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The Maidan in Movement: Diversity and the 
Cycles of Protest

OLGA ONUCH & GWENDOLYN SASSE

Abstract

The Maidan protests provide us with insights into Ukrainian society and the dynamics of mobilisation more 
generally. Based on the EuroMaidan Protest Participant Survey, on-site rapid interviews with protesters, 
interviews with politicians, activists and journalists, and focus groups with ordinary citizens and activists, 
this essay maps the actors, claims and frames of each phase in the protest cycle. It highlights the diversity of 
actors and the inability of activists and party leaders to coordinate as the central features of the protests. Our 
analysis reveals the fluid and contingent nature of cleavages commonly portrayed as fixed and politically salient.

THE 2013–2014 MAIDAN1 IN UKRAINE MARKED THE BEGINNING of a dramatic cycle of political 
mobilisation and escalation. What started out as a peaceful mass protest of mostly ‘ordinary 
citizens’2 turned into violent clashes, followed by the ouster of President Viktor Yanukovych 
and an interim government; it precipitated the annexation of Crimea by Russia, Russia-backed 
separatist mobilisation and war in the Donbas,3 and the most serious political standoff between 
Russia and the West since the end of the Cold War. The latter events in this chain tend to 
divert attention away from the Maidan itself. This essay offers two correctives: first, it returns 
to the beginning and offers a detailed analysis of the Maidan as a defining moment and lens 
onto Ukrainian politics and society. Second, it breaks with the initial focus on the Maidan 
as an exceptionally violent case of protest driven by narrow ethno-linguistic, nationalist or 
regional demands. This essay contributes to the growing literature on different aspects of the 
Maidan protest mobilisation (Bohdanova 2014; Etling 2014; Ryabchuk 2014; Onuch 2015a, 
2015b; Onuch & Martsenyuk 2013), and research focusing more generally on the ‘Ukrainian 
crisis’ (Sakwa 2014; Wilson 2014; Hale et al. 2015; Judah 2015; Larrabee et al. 2015; Menon 
& Rumer 2015).

 1Commonly referred to as the Euromaidan in its early stages.
 2The terms ‘ordinary Ukrainians’ and ‘ordinary citizens’ are used by the authors to denote the non-activist, 

non-politicised citizens of the polity who tend to be generally disengaged from politics (though they might 
vote in elections), have not been active members of a Social Movement Organisation, and have not consistently 
participated in previous protests. Included are individuals of all socio-economic, employment and education 
backgrounds. The term ‘ordinary citizens’ (adapted from Onuch (2014a, 2015a)) draws on Bermeo’s use of 
the term ‘ordinary people’ (Bermeo 2003).

 3The Donbas includes Luhans’k and Donets’k oblasti in Ukraine.
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OLGA ONUCH & GWENDOLYN SASSE2

Following the announcement of the anti-protest laws on 16 January 2014, millions of 
‘ordinary’ Ukrainians watched live transmissions of the unfolding protests in disbelief, as their 
historic capital was set ablaze in order to prevent the regime militia (Berkut) from clearing 
the Maidan protest site.4 The presence of violent repertoires marked a significant departure 
in the contemporary history of social mobilisation in Ukraine since the 1960s and certainly 
since 1991 (Onuch & Sasse 2014; Onuch 2014a, 2015b). Images of violence and rightwing 
radicalism are now a central element of the collective memory of the Maidan among both 
protesters and non-participants. Similarly, media coverage and scholarly analysis have focused 
on extreme flashpoints and the ‘wall of fire’, emblematic of the last stages of the protests.

Focusing predominantly on violent moments, however, overlooks important dimensions 
of the protests that are significant for explaining the violent turn. As this essay demonstrates, 
the violent denouement of the Maidan overshadows two key characteristics of this protest, 
namely its inherent diversity, which includes a range of different actors with varied claims 
and grievances, and the spatial and temporal diffusion of protest events and repertoires.

Tracing this multi-layered diversity distinctive of the protests breaks through the perceived 
linearity of the build-up to violence, while providing us with the necessary building blocks 
to explain why a violent repertoire became an option and a reality. The contentious politics 
literature helps us to identify several variables central to the mobilisation process: the triggers, 
resources and political opportunity structures (Kitschelt 1986; Goldstone & Tilly 2001), the 
composition of the protesters (Gould 1993; Diani & McAdam 2003), protesters’ grievances, 
claims, frames and repertoires (Snow & Benford 1992; Della Porta 2013) and the location of 
the protests (Bohstedt 1994; Andrews & Biggs 2006).

We argue that only detailed process-tracing can unlock the causal dynamics within and 
across the stages of the protest cycle. Protest waves are in constant movement and evolve: one 
phase in the process critically shapes the next. The issues and events that trigger the initial 
protest may not be the same as the ones that expand and sustain a protest movement over 
time, or tip it into violence. Similarly, the actors identified as pivotal during one stage of the 
protests can alter throughout the protest cycle.

We employ existing theories of protest mobilisation, complemented by the scholarship 
on political preferences and behaviour in Ukraine, in order to provide a detailed exploration 
of the Maidan. Our analysis is based on original primary survey and rapid interview data 
of protest participant perceptions collected during the protest events (Onuch & Martsenyuk 
2013), and is triangulated with focus groups with ‘ordinary’ citizens and activists as well as 
elite interviews conducted after the end of the mobilisation.

In this essay we first contextualise the Maidan. Second, we draw hypotheses for our analysis 
from the contentious politics literature, in particular the idea of protest cycles and its emphasis 
on structural variables enabling protest on the one hand (resources and political opportunity 
structures) and motivations and the discourse and means of mobilisation (grievances, claims, 
rights frames and repertoires) on the other. Third, the literature on political behaviour in 
Ukraine, with its emphasis on ethno-linguistic and regional identities, encourages us to probe 
the salience of these identities during a period of mass mobilisation. Fourth, our original multi-
source data offer a fine-grained empirical picture of the composition, motivations and locations 
of the protesters throughout the stages of the protest cycle and a basis to test our hypotheses.

