adopted on 16 July 1990 — Author’s note). Representatives of the Democratic Politics
subjected to reasoned criticism all the main provisions of the Union Treaty draft concerning the
prospects of state, economic and legal or military construction, as well as the relations between the
subjects of the future federation and the participation of the republics of the Union in international
relations.

The legal instrument, which, according to Moscow plan, would legitimize the preservation of
the union state and would confirm the Kremlin variant of the Union Treaty, was to be the Soviet
Union referendum (Pro orhanizatsiiu i zakhody, 1991, p. 79).

Strongly denying the idea of a referendum, the democratic community underlined its legal
insolvency and emphasized the fact that the Ukrainian side did not participate in the preparation
of the Union Treaty draft or in the process of its approval. «The very fact of holding a referendum
without coordination with the republics is disrespect for them. The Center looks at us as vassals»,
emphasized Oleksandr Yemets, chairman of the Commission on Human Rights (Yemets, 1991,
p. 2). Deputy Speaker of the People’s Movement of Ukraine Mykola Porovskyi sharply spoke
out against the referendum, who stated, «The referendum is an attempt by the Center to impose
republics and peoples not only an old but a worse version of the unitary empire» (Porovskyj,
1991, p. 89).

In their numerous speeches at the session and at the sessions of the Presidium of the Verkhovna
Rada of Ukraine, deputies from the non-communist minority, argued the legal unlawfulness of a
referendum. Deputies V. Shyshkin, 1. Zaiats, V. Nosov and others stated that the issue of the referendum
artificially united a number of problems, in particular, the preservation of the «renewed federation»
and the guarantee of human rights and freedoms, in order to achieve the result acceptable to the
Kremlin leadership. The conclusions were also agreed by the head of the parliament L. Kravchuk,
who stated, «Previously, I had a conversation with the deputies Kotsuba, Shyyshkin, Nosov. ... I
could not refute their legal evidence. I did not succeed!» (Kravchuk, 1991, p. 17).
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Not being able to block the holding of the Soviet Union referendum on the preservation
of the «renewed federation» (this was done by the parliaments of the three republics of the
Baltic, Armenia, Georgia and Moldova) because of opposition from the conservative part of the
parliament, or to hold polls on the full state independence of Ukraine (the latter was proposed by
people’s deputies, and at the same time, by the leaders of opposition parties and organizations
Levko Lukianenko, Viacheslav Chornovil, Stepan Khmara, etc.), a non-communist minority in
parliament was forced to seek political maneuver, which would level out, or at least minimize
the political and legal implications of the projected victory of the Center, and keep the chance to
continue the struggle for independence of Ukraine.

In this situation, the only possible option was to reach a compromise with separate deputies
from the communist majority of the parliament (the so-called «sovereign communistsy —
Author’s note), who also did not suit the version of the Gorbachev project, which, according to
L. Kravchuk, «gave us the status of novices». The manifestation of the parliamentary compromise
could have become a variant of the referendum question that was prepared by the leadership of
the Verkhovna Rada. Thus, according to the suggestion of the Presidium, citizens had to make a
choice between the «renewed federation» and the «Union of Soviet sovereign states»; however,
this project did not find approval from the deputies. The attempt to «stamp» the initiative of the
Center in the parliament failed, and the communists, orthodox from the pro-Kremlin group «For
Soviet sovereign Ukraine», actively called for it, and they lacked enough votes. However, this
time the «sovereign communist» fraction of this group declined to give legitimacy to the Union
referendum on the territory of the republic. Such political games could testify to only one thing: in
the ranks of the parliamentary majority there was a split regarding the future status of the republic
as part of the «renewed» USSR.

A compromise formula for the direct expression of the will of the people proposed by the
People’s Council (Pavlenko, 1991, p. 2), the parliamentary opposition bloc, and which was finally
adopted by the Verkhovna Rada, a proposal was made to conduct a national poll in parallel with
the Union referendum on the transformation of the USSR into the «Union of Soviet sovereign
states on the principles of the Declaration on State Sovereignty» (Pro provedennia referendumu,
1991, p. 129). Arguing this decision of the Verkhovna Rada L. Kravchuk declared, «There is
their right, there is our right. There is a war of laws. ...Therefore, we should not interfere in the
formulation of that bulletin (Union one — Author’s note). But we cannot close our eyes to the fact
that our sovereign rights are violated and they do not want to take us into account» (Kravchuk,
1991, p. 17).

