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25 pokiB He3aneXHocTi YKpalHu

Onexcandp  Momunw,
npogecop Pymeepcorozo
ynieepcumemy  (CIIIA),
amepuKkaHcokuil icmopux
YKpaincokozo noxoodicemn-
HA, eeajxcac HaubiAbWUM
docaznennam Ykpainu 3
4acy npozosiouieHHs He3a-
JnescHocmi — 30epercenns
c80€i cyeepennoi demoxpa-
muunoi depicasu ecynepeu
OUIKYBAHHAM HeDOOpO3uU-
AUeUie, AKi Ganuau npoexm
«Yxpaina> xopomxomep-
MIHOBUM.

Buoicusanna Yxpainu sax
depicasu, nHa Oymxy npo-
¢ecopa, nos’azane 3 mpvo-
Ma paxmopamu: no-nepue,
3 1991 oo 2014 pp. xpaina
nepedyeana y cnpusmiu-
BUX 2€0NONIMUYHUX YMO-
eax; no-opyze, cmabiivic-
mro €sponu 6 yinomy Yxpa-
iHa cxopucmanacsa 0as
3MIUHEHHS CB020 CYBepeHi-
memy; no-mpeme, yKpain-
coke zpomaoamncvke Ccyc-
niascmeo 6USBUNOCS
Hanpouyo npozpecusHum i
aKmueHuM.

Aemop pozmipxosye Hao
nepcnexmueamu peinme-
epauii [lonbacy i Kpumy,
oxynosanux Pociiicororo
Deoepauiero. Haneesno,
peuenm npogpecopa Momu-
7151 0aneKo He 6cim 6udacmo-
CsL ONMUMATILHUM, 00HAK 13
11020 BUCHOBKOM, UMOBIPHO,
nozooumvca Oinvwicmo —
Huni enepwe 3 1991 p.
Yxpaina ompumana moowc-
aueicmov ocmamouno
eupeamucs 3 op6imu Pocii
ma Hcumu ax
no-cnpasicHLOMy He3a-
aexcna, Odemoxpamuuna,
npougimatoua depicasa.

25 Years of Ukraine’s
Independence

Ukraine’s biggest
achievement since inde-

pendence in 1991 is to have
confounded its critics, ill-
wishers, and the Kremlin
and to have survived as a
democratic state. Many
expected Ukraine to be
short-lived. And many
expected it to follow in the
footsteps of its post-Soviet
neighbors and abandon
democracy. Instead, 25
years after independence,
Ukraine survives as a dem-
ocratic state.

Its survival is due to
three factors. First, from
1991 to 2014, Ukraine had
the good fortune to exist in
relatively benign geopolit-
ical circumstances. Russia,
the only conceivable exis-
tential threat to Ukraine,
had been weak in the 1990s

under President Boris
Yeltsin and, after becoming
fascist under Vladimir

Putin in the mid-2000s,
turned overtly hostile only
after the Euromaidan Rev-
olution of early 2014.
Those 23 years gave
Ukraine the opportunity
to grow and consolidate as
a state.

Second, Europe in gen-
eral and Eastern Europe in
particular were stable and
prosperous during this
same time. The European
Union expanded, NATO
enlarged, the United States
remained committed to
playing a leadership role,
and the West’s relations
with Russia were mostly
constructive . The West’s
attitude toward Ukraine
was rooted in indifference
and ignorance, but Ukraine
was able to take advantage
of the post-Cold War peace
to consolidate its sover-
eignty.

Third, Ukrainians—or,
more precisely, Ukrainian
civil society—proved to be

remarkably  progressive
and active, consistently
pursuing agendas  of
democracy, tolerance, and
people power and thereby
compelling Ukraine’s elites
to build democratic insti-
tutions and embark on
some semblance of eco-
nomic reform.

Independent  Ukraine
emerged from the wreck-
age of the Soviet Union’s
collapse , and its subse-
quent trajectory was the
product of the inertia gen-
erated by the USSR’s
breakdown. That trajecto-
ry resulted in a decent
society, less because of the
willful choices of Ukraine’s
elites, and more because
the rapid, sudden, and
comprehensive end of
Soviet empire and totali-
tarianism propelled the
post-Soviet  Ukrainian
state toward indepen-
dence, while the popular
engagement produced by
breakdown assur ed that
Ukraine would be demo-
cratic.

Signally failing to play a
significant role in the pro-
cess of state and nation
building w ere the Ukrai-
nian political elite and the
state itself. The former
proved to be incompetent
and rapacious, preferring
theft to policy and enrich-
ment to patriotism, while
the latter remained a bloat-
ed, useless, corrupt, and
inefficient Soviet-era appa-
ratus that served to pro-
mote the elite’s personal
goals, confound the aspira-
tions of Ukrainian civil
society, and block change.
The apogee of elite and
state dysfunctionality took
place in the three years of
Viktor Yanukovych’s mis-
rule, 2010-2014.