 4Civic Sector activists focus group 2, Kyiv, 28 August 2014.
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MAIDAN IN MOVEMENT 3

Our central finding concerns the multi-dimensional and shifting diversity characterising the 
Maidan. While diversity is inherent in most protests, including in previous mass mobilisation 
in Ukraine,5 the degree of diversity and its effects on each stage in the protest cycle, make 
this case distinctive. A diverse set of actors, claims and levels of self-organisation during each 
stage of the protest cycle was augmented by the diffusion of small and medium-size protest 
events across the country. Crucially we find that neither the regime nor the party-based political 
opposition and activists were able to fully comprehend or manage this inherent diversity. 
Their misjudgements, in turn, created opportunities for the rise of radical voices and violent 
repertories. Finally, we find that contrary to a widespread perception, the Maidan calls into 
question the salience and stability of ethno-linguistic and regional identities.

The Maidan in context

Mass mobilisation by ‘ordinary’ citizens is a rare event, especially if it lasts for a prolonged 
period of time. The protests, first called the Euromaidan, began on 21 November 2013. The 
mass protests held in the Maidan Nezalezhnosty (Independence Square) in Kyiv city centre 
(from 1 December 2013 onwards referred to as the Maidan), drew to a close around 21 and 
22 February. Indirectly, the Maidan lives on: it has been frequently invoked as both a base of 
support for the current government and a potential veto player monitoring its action.6

Mass protests signal the breakdown of normal politics constrained by the institutional 
rules of the game. They put political regimes to the test and highlight not only socio-political 
fault-lines but also cross-cutting cleavages that may be less visible in ‘normal’ times. From a 
comparative politics perspective the Maidan makes for a particularly interesting case study. 
It moves the conceptual and empirical discussion of protest in Eastern Europe beyond the 
‘Colour Revolutions’, a model that centred on electoral fraud and the diffusion of activist 
technologies in competitive authoritarian regimes (Levitsky & Way 2006; Beissinger 2007; 
Bunce & Wolchik 2011). Thus, the Maidan is both an episode with specific features—in 
particular compared to previous peaceful Ukrainian protests—and a case that fits into the 
wider comparative literature on protest beyond Eastern Europe.

The trigger of the Maidan protests—the decision by President Yanukovych not to sign 
the EU Association Agreement in November 2013—was an unusual one. Unlike in the cases 
of electoral fraud, as in the Orange Revolution, for which there was an obvious political 
response—the re-run of the elections—there was no immediate institutional or policy response 
to hopes of better living standards and living in ‘a normal European country’.7

The Maidan also unfolded against the backdrop of the 2004 Orange Revolution and 
its aftermath: societal disenchantment about a stalled reform process, caused in part by 
personal rivalries between the leaders of the Orange Revolution, Viktor Yushchenko and Yulia 
Tymoshenko, the 2010 comeback of Viktor Yanukovych, and country-wide dissatisfaction 

 5See Beissinger (2013) on the Orange Revolution.
 6As exhibited in protests by Hromadskyi Sektor (Civic Sector) and Pravyi Sektor (Right Sector)—in front 

of the Parliament and Presidential Administration respectively in July 2015—demanding the launch of a 
commission looking into the violence of the Maidan, and further action by the President in the east of the 
country. Both Social Movement Organisations used the language of ‘the Maidan holding politicians accountable’ 
(author’s participant observation and informal discussion with Civic Sector activists who participated in protest 
events on 8, 10, 12 and 13 July 2015).

 7Often mentioned in initial rapid interviews and discussions with activists, 26 November–1 December 2013.
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OLGA ONUCH & GWENDOLYN SASSE4

about corruption prepared the ground for protest mobilisation in 2014. However, even the 
combination of an acute economic crisis and the memory of 2004 did not prove sufficient to 
generate a new wave of mass mobilisation for nearly a decade, thereby illustrating that mass 
protests require an environment that projects a political alternative (Beissinger & Sasse 2013). 
In interviews, activists explained that following the 2010 election of President Yanukovych, 
Social Movement Organisations began organising frequent small protest events in reaction to 
constitutional reforms, language law changes and the imprisonment of opposition politicians. 
At the same time, there was little coordination among activists who were also struggling to 
motivate the general population to join in.8 Moreover, at the outset of the Maidan, Yanukovych 
was unpopular across the country, and there was also a country-wide rise in dissatisfaction 
with growing levels of corruption.9 Thus, the roots of the 2013–2014 grievances were not 
partisan, ideological or even regional per se.

Framework for analysis

The study of protest in Eastern Europe

Mass protest is perhaps particularly perplexing in Central and Eastern Europe where citizens 
have demonstrated low levels of engagement (Pop-Eleches & Tucker 2014) and what has 
been described as ‘patience’ (Greskovits 1998). However, there has been a gradual increase in 
scholarly work on post-communist protests (Mueller 1997; Ekiert & Kubik 2001; Beissinger 
2002; Osa 2003; Robertson 2010; Greene 2014). Our essay contributes to this growing 
literature by providing a nuanced understanding of the Maidan as a significant case of protest 
mobilisation.

Although research focusing specifically on activism and protest in Ukraine has also 
included studies of the Ukrainian labour movement (Marples 1991; Crowley 1997), women’s 
movements (Martsenyuk 2005; Hrycak 2006; Phillips 2008; Zychowicz 2011) and dissident 
activism (Zakharov 2004), it has been overshadowed by analyses of the 2004 Orange 
Revolution. For the most part, this research has focused on the role of regional diffusion as 
well as elite level explanations of the 2004 protest (Wilson 2006; Bunce & Wolchik 2007; 
McFaul 2007; Nikolayenko 2007; Way 2008; Beissinger 2011). More recently, scholars have 
emphasised the micro-foundations of protest, analysing protester perceptions, preferences 
and behaviour (Tucker 2007; Beissinger 2013; Meirowitz & Tucker 2013; Onuch 2014a). 
Our study aims to make an empirical contribution to this developing literature as we employ 
survey data of individual protest participants’ views and behaviour collected on-site as the 
protests unfolded. To our knowledge, it is the first study of its kind in the case of Ukraine.