The bulletin, approved by the Verkhovna Rada, stated, «Do you agree that Ukraine should
be part of the Union of Soviet Sovereign States on the principles of the Declaration on State
Sovereignty?» That is, if the Soviet Union referendum was to determine whether the USSR was
to be a «renewed federation», then the Republican poll should give an answer to which Ukraine
sees the future Union Treaty.

The questions put to the referendum and the nationwide poll caused a sharp political debate
in the republic, simultaneously highlighting their ambiguous perception in the opposition camp.
If the opposition’s reaction to the «Gorbachev» bulletin was consolidated, then the decision to
hold the republican plebiscite became a «stumbling block» and revealed serious contradictions in
the state of the opposition political apparatus. Thus, the head of the Ukrainian Republican Party
L. Lukianenko suggested not supporting any formulation, or boycott the referendum. The head of
the URP faction in the parliament believed that the figures in the referendum were only indicators
of the mood of the population and called for demonstrating that «among these sentiments there is
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also one that demands full independence of Ukraine», therefore, the referendum boycott would
be the best solution (Lukianenko, 1991, p. 3). The leader of the Radical fraction in the parliament,
S. Khmara, also called for a «boycott of the referendum on imperial treaty» and an indefinite
political strike.

The head of Lviv Regional Council, V. Chornovil, who did not support the issue of the
republican bulletin, and at the same time proposed to hold regional plebiscite and to invite
citizens to support the idea of complete state independence of Ukraine, took a realistic position.
The initiative of the chairman of Lviv deputies was supported by the delegates of the Galician
Assembly — a body set up to coordinate the activities of the Councils of the three Western regions
of the republic (Central State Archives of Public Organizations of Ukraine — CSAPO of Ukraine,
f. 1,d. 32, c. 2899, p. 114). However, a people’s deputy from Rivne region V. Chervonii expressed
warning about the initiative of the Galician resident, «An additional Galician bulletin is not
necessary... In Volyn, I'm not talking about the Great Ukraine, this idea will not find a support»
(CSAPO of Ukraine, f. 1, d. 32, c. 2899, p. 108).

The Democratic Party of Ukraine also offered citizens to answer «No» to the question of
the union bulletin. At the same time, the Democrats noted that inevitable transitional period was
necessary to achieve state independence; therefore they supported the idea of the Commonwealth
of Independent States as a new formation on the USSR and called for the approval of the
Republican Initiative (Zaiava Demokratychnoi partii Ukrainy, 1991, p. 2). A similar argument and
the identical answer to all questions were proposed by the Party of Democratic Revival of Ukraine
(Referendum, 1991, p. 1). Also the faction of non-partisans in the People’s Council expressed its
position. Members of the faction appealed to the referendum participants to leave «No» in the
Moscow bulletin and approve the issue of the Verkhovna Rada bulletin. «The answer «Yes» in the
Ukrainian bulletiny, as it was noted in the appeal of the faction, «completely does not guarantee
Ukrainian statehood, but opens the way to it and gives us a chance ... to fight Ukraine as a state»
(Yak holosuvaly, 1991, p. 1).

The outcome of the broad political debate in the republic was summed up by the parliamentary
opposition coalition, which, on the eve of the referendum, adopted a consolidated statement and
called for «No» to be answered to the «unitary state» under the guise of the «renewed federation»,
and proposed «to support the idea of a sovereign states community in which our republic could
continue to fight for complete independence» (Zvernennia, 1991, p. 2).

For organizational agitation preparation of democratic forces for a referendum, a number of
public organizations and political parties the Committee «Referendum: Sovereign Ukraine» was
created on 19 February 1991. The Committee included the Party of the Democratic Revival of
Ukraine (PDRU), the Democratic Party of Ukraine (DemPU), the People’s Movement of Ukraine
(PMU), the Ukrainian T. Shevchenko Society, the Green Party of Ukraine (GPU), the Ukrainian
Social Democratic Party (USDP), the Social Democratic Party of Ukraine (SDPU), Ukrainian
society «Memorial», etc. O. Yemets was elected Chairman of the Committee. In its statement, the
Committee noted, ‘Preservation of the USSR as a renewed federation may mean: preservation of
the current «equal» disability of the republics; preservation of the current, but somewhat renewed,
totalitarian administrative command system; the use of military force against republics which
do not want to be in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics», and strongly called on Ukrainian
citizens to say «No» to the question of the All-Union Parliament (Zaiava Komitetu, 1991, p. 2).

