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Despite a reduction in the levels of corruption 
being the key message of the Orange Revolution 

in late 2004 and the 2014 EuroMaidan Revolution, 
neither were able to break the pervasive grip 
of oligarchs on Ukrainian politics. New ideas 

are needed to break this cycle. In pursuit of its 
democratisation, perhaps Ukraine should look to 
its own past rather than the West for inspiration.

It has been a tumultuous 24 months for Ukraine’s government. Numerous scan-
dals have cast serious doubt over Petro Poroshenko’s stated objective, outlined at 
his presidential inauguration in 2014, to undertake democratic reform and fight 
corruption. In 2016 alone it was revealed that Poroshenko had an offshore holding 
company, his economic minister, Aivaras Abromavičius, resigned in protest and 
the much-maligned former Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk eventually quit as 
well (to be replaced by Poroshenko ally, Volodymyr Groysman).

Underpinning all of these scandals has been worrying democratic stagnation 
and, in some cases, backsliding in the areas of corruption, the rule of law, freedom 
of the press and increasing presidential power. Of course, this is probably not a 
particularly surprising outcome for anyone who has been following Ukraine’s de-
mocratisation efforts since its independence in 1991 which represents 25 years of 
numerous false promises regarding democracy and its promotion.
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Role of the elite

In truth, Ukraine faces numerous internal obstacles to achieving a functioning 
liberal democracy. The country’s economy, which was significantly hit during the 
2008 global financial crisis, has more recently taken a further turn for the worst 
with the ongoing crisis in the east and the destruction of the Donbas region, its 
industrial heartland. Thus, not only is Ukraine’s economic outlook dire (a 12 per 
cent drop occurred in 2015), inequality is also on the rise (inflation reached 44 per 
cent for 2015), both of which do not bode well for its democratisation prospects.

In addition, although Ukraine’s civil society is rated as functional (by demo-
cratic rating indexes such as Freedom House and Bertelsmann Stiftung) it clearly 
lacks the substantive critical mass necessary for organic democratisation to de-

velop. Unsurprisingly, after numerous failed demo-
cratic movements have resulted in the rise of political 
apathy amongst the majority of average Ukrainians, 
few seem genuinely convinced that a democratic future 
for their nation is possible.

However, while the aforementioned issues are prob-
lematic and certainly need addressing, if successful 
democratisation is to be achieved, the biggest internal 
hurdle is undoubtedly rectifying the role of the elite 
in Ukrainian politics. According to Jean Grugel and 
Matthew Bishop, democracy is not “a question of wait-
ing for economic conditions to mature or the political 
struggles unleashed by economic change to be won”. 
Instead, it is the outcome of intentional actions pursued 
by the elite. In the context of the transitions that have 
occurred in the independent states that emerged from 

the Soviet Union’s collapse, all of which have ostensibly attempted some level of 
democratisation, the role of the elite has been important as to whether democracy 
has developed or not.

Popular mobilisations demanding democracy, such as those which occurred 
when the Soviet Union collapsed or during the colour revolutions, as well as more 
recently in Ukraine in 2014, have often grabbed international attention. However, 
Henry Hale argues that in the majority of post-Soviet states, “political contestation 
is at root an elite affair where powerful groups compete to manipulate mass opin-
ion through biased media and machine politics”. Therefore, the elite are arguably 
the most important variable when understanding the democratisation trajectories 
of post-Soviet states.
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The influence of Ukraine’s elite on their nation’s politics and governance in its 
two and a half decades since independence has been significant. Initially, in the early 
years of independence under the first president, Leonid Kravchuk, the Ukrainian 
political elite was mostly made up of former high-ranking figures from the com-
munist apparatus. However, due to wide-ranging economic reforms, especially 
privatisation, implemented when Leonid Kuchma came to power in 1994, a new 
breed of elite emerged in Ukraine: the oligarchs.

The term oligarch, in this context, refers to business magnates who acquired 
huge amounts of wealth, often through criminal connections or activities, during 
the privatisation process. The rise of oligarchs, occurring at a time when econom-
ic and political transitions were failing, was clearly bad for the development of de-
mocracy in Ukraine. Beyond the obvious problems, which included rising corrup-
tion (Transparency International documented worsening perceptions of corruption 
in Ukraine), Paul Kubiček argues that the rise of oligarchs undermined the poten-
tially positive impact of trade unions, which could have reverted the “over-cen-
tralisation of authority and lack of checks on both political and economic power”.

Breaking the system

Despite reducing corruption being the key message of the Orange Revolution 
in late 2004 and, more recently, the 2014 Euromaidan Revolution, neither were 
able to break the pervasive grip of oligarchs on Ukrain-
ian politics. Therefore, unlike during long periods of 
Kuchma’s presidency or Vladimir Putin’s rule in Rus-
sia, it is apparent that the oligarchisation of power has 
reached a point where the president is impotent in the 
face of oligarchic interests.