The contentious politics literature

To date the discussion about the Maidan has concentrated on specific moments, in particular 
the violent ones. Employing the contentious politics literature with its longer time horizon 
allows us to put the Maidan in comparative perspective. Specifically, Tarrow’s work on protest 
cycles—also known as ‘cycles of contention’—provides a useful framework for tracing the 

 8Authors’ interview with anonymous Civic Sector activist 6, Kyiv, 26 August 2014.
 9See, Razumkov Sociological Polls 2009, 2011–2013, Razumkov Centre, available at: http://www.uceps.

org/eng/poll.php?poll_id=90, accessed 29 July 2015.
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MAIDAN IN MOVEMENT 5

political dynamics surrounding the Maidan (Tarrow 1993, 2011). According to Tarrow, the 
cycle of contention begins with a rapid diffusion of mobilisation as existing Social Movement 
Organisations create political opportunities for citizens to join in. This is followed by an 
innovation and expansion in the forms of contention as well as shifts in the collective action 
frames and protest discourse. The next phase is characterised by a coexistence of organised 
and unorganised civic engagement leading up to a period of heightened interaction between 
the party in power and the party in opposition. At each stage, the use of violent repertoires 
by activists or violent repression by the regime can shift the rules of the game, namely the 
forms of contention, collective action frames and protest discourse. This idea of the protest 
cycle provides us with our first hypothesis:

H1. The Maidan follows a typical cycle of contention, and at each stage the use of violence on behalf 
of the regime or the protesters shifts the ‘rules of the protest game’.

Structuralist accounts of mobilisation by McAdam et al. (2001) and Melucci (1996), among 
others, have discerned a difference between the role of established networks and social ties 
(organisations, associations, clubs) and opportunity structures (crises, divisions within the 
regime or the political elite more broadly, particular types of institutional arrangements), 
which can foster or inhibit collective identity and action. Tilly and Tarrow (2007) stress the 
need for pre-existing activist networks to be operational prior to any mass participation. They 
further explain that collaboration between these activist networks and the politico-economic 
elite can increase opportunities for successful mobilisation. Our second hypothesis draws on 
this role of protest legacies:

H2. The experiences of recent mass mobilisation (2004) and continued smaller protest events, in 
particular pre-existing activist networks, facilitate and sustain mass mobilisation in 2013 and 2014.

Scholars have identified the strength and density of social ties among individuals (and 
organisations) as a mechanism that can help bridge different networks and cleavages in 
society and thereby support the mobilisation process (Gould 1991, 1993). Goldstone and Tilly 
(2001) and Koopmans (1999) explain that while the opposition elite (politicians and their 
financiers) can provide security and resources to activists and Social Movement Organisations, 
thereby strengthening their position vis-à-vis the regime, activists tend to be better equipped 
to connect and communicate with, and mobilise ‘ordinary’ citizens by bridging networks and 
legitimising protest events. However, when Social Movement Organisations or the political 
opposition are not well coordinated and are instead characterised by internal divisions, they 
can be perceived as weak in the eyes of the regime, making it more likely for the regime to 
use repression (Goldstone & Tilly 2001; Carey 2006). This leads us to our third hypothesis:

H3. Internal divisions within Social Movement Organisations or the political opposition and their 
inability to coordinate their activity create a space for regime repression.

The literature on contentious politics also highlights the significance of different sets of 
actors in shaping the trajectory and ‘success’ of mass mobilisation (Bohstedt 1994; Andrews 
& Biggs 2006). Arguably, the broader the protest coalition, the more likely protest participants 
are to be observed in the streets (Gould 1993; Beissinger 2013). In order to differentiate 
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OLGA ONUCH & GWENDOLYN SASSE6

among protest participants, and among different protest events, the literature points to the 
need to identify grievances (Opp 1988), claims (McAdam et al. 2001), the use of rights frames 
(Benford & Snow 2000), and protest tactics or repertoires (Della Porta 2013) throughout the 
different stages of the mobilisation process. While some authors have highlighted a divergence 
in grievances and claims in connection with the Maidan, most notably socio-economic (Onuch 
2015a), foreign policy (Katchanovski 2014) and ethno-linguistic grievances (Ishchenko 2014), 
continuity and shifts throughout the process have not been analysed systematically. Our fourth 
hypothesis focuses on this diversity of actors and claims:

H4. A diversity of actors or societal cleavages involved in the protests translates into a divergence of 
claims that can impede a collective identity and coordination during mobilisation.

The literature on protest points to two factors that can bring diverse actors or cleavages 
together in one protest mobilisation and help develop a common collective identity: key actors 
with bridging capacity (Gould 1991, 1993), as noted above; and unifying ‘mobilisational 
frames’ that combine diverse grievances (Snow & Benford 1992). Snow and Benford argue 
that mass mobilisation is more likely to occur when there is ‘frame alignment’ between 
the frames projected by Social Movement Organisations as ‘carriers’ and ‘transmitters’ of 
frames and the pre-existing frames of the majority of the potential participants (Benford & 
Snow 2000). Moreover, a crisis context can clarify and enhance an interpretive frame and 
facilitate a coalition of divergent participants (Snow et al. 1986). ‘Rights’ frames are seen as 
most successful in mobilising diverse groups when they can focus on universally accepted 
norms such as fundamental civic or human rights (Snow et al. 1986). Our fifth hypothesis 
thus, focuses on frame alignment:

H5. Regime repression creates an opportunity for activists and opposition leaders to frame mobilisation 
as a defence of basic civic and human rights and build a coalition of different constituencies and 
claims.