In an effort to secure the widest public support of their demands, the opposition acted as
the initiator and organizer of numerous rallies, demonstrations and pickets, the motto of which
was the slogan «Union — No!» On 10 and 16 March 1991, in many cities of Ukraine, there
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were political actions «No» — to the question of the Union referendum». In order to explain
the position of the people’s opposition on the future will of the citizens, numerous propaganda
and information groups conducted mass events, which called for the rejection of the question
of the Soviet Union referendum and support the formulation of the republican parliament. In
particular, on 9 March 1991, rallies organized by the Democratic Odesa bloc in the oblast center
and Bilhorod-Dnistrovskiy took place, in which people’s deputy O. Yemets spoke (Yemets, 1991,
p. 54). People’s deputies participated in similar rallies: V. Filenko — in Kharkiv, V. Kolinets and
L. Horokhivskyi — in Ternopil, M. Holubets — in Kremenets, M. Porovskyi — in Rivne region.

The scale of the protest actions of the opposition caused a great concern to the leadership
of the Communist Party. In his speech on television, the leader of the Ukrainian Communists,
S. Hurenko, said, «The distinction between supporters and opponents of the preservation of our
multinational state is becoming clearer. Many citizens have not yet been determined. It is for this
part of the population that is targeted at various kinds of political actions, that, in recent times,
are held by those who are trying to tear Ukraine away from the Union» (Hurenko, 1991, p. 3).
As countermeasures against opposition rallies, the Communist Party of Ukraine proposed to the
communists of Ukraine, Russia and Belarus to hold a joint action «Unity». At the same time, the
Communist Party regional committees received instructions to organize rallies in support of the
Center’s initiatives, in particular under the slogans «For Unity and Civic Consent, the Integrity of
the USSR» (State Archive of Kharkiv Region — SAKhR, f. P. 2, d. 207, c. 722, p. 7-8, 11).

Thus, the Soviet Union referendum on the future of the USSR took place on the wake of a
political confrontation in the republic, which, however, not only affected the participants, but
most likely, increased the participation of society in the poll. Altogether 31.5 million people came
to the referendum on polling station, which was 83.5% of the number of voters included in the
lists. 70.2% of them voted for the preservation of the Union as a renewed federation (76.4%
in the USSR). Residents of different regions of the republic reacted diametrically opposite to
the question of the bulletin. So, if 85-88% of voters voted in the Donetsk, Luhansk, Mykolaiv,
Crimean regions, for the preservation of the Union, then in the west of the republic (in Lviv,
Ivano-Frankivsk and Ternopil regions) only 16-19% supported the preservation of the «unified
and indivisible» USSR. The residents’ opinion of the Ukrainian capital was distributed almost
equally, however, the majority wanted changes in the Soviet state political structure, and therefore
only 44.6% of Kyivans supported the proposal of Moscow Center. The Republican poll found
much more supporters among the inhabitants of the republic, since 80.17% of the citizens who
participated in the voting voted for broader sovereign rights of the Ukrainian SSR (Central State
Archive of the Higher Authorities and Administration of Ukraine — CSAHAA of Ukraine, Kyiv,
f. 1, d. 28, ¢c. 120, p. 5). Only in Lviv, Ternopil and Ivano-Frankivsk regions the majority voted
«againsty, since local political forces focused on the full state independence of the republic. The
results of the local poll in three Halych regions were fully predictable — 88.0% of the inhabitants
of the region voted for the independent status of Ukraine (Protokol zasidannia, 1991, p. 1).

Prejudging comments from Moscow on the results of the referendum, well-known Ukrainian
scholars, lawyers and scientific organizations stated in the press about the legal, logical failure of
the referendum issues, their political tendentiousness. «Question of the Soviet Union referendum
cannot be considered sociologically correct, and the received answers — reliabley, this is exactly
the conclusion from the analysis of the results of the referendum made by the Group of sociological
research led by prof. V. Ossovskyi.