The Euromaidan Revo-
lution fundamentally
changed this condition of
relative stability. First, it
provoked fascist Russia to
punish democratic Ukraine
by invading Crimea and
the Donbas. Second, the
Revolution and subsequent
Russo-Ukrainian ~ War
compelled the West to take
the stand that it had so
assiduously refused to take
since 1991: sid ing with
Ukraine and against Rus-
sia. Third, the Revolution
and War profoundly
enhanced Ukrainian
national consciousness by
forcing Ukrainians, for the
first time since 1991, to
take sides: with Ukraine or
with Russia. The vast
majority chose Ukraine.

All these changes forced
Ukraine’s incompetent,
rapacious, and corrupt
political elites finally to
get serious about systemic
reform. Russian aggression
confronted Ukraine’s elite
s with the very real possi-
bility of complete econom-
ic ruin, pushed the United
States and the European
Union to adopt outwardly
pro-Ukrainian policies and
recognize that Ukrainian
survival was central to
Western security, and pro-
pelled Ukrainian civil soci-
ety to demand systemic
change immediately—or
else.

It is small wonder that
Ukraine has changed more
in the two years since the
Euromaidan Revolution
than in the 2 3 years that
preceded it. The political
elites have performed well,
or well enough, introduc-
ing significant economic,
political, and cultural
changes. They may even
have begun addressing
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issues of corruption and
rule of law. That most
Ukrainians refuse to recog-
nize the reality of these
changes—mostly because
the corrupt power holders
of the past have escaped
justice and revenge—does
not change the empirical
reality of these changes.
Although the Revolution
and War have had a posi-
tive effect on Ukraine’s
trajectory by finally forc-
ing Ukraine’s elites to
make difficult choices |,
they have also confronted
Ukraine’s elites and civil
society with an unprece-
dented challenge: outright
Russian imperialism. Back
in the 1990s, the Yeltsin
administration was dis-
turbingly worried about
the condition of Russians
and Russian speakers in
the so-called near abroad.
Until the Putin regime
turned fully fascist by the
late 2000s, it generally
expressed its distaste of
Ukrainian sovereignty by
employing the gas weapon.
The gloves came off and
the diplomatic niceties

Ha TpuOyHi Onexcanap Motunb nig yac BucTyn

ended with Putin’s inva-
sion of Ukraine in late
February 2014.

Almost  miraculously,
Ukraine managed to field a
genuine army , generate
thousands of volunteers,
and stop the Russian
assault. The current stale-
mate in eastern Ukraine—
despite costing the lives of
innocent Ukrainian sol-
diers and civilians—is
effectively a major victory
for Ukraine. It stopped one
of the world’s largest
armies and most vicious
dictators. That 1is an
achievement that most
Europeans would be hard-
pressed to repeat. And yet,
it is a short-term victory.

T o be able to deter a
Russian attack permanent-
ly, Ukraine must grow eco-
nomically. Ukraine must
become an East European
tiger with double-digit
growth rates. Failing that,
Ukraine’s economy will
not be able to sustain a
long-term security effort
to stop Russian imperial-
ism. For the first time since
1991, economic reform is
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not just desirable. It is
absolutely indispensable to
political and national sur-
vival.

Obviously, there can be
no double-digit economic
growth if corruption
remains unaddressed. I n
this respect as well, for the
first time since 1991, the
fight against corruption is
not just desirable. It is
absolutely indispensable to
political and national sur-
vival.

If economic growth is on
fact so central to Ukraine’s
ability to survive as a state,
then Ukrainians must do
everything to promote it—
from introducing far-
reaching economic reforms
to changing their habits
and mentalities to decom-
munizing their geography
to asking painful questions
about the utility and pos-
sibility of reintegrating the
occupied Donbas and
Crimea.

Can those territories be
reintegrated peacefully in
the foreseeable future ?
Highly unlikely.

Can they be reintegrated

militarily? Definitely not.

Would  reintegrating
these regions promote or
retard Ukraine’s survival
as a state? It’s hard to
argue that governance in
Ukraine would become
better with two highly cor-
rupt, disloyal, and econom-
ically destitute regions
affecting Kyiv's policy
choices.

W ould economic reform
and the struggle against
corruption be easier and
more effective with or
without the se territories ?
I have yet to encounter an
argument for reintegration
promoting Ukraine’s well-
being.

Would Ukraine not be
better off concentrating on
reforming itself—and tem-
porarily shelving the occu-
pied Donbas and Crimea,
at least until the Ukrainian
economy grows and the
Ukrainian state is effec-
tive?

Are Ukraine’s elites
capable of asking and
answering these questions?
Is civil society? Or will
both succumb to the blan-
dishments of cheap popu-
lism and ignore the priori-
ties of surv iv al?

For the first time since
1991, Ukraine has the
opportunity finally and f
undamentally to break out
of Russia’s orbit and to
survive as a genuinely
independent, democratic,
and prosperous state . It
would be a shame, and a
tragedy, if Ukrainians sac-
rificed their statehood ,
nationhood , and prosperi-
ty on the altar of some
imagined “sacred” territo-
rial unity and thereby
returned into fascist Rus-
sia’s imperial fold.

Alexander J. Motyl,
professor of political science
at Rutgers University-Newark
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