The literature on political preferences and behaviour in Ukraine

Several of our hypotheses engage with the likelihood of building a coalition or collective 
identity that channels and sustains protest (Polletta & Jasper 2001). The search for the micro-
foundations of preferences and behaviour in Ukraine has resulted in a tendency to resort to 
types of assumed identities rather than considering their existence and stability over time as 
open-ended questions. Over the last two decades, there has been much debate about whether 
and how political identities and behaviour in Ukraine are shaped by regional and ethno-
linguistic cleavages (O’Loughlin 2001; Sasse 2010; Frye 2014). At least four intersecting 
divisions have been discussed: a regional divide (between ‘east’ and ‘west’ or distinctions 
between four macro-regions: centre, east, west, south) often illustrated by electoral maps 
(Birch 2000; Kubicek 2000; Barrington & Herron 2004; D’Anieri 2011; Osipian & Osipian 
2012); a linguistic divide between Ukrainophones and Russophones (Arel 1995; Wolczuk 
2006; Colton 2011; Kulyk 2011); an ethnic divide between Ukrainians and Russians (Arel 
1993; Bremmer 1994; Beissinger 1998; Hale 2008; Shkolnikov 2012; Rampton 2014); and 
regional identities based on distinct historical legacies of the Austro–Hungarian, Russian 
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MAIDAN IN MOVEMENT 7

and Ottoman empires (Darden & Grzymala-Busse 2006). Identity cleavages are generally 
portrayed as the best predictors of political preferences and behaviour (Hesli et al. 1998; Haran 
2001; Riabchuk 2002; D’Anieri 2006). However, we still do not know much about how such 
identities are formed and whether and how they shape political patterns, including protest 
behaviour. Our data present a first step towards understanding the salience and formation 
of different identities as expressed during a period of intense mobilisation. We consciously 
avoid studying the Maidan through a conventional regional or ethno-linguistic lens in order 
to establish which cleavages and identities prove salient to the protesters themselves, thus 
resulting in the sixth hypothesis:

H6. An episode of mass mobilisation demonstrates the salience of societal cleavages and political 
identities.

Methodology

We address our six hypotheses by employing Tarrow’s (1993) theory and break down the 
Maidan protest cycle into distinct phases of mobilisation. For each phase we identify the 
key actors, political opportunity structures, actors, grievances and claims, and mechanisms 
of coordination (or the lack thereof). Our empirical analysis is based on original data.10 The 
first wave of data collection consisted of an on-site survey of, and rapid on-site interviews 
with, protesters between 26 November 2013 and 16 January 2014 in Kyiv. During this period, 
researchers also took digital photos of slogans and posters held by protesters.

Survey sample

The EuroMaidan Protest Participant Survey (EPPS) was conducted among protesters on the 
Maidan Nezalezhnosty over several days between 26 November 2013 and 10 January 2014.11 
In total 1,475 protesters were surveyed by canvassers. The data presented in this essay refer 
to the final and updated dataset that includes 1,263 imputed questionnaires (covering the 
period of 28 November–27 December 2013).12 To our knowledge, this is the only multi-day 
and the most representative survey of protesters before and after the regime repression on 30 
November. Other surveys only capture data following the turn to violence and were collected 
on weekends (see Appendix 1 for a short description of the questionnaire).

10Collected by Onuch and her team of 20 research assistants from the National University of Kyiv Mohyla 
Academy and Taras Shevchenko University in Kyiv.

11While the EPPS team attempted to collect data at scheduled and regular intervals, canvassers had the 
right to leave the protest site when feeling unsafe or uncomfortable. Supervisors could also call off or suspend 
surveying if they saw any dangers or if the quality of the survey was compromised in any way.

12Due to the nature of conducting surveys during times of mass protest and crisis, there were several issues 
with imputation of the survey and with its delivery by courier or post. Thus, we only report data imputed by 
our research team for which we have questionnaires. Despite all due diligence, the context in which the survey 
was conducted made it impossible to guard against missing data and the possibility of preference falsification 
associated with repressive regimes (Kuran 1997). Other types of data were collected in order to triangulate 
the survey findings.
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OLGA ONUCH & GWENDOLYN SASSE8

Rapid interviews

Rapid interviews were conducted by two members of the research team between 27 November 
2013 and 16 January 2014. The protesters were asked up to five questions the answers to 
which were digitally or manually recorded on-site (see Appendix 2 for the questions). These 
rapid interviews allowed protesters to describe their participation in their own words, and 
provide a comparative reference point for later in the survey interview and focus group data.

Elite interviews and focus groups

During a second wave of data collection from January 2014 to August 2015, 68 interviews were 
conducted with activists, journalists and politicians (including both opposition members and 
regime insiders, see Table A2 in the Appendix) as well as three focus groups with activists and 
six focus groups with ‘ordinary’ citizens.13 These original data have been further triangulated 
with activists’ and journalists’ archives, documents and video footage (see Table A3 in the 
Appendix). Due to the on-going sensitive nature of the crisis in Ukraine, interviewees have 
been anonymised.

The Maidan protest cycle

Following Tarrow (1993) and our first hypothesis, our process-tracing has led us to identify six 
distinct phases of the Maidan protest cycle. In our analysis of these phases below, we highlight 
the changing patterns of the mobilisation process in terms of the participants, their motivations 
and actions. Most importantly, we elucidate the diversity of protesters throughout the entire 
Maidan protest cycle. This diversity, we argue, is the key characteristic of the Maidan that 
explains both its scope and longevity, but also the inherent difficulties to channel and control it.

Phase 1 (21–30 November): creating political opportunities for citizens

The Maidan mobilisation began in the evening of 21 November. According to Tarrow (1993), 
in the first phase of the protest cycle, we expect to observe the development of political 
opportunities for engagement. Furthermore, in line with hypothesis 2 drawn from social 
mobilisation theory we expect pre-existing Social Movement Organisation networks and 
past protesters to become activated and activists and opposition to coordinate their activity to 
mobilise ‘ordinary citizens’. Our data reveal four aspects that influenced the first phase and 
the subsequent trajectory of the Maidan mobilisation process: first, the political opportunity 
structure of President Yanukovych’s policy shift on the EU Association Agreement was one to 
which even experienced activists and political opposition leaders were not prepared to react to; 
second, Yanukovych’s violation of an electoral promise that centred around a foreign policy 
claim was difficult to frame as a coherent collective protest identity; third, both activist and 
political opposition networks proved to be not as organised and capable of coordinating or 
collaborating as in 2004; and fourth, the key elite players—from experienced activists, leaders 

13Two activist focus groups were conducted with Civic Sector activists (mixed gender and age) and one was 
conducted with Samo Oborona activists (men only). The ‘ordinary citizen’ focus groups were composed of a 
random group of individuals who listed themselves at the Civic Sector coordination and information booth (as 
potential volunteers/helpers or just to receive information), during the Euromaidan (and thus, can be considered 
Euromaidan participants but not activists); the researchers aimed for a mix of age groups and genders.
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MAIDAN IN MOVEMENT 9

of the formal political opposition, to regime representatives—seriously underestimated the 
broader societal discontent with Yanukovych’s regime across many constituencies and thus, 
were misguided in their reaction to and framing of the protest events.