In assessing the results of people’s will, representatives of two political camps differed in
their emphasis. Again, as after the March 1990 elections, both the opposition and the ruling party
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considered the results of the referendum as their victory. The Democratic community claimed that
the Republican poll crosses the results of the union bulletin. In turn, the secretary of the Communist
Party of Ukraine S. Hurenko hastened to declare that «during the referendum the idea of the Union
won» (Dmytrenko, 1991, p. 1). The Republican sovereignty of the communist leader saw no
attributes of self-government, in particular, the national army or Ukrainian money, since «neither one
nor the other determined the main direction of solving urgent socio economic problemsy» (Hurenko,
1991, p. 1). The essence of the current moment was rather thinly outlined by People’s Deputy
0. Suhoniako, «Politically, if desired, the results of the referendum can be interpreted arbitrarily:
both as Gorbachev’s support, both as a support of Kravchuk, and as support for the independence.
But their essence lies in the fact that they are ambiguous, as the ambiguous situation in the empire
itself. And this ambiguity cannot be held on for a long time: either the center will suppress national
liberation movements by force, or an organized, agreed upon republics, dismantling of the empire
should take place. There is chaos in the middle» (Suhoniako, 1991, p. 3).

It was precisely around the issue of the referendum and the Union Treaty that the final dividing
of the two main parts in the Communist Party was completed: «orthodox» (conservative) and
«sovereign communisty («national communisty). Subsequently L. Kravchuk recalled that at
the turn of the 1990s «a group of people who sought greater political independence for Ukraine
was formed in the depths of the Communist Party of Ukraine. And the number of those tired
of «younger brothers» feeling, the silent performers of another’s will, was imperceptibly, but
steadily growing» (Kravchuk, 2002, p. 55). Gradually, part of the party state establishment, on
the one hand, as a result of national democratic processes, aroused the awakening of political
consciousness on the one hand, and on the other, under the influence of sovereignty steps of
other republics, in particular, Russia, a sense of «republican secrecy» was formed. Thinking of
the tendencies of weakening the Center, and having felt the «taste of power», the republican state
party apparatus sought to secure as much freedom as possible in accepting initially administrative
and subsequently political decisions (Kuzo, 1994, pp. 32-33). This was done by party soviet
leaders of all levels, under certain conditions, potential allies of democratic forces in ensuring the
sovereignty of the republic. The exact nature of this interdependence, referring to the deputies of
the People’s Council, was defined by O. Moroz, «The situation will force us to cooperate, because
the contradictions concerning Ukraine’s sovereignty will be strengthened, they will demand
that the communists be not only internationalists, and the anti-communists to re-examine their
intentions» (Moroz, 1993, p. 73).

Although, in general, the participants of the Soviet Union referendum in Ukraine supported the
idea of the «renewed Union», but the positive answer to the question of a republican consultative
poll (on joining the Union on the basis of the Declaration on State Sovereignty), confirmed the
desire of the absolute majority of the inhabitants of the Ukrainian SSR to increase the state legal
status of the republic. The results of the referendum provided the Ukrainian leadership with a
broad field for political maneuver in relations with Moscow Center, and in particular, allowed
to postpone the final decision on signing a new Union Treaty, which envisaged the creation of a
unified federal state.

Conclusions. In December 1990, the Soviet leadership, concerned about the sovereignty
processes in the Union republics, managed political and legal measures aimed at reforming the
state political structure of the USSR. In order to determine the parameters of the device of the
«renewed Uniony, a draft of the new Union Treaty was prepared. The Soviet Union referendum
should have become a legal instrument that would legitimize the existence of both Soviet
power and the Union state itself. The political transformations of Moscow Center led to a sharp
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political debate in the Ukrainian society between supporters of the preservation of the Soviet
Union in a virtually unaltered form and supporters of Ukraine’s status as a state. The proposed
version of the Union Treaty by M. Gorbachev was strongly criticized by the anti-communist
opposition and received full support from the Communist Party leadership. The democratic
community stressed the non-participation of the Ukrainian side in the process of drafting the
Union Treaty and argued the legal inability of the forthcoming referendum. Under the influence
of democratic forces, the vector of public opinion in Ukraine has gradually shifted towards
supporting real sovereignty of the republic. In order to defend their own political initiatives, the
popular opposition has resorted to mass protests in the republic and the formation of a broad
anti-Kremlin front on the all-Union level. In the opposition political environment there were
different approaches to tactics of action during the Soviet Union referendum and the Republican
poll offered by the Verkhovna Rada of the Ukrainian SSR. The elaboration by the democratic
forces of a consolidated position on the political dilemmas that the March plebiscite had to
resolve drew up a significant part of its participants in support of Ukraine’s state prospects. The
achievements of the same political compromise between the «sovereign communisty» part of
the Verkhovna Rada and the democratic parliamentary bloc minimized the political and legal
consequences of the results of the March referendum in 1991 and laid the foundation for further
struggle for the sovereign status of Ukraine.
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