Unfortunately, the momentum generated by the 
EuroMaidan movement seems to have been co-opt-
ed by Poroshenko and his oligarchic supporters, since 
none of the key grassroots figures in that movement 
were represented in positions of any real power un-
der the new regime. As a result, despite promises to 
de-oligarchise Ukrainian politics, Poroshenko’s stint 
in power has illustrated that history is once again repeating itself.

Ultimately, as Henry Hale observed during the Orange Revolution, the current 
political system in Ukraine, whose design has not been significantly altered by the 
ongoing Ukraine crisis, means that rather than moving towards democracy or au-
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tocracy, power will merely perpetually vacillate between competing elite groups, 
creating cycles of “regime behaviour”. Therefore, breaking this embedded system, 
which exists solely to serve oligarchic interests, appears to be the key challenge 
impeding Ukraine’s prospects for achieving greater democratisation from within. 
Indeed, without significant changes to the amount of political power possessed by 
the oligarchs, then regardless of what happens in any other sphere of democratisa-
tion (i.e. civil society growth, elections, the rule of law) a western-style democracy 
in Ukraine is largely impossible.

Sadly, during Ukraine’s 25 years of independence, there has been little evidence 
to suggest that a fully functioning western-style liberal democracy is within reach. 
However, a more pertinent question is whether Ukraine should aspire to achieve 
one. Indeed, as the former Communist Central Eastern Europe and Baltic coun-
tries, which undertook putatively successful democratic transitions in the 1990s 
and early 2000s (with significant help from the EU) demonstrate, a western-style 
liberal democracy is undoubtedly preferable to the illiberal, even kleptocratic, 
democracy Ukraine currently has. However, as the people of Hungary probably 
attest to, reaching some magical threshold in the transition from communism to 
democracy does not guarantee a utopian outcome. Instead, it brings with it other 
democratic challenges, ones for which the West currently does not seem to have 
any answers.

The inherent problem with the western-style democratic system Ukraine has 
long been trying to achieve is that it is a representative system which eschews 
the more substantive areas of democracy, particularly direct citizen participation 
and deliberation, for the more modest goals of having free and fair elections and 
a functioning rule of law. Any system which has elections as the centrepiece of 
its popular participation inherently suffers a mix of populism, party partisanship, 
interest group influence, the bombardment of campaign slogans and propaganda 
and political apathy, all of which combine to reduce the role of the demos in the 
democratic process. The United States’ forthcoming 2016 presidential election 
illustrates this point vividly, as there are unprecedented levels of partisanship, 
populism and campaign bombardment in the Clinton versus Trump race, all of 
which is making a mockery of the ideals that are supposed to underpin democracy.

Outside the box

In classical Athens’ golden age (5th century BC), elections were seen as a fast-
track to oligarchy (rule by a small group of elite). Aristotle, in Book Four of his 
seminal treatise Politics, stated: “that all offices are filled by election is one of these 
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oligarchical characteristics; that the power of inflicting death or banishment rests 
with a few persons is another”. Furthermore, in a quote that will worry many wit-
nessing the rise of Donald Trump, Aristotle argues that “history shows that almost 
all tyrants have been demagogues who gained the favour of the people by their 
accusation of the notables”.

Looking across the globe, it is not hard to discern oligarchic traits in most 
western democracies. Recent headline-grabbing studies have asserted that the 
United States (by Martin Gilens and Benjamin Page) and the United Kingdom (by 
Ferdinand Mount), two bastions of western democracy, are closer to oligarchies 
than democracies as, in reality, average citizens can rarely directly influence policy. 
Additionally, due to the rapid rise of inequality across the West, many political 
systems are actually teetering on the verge of becoming plutocracies, reducing the 
role of average people still further.

Therefore, if Ukrainian people really want democracy, perhaps their inspiration 
should not be the modern western understanding of democracy but rather demo-
cratic ideas that are firmly outside the box. In this regard, Ukraine can look to its 
past. Indeed, the country was the setting for a remarkable social experiment that 
occurred roughly between the 15th and 18th centuries: the Cossacks.

The Cossacks, not to be confused with the modern manifestation of the term, 
who can currently be found on both sides of the front lines in Donbas, were bands 
of people that ventured into the frontier lands of southern Ukraine in order to seek 
out an existence away from the control of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth or 
the Tsardom of Russia. Given that the Cossacks were ostensibly driven by a desire 
for freedom and abhorred the injustice of serfdom under the Poles or Russians, 
they quickly became Ukraine’s first advocates for democracy.

As Cossack communities grew from their small and inauspicious beginnings, 
their central desire for liberty led to the adoption of democratic systems as their 
primary form of governance. The most prominent of the Cossack settlements, the 
Zaporozhian Sich, gradually became something of a democratic republic, as its 
highest authority was an assembly known as the Sich Rada. In other words, the 
Sich Rada was a governing committee that was comprised of all Cossacks and was 
charged with day-to-day decision-making in the settlement, including decisions 
on when to go to war or make peace. Indeed, key positions, such as military lead-
ers (the highest being the Kosh Otaman, later called the Hetman), were directly 
elected, but it was only in exceptional circumstances, such as war, that these lead-
ers gained executive powers.