The initial protest began within hours of the announcement that Yanukovych would not 
sign the Association Agreement with the EU.14 Most accounts describe activists and journalists 
taking to Facebook, personal blogs and online news sites simultaneously in response to this 
event. A long-time activist explained that these Social Movement Organisation ‘leaders … 
have a lot to say, writing mini-essays on the internet, but … no clear agenda for action’.15 In 
interviews, activists frequently described their frustration about their coordination problems. 
One activist voiced his concerns that ‘although everyone was “posting”, “sharing” and 
“liking”, we saw no real action’, explaining that the activists were faced with a collective 
action problem.16 Social media provided a portal for rapid information exchange between 
divergent Social Movement Organisation networks and individual activists on 21 November, 
but, as explained by Civic Sector activists, the sudden opportunity for revolution ‘caught 
… [them] by surprise … [they] had been preparing for the next election’.17 Initial online 
posts, corroborated by activist interviews, point to the fact that activists and journalists 
were struggling to frame the grievances so that they would resonate with a broader public. 
Their posts focused on the European trajectory of Ukraine and the increasingly corrupt and 
authoritarian nature of the Yanukovych regime. Some public figures like Mustafa Nayem 
were able to bridge the two issues by linking them to a civic ‘responsibility to act’ (Nayem 
2014), but the general discourse focused on Ukraine–EU relations. The most typical phrases 
used by the activists and journalists in their posts and in speeches were ‘We want a European 
Ukraine’, ‘Yanukovych must sign the Association Agreement’ and ‘Ukraine is Europe’ 
(Ukraiina tse Evropa).

The gradually growing calls for action included posts on the Korespondent website by 
Yuriy Andreyev and on Facebook by Ihor Lutsenko, Mustafa Nayem,18 among other well-
known figures, all urging their friends and followers not to simply ‘like’ their posts but to 
assemble on the Maidan between 9 and 10.30pm that evening (Nayem 2014).19 As explained 
by activists, Nayem’s personalised message benefitted from using a paid service offered by 
Facebook to ‘promote’ or ‘boost’ a post, and thus was disseminated to a broader network. It 
is possible to trace a few hundred such calls to protest, but all were limited in their success, 
as few people showed up to the Maidan.

14‘Yevromaydan-2013. Ukraintsi Samoorhanizuvalysya, Shchob Pidtrymaty Kurs Na Yevropu’, Ukrains’ka 
Pravda, 22 November 2013, available at: http://www.pravda.com.ua/photo-video/2013/11/22/7002696/, 
accessed 27 November 2014.

15Author’s informal telephone interview with an anonymous journalist and politician, 17 December 2013.
16Author’s interview with anonymous leftwing activist 2, Kyiv, 29 August 2014.
17For example, author’s interview with anonymous Civic Sector activist 7, Kyiv, 27 August 2014.
18‘UVAHA! Zbir s’ohodni na Maydani Nezalezhnosti o 22:30 !!! (+video)’, Yuriy Andreyev’s blog post, 21 

November 2013, available at: http://blogs.korrespondent.net/blog/pro_users/3289622-uvaha-zbir-sohodni-na-
maidani-nezalezhnosti-o-2230-video, accessed 12 February 2016; Ihor Lutsenko’s posts, 21 November 2013, 
available at: https://www.facebook.com/igor.lutsenko/posts/670281052995887, and https://www.facebook.com/
igor.lutsenko/posts/670206513003341, both accessed 12 February 2016; Mustafa Nayem’s posts, 21 November 
2013, available at: https://www.facebook.com/Mustafanayyem/posts/10201177280260151, and https://www.
facebook.com/Mustafanayyem/posts/10201178184682761, both accessed 12 February 2016.

19Also noted in a telephone interview with anonymous Civic Sector activist 1, 30 November 2013.
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In line with hypothesis 2, past mobilisation and pre-existing activist networks were central 
in the initial mobilisation process. As explained by early participants, those who joined the 
protests on the first night were predominantly well-known activists, activists-turned-politicians 
and journalists rather than ‘ordinary’ citizens.20 From Kyiv to Donets’k, the first participants 
employed existing Social Movement Organisation networks to communicate and coordinate 
actions: they ‘called each other’s mobile phones, … [they] knew each other … [they] had past 
experience of protest’.21 Activists repeatedly explained that their ‘past experience allowed 
… [them] to quickly organise’.22 They also expressed their dismay that initially ‘only about 
a few dozen’ protesters came out onto the Maidan. They remained uncertain about the mass 
appeal of the protest trigger but explained that their fears were lessened when the numbers 
rose to an estimated 1,000–2,000 participants.23 Nevertheless, few activists thought that they 
could mobilise enough ‘ordinary’ citizens to start a ‘revolution’.24 Since 2010 there had been 
many such small protest events—‘mainly coordinated and attended by the same individuals’.25

From its inception, the Maidan mobilisation was characterised by a degree of diversity 
that distinguished it from past moments of mass mobilisation.26 As described by several 
activists, during the first night something surprising happened: although protests took place 
in the typical sites such as Kyiv and Lviv, activists sent around tweets, Instagram pictures, 
messages and posts from all over Ukraine, including Donets’k, which activists argue should 
have been a sign that there were more of them then they initially thought.27

A further departure from past protest events is the multi-regional scope of smaller protest 
events connected to the bigger Maidan mobilisation wave. In the east of the country five 
experienced activists and journalists began their own Maidan in Donets’k on 21 November 
and stayed out all night just like their counterparts in Kyiv. Although there was a sense of 
solidarity, there was little coordination with Kyiv.28 Due to the unusual trigger of the protest 
and the lack of coordination even among experienced activists, as admitted by one long time 
Social Movement Organisation leader, activists were slow to realise the country-wide diffusion 
potential of the protests.29

Lack of coordination: the battle of the two Maidans

Between 21 and 23 November local journalists, activists and students continued to organise 
several small protest events on the Maidan Nezalezhnosty and in other cities. They continued 
to employ online social media to inform and motivate citizens via the #Euromaidan chain.30 

20Author’s telephone interview with anonymous Civic Sector activist 1, 30 November 2013.
21Author’s interview with anonymous Kyiv/Donets’k activist, Kyiv, 12 May 2015.
22For example, author’s telephone interview with anonymous Civic Sector activist 1, 30 November 2013.
23For example, author’s interview with anonymous Samo Oborona activist 2, Kyiv, 25 August 2014.
24For example, author’s interview with anonymous Civic Sector activist 6, Kyiv, 26 August 2014.
25Author’s interview with anonymous Civic Sector activist 6, Kyiv, 26 August 2014.
26Such as, The Revolution on the Granite in 1990, Ukraine Without Kuchma in 2001, and the Orange 

Revolution in 2004, see Onuch (2014a).
27For example, author’s interview with anonymous Samo Oborona activist 2, Kyiv, 25 August 2014.
28Author’s interview with anonymous Donets’k-based activist/journalist 2, Kyiv, 14 May 2015.
29Author’s interview with anonymous Samo Oborona activist 1, Kyiv, 25 August 2014.
30Euromaidan participants and supporters both in Ukraine and around the world employed the hashtags 

#EuroMaidan, #euromaidan, and the Cyrillic #євромайдан to communicate information about protest events 
in Kyiv, across Ukraine and internationally. For a deeper analysis, see Tucker et al. (2014).
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MAIDAN IN MOVEMENT 11

Yet, it was not until political opposition leaders Vitaliy Klitschko, Arseniy Yatsenyuk and Oleh 
Tiahnybok jointly coordinated a pro-EU march on 24 November in Kyiv (on the anniversaries 
of both the Holodomor31 and the Orange Revolution) that ‘ordinary’ citizens joined in larger 
numbers. The protests then quickly grew to an estimated 50,000 (according to a police 
estimate) or to 80,000–100,000 people (according to an estimate by the political opposition 
and reported by foreign media).32

In line with our third hypothesis, the simultaneous calls to action on 24 November by 
politicians and activists did not result in any meaningful cooperation or coordination, creating 
‘a sense of uncertainty’ among participants and observers.33 As reported by interviewees, 
each political party and Social Movement Organisation distributed their own paraphernalia 
and posted their own calls to protest on their separate organisational websites, message 
boards and Facebook events pages. In Kyiv, the various groups directed their members 
and supporters to congregate in different meeting places and even set up two different end 
points for their marches. Based on interviews and focus group discussions we know that 
the protesters split into at least two different groups. One group was led by non-partisan 
Social Movement Organisations, activists and student organisations convening their march 
in the Maidan Nezalezhnosty, and the other was led by political opposition groups to the 
Yevropeis’ka Ploshcha (European Square). They became known colloquially as the ‘Student 
Maidan’ and the ‘Political Maidan’ respectively, competing for both participants and control.34 
As described by several informants, parties wanted to compete for the role of the next ‘hero’ 
of the revolution, or the next ‘saviour’, thereby demonstrating that they had ‘not learned from 
Yushchenko’s mistakes’.35 This was particularly surprising since, as suggested by hypothesis 
2, most of the activists and political opposition leadership had recent experience in successful 
protest coordination in 2004. The lack of leadership made activists and political opposition 
appear weak in the eyes of both the regime and ‘ordinary citizens’.

Several non-activist protest participants interviewed said they were put off by ‘the absence 
of political will … [to] put egos aside and coordinate together’. They explained that the 
politicians ‘misread the situation’, that the protesters ‘were not out there because of [the 
politicians], or the Association Agreement … [they] wanted something bigger … a change 
in the system of … corruption and lies’.36 The claims voiced by the political opposition and 
activist leaders focused on the signing of the EU Association Agreement. They appeared 
out of touch with broader societal concerns, and both missed an opportunity to tap into a 
larger potential ‘protestorate’. However, it is impossible to disentangle how many protesters 
came out on 24 November because of the EU agreement and what it symbolised—the 
Holodomor commemorations, support for particular partisan groups or general opposition 
to the Yanukovych regime.

31Holodomor means ‘extermination by hunger’ and refers to the man-made famine in the Ukrainian SSR in 
1932–1933 that killed an estimated 2.5–7.5 million Ukrainians.

32See, ‘Huge Ukraine Rally over EU Agreement Delay’, BBC News, 24 November 2013, available at:  
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-25078952, accessed 29 July 2015.

33Author’s interview with anonymous director of an NGO and long-time Civic Sector activist, Kyiv, 28 
August 2014.

34Author’s interview with anonymous political scientist 1, Member of the Rada, negotiator during Regime–
Opposition Roundtables, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

35For example, author’s informal telephone interview with anonymous journalist and politician, 17 December 
2013.

36Focus group 1, ‘ordinary’ citizens, Kyiv, 26 August 2014.
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Missed opportunity: a potential all-Ukrainian protest coalition?

From this first weekend of contention the protests were, unlike ever before, an all-Ukraine, 
cross-regional phenomena. Yet, despite the instant diffusion of substantial protests to regional 
cities across central and western Ukraine (Lviv, Ivano Frankivsk, Lutsk, Rivne, Ternopil) 
and small protest events in southern and eastern centres, such as Donets’k, Sumy, Poltava, 
Kharkiv, Odesa and even Simferopil and Sevastopol, the potential protest capacity across the 
country was overlooked by most activists and politicians.