The Zaoirizhian Sich’s democratic ideals ran so deep that in 1710, one of its 
most famous figures, Hetman Pylyp Orlyk, wrote a constitution which effectively 
guaranteed the separation of powers between the legislative, executive and judici-
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ary branches of government, predating Montesquieu’s more famous The Spirit of 
the Laws by 38 years. Article VI of the Constitution stated that: “The present Het-
man, and his successors, shall consult these general officers, colonels, and general 
councillors concerning the integrity of the fatherland, its common weal, and all 
public affairs, and shall not undertake, establish and execute anything through his 
personal authority without their prior advice and consent.”

An inspiration

The example of the Cossacks is not without its caveats, particularly when it is 
used as an inspiration for democracy. Undeniably, the characterisation of the Cos-
sacks presented above is an overly romantic version, as in reality, there were times 
when things were less than democratic and quite illiberal. For instance, despite 
originally having Jewish members, the Cossacks were responsible for numerous 
massacres against Jews in the 17th century and the liberty and democratic principles 
at the heart of their movement (which were already limited to just men) gradually 
gave way to authoritarianism.

Whilst it is important to acknowledge these realities, they should not detract 
from the didactic potential of the Cossacks as a base for a new democratic ideal in 
contemporary Ukraine. The Cossack desire for emancipation from the controlling 

elite is arguably the same desire that drove swathes of 
people in Ukraine to the streets to protest the corrupt-
ing role of the elite on their country and resulted in 
the two revolutions that took place in 2004 and 2014 
respectively. However, whereas the Cossacks were able 
to break free from the control of the elite, contempo-
rary Ukrainians have not been able to do so in either 
of their post-independence revolutions.

This is where the Cossack’s democratic history can 
serve as an inspiration for Ukraine moving forward. 
While Ukraine is currently attempting to guarantee 
the necessary separation of powers for a functioning 
democracy, it should also attempt to create an assem-

bly which more closely reflects the essence and functioning of the Sich Rada. The 
democratic appeal of the Sich Rada was that because Cossack communities were 
so small, everyone could participate in the assembly, giving all citizens a direct 
and deliberative role in their democracy. Clearly, facilitating the participation of 
all citizens is impossible in a country the size of Ukraine (whose current popula-
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tion is 45 million people), so instead, it must, like all representative systems across 
the world, use elections to appoint a reasonably sized assembly of 450 members 
known as the Verkhovna Rada (the parliament). However, as stated earlier, elec-
tions are easily corruptible and, as is glaringly obvious in Ukraine’s case, tend to 
lead directly to oligarchy.

The ancient Greeks faced a similar problem, as their analogue to the Sich Rada, 
the Ekklesia, often comprised of as many as 40,000 individuals. Understanding 
that so many people would complicate decision-making and aware of the pitfalls 
of elections, the Ekklesia used a lottery system called sortition to randomly select 
members to sit in the Boule, a council which prepared the agenda to be discussed 
by the Ekklesia, and in the Heliaea, a court which judged legal infringements. Elec-
tions were only used to select magistrates who presided over military, economic 
and societal affairs, but these were strongly scrutinised by the Boule and Heliaea.

Sortition was an important component of the Athenian ideal of democracy as 
it enabled input from a fair cross-section of society, not just the elite. However, it 
should be noted that only certain men could be citizens in Athens. Nevertheless, 
as the famous Greek scholar Herodotus argued: “The rule of the people has the 
fairest name of all, equality (isonomia), and does none of the things that a mon-
arch does. The lot determines offices, power is held accountable and deliberation 
is conducted in public.”

Could such a method reinvigorate Ukraine’s push for democracy? If one agrees 
with the central thesis of this article, that oligarchs are the biggest detriment to de-
mocracy and the democratisation process in Ukraine, then a system which involves 
all Ukrainians and minimises the influence of one of the most corruptible aspects 
of democracy, namely elections, would undoubtedly be a positive development.

The challenge is to break free from the control of the elite (not just a problem 
for Ukraine, it should be stressed); something which the previous two revolu-
tions might have achieved if an alternative model had been feasible. The irony is 
that if Ukraine could somehow channel the Cossack spirit and undertake reform 
towards a uniquely Ukrainian democratic pathway based on the principles of the 
Sich Rada, it would quickly move from being the laughing stock of democracy to 
actually presenting an alternative model for other languishing pseudo-democracies 
to follow.

Nicholas Ross Smith is a visiting scholar at the University of Auckland’s politics and 

international relations department (New Zealand). He is currently finishing a book 

on the conflict in Ukraine, which will be published by Edward Elgar later this year.
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