According to one political insider, the big parties’ main strategy was to bring people 
from central Ukrainian villages and outskirts of the capital to the Yevropeis’ka Ploshcha. He 
lamented that the opposition parties, should have done more to ‘support the protest events 
… in the east and south … in Donets’k’ and could have done more to challenge the myth 
of the east–west division.37 Just like the regime, the political opposition misread the level of 
broader societal discontent.

Although protest participants, their posters and their online posts hinted at an opportunity to 
unite protesters across the country with a universal claim against the regime, the student, activist 
and opposition organisers retained their singular focus on the EU Association Agreement.38 
As noted by Tarrow (1993), political opportunity structures, such as the non-signing of the 
Association Agreement, not only set the mobilisation process in motion but also guide (and 
even restrict) its subsequent development. According to interviewed protest participants, by 
the first weekend the central demands had shifted to ‘a better way of life’ and even though 
‘Ukraine is Europe’ remained a key slogan, the broader protest discourse already focused on 
the expansion of political liberties, rights, state accountability and socio-economic security.39

The lack of coordination among Social Movement Organisations, their leaders and the 
political opposition resulted in an exaggeration of the centrality of the ‘pro-EU’ claim, the 
non-recognition of the diverse nature of the (potential) ‘protestorate’, and the oversight of the 
scope for diffusion across Ukraine. The (temporarily) shrinking protests were predominantly 
maintained by experienced activists and university students (organised into strike committees, 
most notably in Lviv, Kyiv and Sumy), with limited participation by other groups (such 
as middle-aged or young professionals). The peaceful protests included live concerts, and 
activists continued to reject partisan attempts at ‘co-optation’.

Phase 2 (30 November–16 January): shift in collective action frames

Political opportunities for coordination and mobilisation can also arise in the form of 
miscalculations by the regime in power (McAdam et al. 1996). The non-signing of the EU 
Association Agreement was the first miscalculation; the second was misjudging the participants 
as ‘a small group of disaffected activists and students’.40 An even more serious miscalculation 
followed on 29 and 30 November when a small group of peaceful protesters—mostly students 
and journalists—were brutally beaten in the first Berkut raid. The miscalculation was twofold: 
first, by all accounts the activists were planning to disband following the lack of success at the 

37Author’s interview with anonymous government insider, Kyiv, 26 August 2014.
38For example, author’s interview with anonymous Civic Sector activist 3, Kyiv, 22 July 2014.
39Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 1, Kyiv, 12 May 2015.
40Author’s informal telephone interview with anonymous former Yanukovych administration insider, 28 

January 2014.
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MAIDAN IN MOVEMENT 13

Vilnius Summit earlier that day.41 Second, the unprovoked violence pushed the activists and 
political opposition to unite into one Maidan and reframe mobilisation claims consistent with 
a broader civic and human rights discourse (in line with hypotheses 3 and 5). When foreign 
journalists and CCTV cameras caught the assault on unarmed peaceful protesters, including 
women and foreign journalists, the images ‘went viral’ on social media outlets—not only in 
Ukraine but globally (Tucker et al. 2014; Metzger et al. 2015). The instantaneous information 
diffused throughout the country galvanised an unexpected coalition of protesters. In rapid 
interviews and focus groups protest participants explained that from this moment onwards 
the protests were about ‘saving Ukrainian democracy’. The protests were no longer referred 
to as the Euromaidan, but simply the Maidan or the Revolution of Dignity.42

On 1 December, after a coordinated effort by opposition parties and the Civic Sector, 
between 400,000 and 800,000 people joined the protests in Kyiv.43 This was the biggest protest 
event of the Maidan protest wave. Moreover, large protests were held in all western and central 
regional city centres, and medium to small protest events (of up to 2,000 participants each) 
took place in Crimea, Odesa, Kharkiv, Sumy, Donets’k, Zaporizhzhya, Dnipropetrovs’k and 
Poltava.

Who was the Maidan?

One reason why the political opposition and the activists misread the scope for protest was the 
apparent lack of a common collective identity they could mobilise around. The protesters were 
not easily distinguishable in terms of traditional east–west cleavages or a division between 
Russian and Ukrainian speakers. The level of protest diffusion across Ukraine and specifically 
to regions beyond the centre–west was a novelty in post-communist Ukraine. Employing 
the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS) macro regions schema for coding, the 
majority of protesters came from central Ukraine, in particular Kyiv and its surrounding 
areas (approximately 59%).44 The largest proportion came from Kyiv city and Kyiv oblast’ 
(approximately 57%). The second largest group of protesters (approximately 14%) came from 
western Ukraine, mostly from Lviv and Ternopil oblasti (see Figure 1).

While the broad majority of our survey respondents (83%) listed Ukrainian as their ‘mother 
tongue’, and self-identified as ‘ethnically’ Ukrainian, over two thirds of the respondents who 
reported their language use said that they used the Ukrainian language at work and/or in their 
private lives and approximately 20% of respondents were predominantly Russophones at 
home and/or at work. Approximately between 5% and 6% of those respondents who chose 
‘other’ for language detailed using both languages equally at home or at work. We find that 
the self-reported rates of ‘mother tongue’ and ethnicity are directly consistent with data from 
the 2001 census and representative of central Ukraine (and specifically Kyiv oblast’ and Kyiv 

41Author’s informal telephone interview with anonymous Civic Sector activist 1, 30 November 2013.
42Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 1, Kyiv, 12 May 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 4, Kyiv, 8 July 2015.
43‘Ukraine’s Anti-Government Protesters Stage First Mass Rally of 2014’, Reuters, 1 December 2013, available at:  

http://uk.reuters.com/article/2014/01/12/uk-ukraine-idUKBREA0B09820140112, accessed 29 July 2015.
44Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS) macro regions include: West (Chernivests’ka, Ivano-

Frankivs’ka, Kmelnyts’ka, Lvivs’ka, Rivens’ka, Ternopils’ka, Volyns’ka and Zakarpats’ka); Center (Cherkas’ka, 
Chernihivs’ka, Kirovohrads’ka, Kyivs’ka, Poltavs’ka, Sums’ka, Vynnyts’ka and Zhytomyrs’ka); East 
(Dontes’ka, Kharkivs’ka and Luhans’ka); and South (Dnipropetrovs’ka, Khersons’ka, Kryms’ka, Mykolaivs’ka, 
Odes’ka and Zaporizhs’ka).
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city).45 We also find that just under 20% of survey respondents who reported their language 
use identified using different languages at home and at work, suggesting more widespread 
bilingualism.46

The research team’s field observations were in line with the focus group discussion, most of 
which pointed out that—somewhat surprisingly—language was not an issue for the protesters. 
The ‘lingua franca’ of the average Maidan participant was Russian, or Surzhyk,47 as noted by 
focus group participants. While protesters may self-identify as Ukrainian ‘mother tongue’ 
speakers they use Russian regularly, in particular in Kyiv.48

One of the theoretical expectations in (hypothesis 2) is that the participants of mass 
mobilisation have past protest and political engagement experience, possibly a similar or 
shared level of experience (Meyer 2004). The public discourse around the Maidan assumes 
that the protesters were made up of fairly homogenous ‘types’ of voters with similar protest 
experience (Ishchenko 2014; Shekhovtsov & Umland 2014). About two thirds of the survey 
respondents had participated in a protest event in the past (63% of the respondents reported 
some participation in the Orange Revolution). Thus, a significant number of Maidan protesters 
were ‘novices’. Coupled with the diffusion of protests across the country, these figures suggest 
an expanding or changing protest base in Ukraine.

45According to the 2001 census 92.3% and 72.1% of the Kyiv oblast’ and Kyiv city populations respectively 
are Ukrainian ‘mother tongue’ speakers. Moreover, 92.5% and 82.2% of the Kyiv oblast’ and Kyiv city 
populations respectively are ethnic Ukrainians. Whilst the census is outdated it is the best available source of 
information on both language and ethnicity in Ukraine (State Statistics Committee of Ukraine 2001).

46About 15% of the respondents stated that they used both languages equally (not an option in the survey; 
thus, it is possible that this number would have been larger).

47Surzhyk is a blend of the two languages most often used in casual conversation in Ukraine. It employs 
mostly Russian words and Ukrainian grammar as well as some slang words.

48Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 1, Kyiv, 12 May 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 2, Kyiv, 6 July 2015; 
focus group ‘ordinary citizens’ 4, Kyiv, 8 July 2015.
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FIGURE 1. SURVEY RESPONDENTS BY REGION.
Note: n=1225. 

Source: EuroMaidan Protest Participant Survey 2013.
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MAIDAN IN MOVEMENT 15

The majority of protesters cannot be classified as highly politically engaged individuals: 
less than 30% of our survey respondents stated that they belonged to any civic movements 
(approximately 14%) or community organisations (approximately 10%), unions (approximately 
11%) or political parties (approximately 9%). As most respondents did not declare a past vote 
choice openly, we should interpret these results carefully, but we definitely do not detect 
complete homogeneity. Although a broad majority of the Maidan protesters we surveyed 
reported having voted for opposition candidates/parties (Yushchenko, Our Ukraine—Nasha 
Ukraiina; Tymoshenko, Fatherland—Batkivshchyna; Klitschko, UDAR!; Yatsenyuk, Front 
of Change—Front Zmin; Tiahnybok, Freedom—Svoboda) they were not supporters of any 
one party or politician over time. Nor were they all conscientious voters: we estimate that in 
2009 and 2010 approximately 18% of those who could vote (by age and citizenship) chose 
not to do so. As noted by focus group participants, protesters were ‘normal people’ and 
‘not really political’.49 This is also in line with both interviews and focus group discussions 
conducted after the Maidan, when most protest participants expressed high levels of distrust 
of politicians and parties more generally.

Approximately 8% of survey respondents reported voting ‘against all’ in at least one of 
either the 2004, 2010 or 2012 elections.50 Similarly, nearly one tenth of those who could 
vote reported not voting for Yanukovych’s main opponent, Yulia Tymoshenko, but for other 
candidates, in the presidential elections in 2009 and 2010. And over all election cycles 
approximately between 2% and 3% of the survey respondents who reported their vote choice 
voted for Yanukovych, Tihipko or a party associated with the Yanukovych regime. Even if this 
number is small, it further underlines the lack of homogeneity. If a minority of protesters felt 
safe enough to voice a potentially ‘controversial’ past vote choice in the middle of a protest, 
the protesters were indeed more diverse than initially assumed. Our multi-source process 

49Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 1, Kyiv, 12 May 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 3, Kyiv, 7 July 2015.
50Ukrainian election ballots include the option ‘against all’ and this option was among those reported by 

survey respondents.

5%

12%

18%

29%

36%

Unknown age

56 +

25-30

31-55

24 & under

FIGURE 2. AGE OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS.
Note: n=1263. 

Source: EuroMaidan Protest Participant Survey 2013.
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OLGA ONUCH & GWENDOLYN SASSE16

tracing also suggests that this diversity, at least initially, increased after the 29–30 November 
repressions.

According to the EPPS data, as early as 28 November, the average age of the protesters was 
36. There were slightly more men (59%) than women involved in direct action, marches and 
meetings, but as reported in interview and focus group discussions women contributed to the 
protest activity in other ways that helped sustain the protests. The protesters were generally 
well informed, employed, and most had professional or higher or other tertiary education (see 
Table A4 in the Appendix). The protesters surveyed were primarily young or middle-aged 
professionals (see Figure 2). As explained in more detail elsewhere (Onuch 2014b, 2015a), 
rapid interviews and focus groups reveal a demographic distinction between three generational 
cohorts of protest participants: students (24 and under) and young professionals (25–30), many 
of whom were born after the fall of communism and had never voted in a presidential election; 
the working middle-aged with families (31–55 years old), whose formative years were heavily 
influenced by a difficult transition period since independence during which most had voted in 
at least two presidential elections; and finally, the pensioners or ‘grandparents’ (56 years old 
and over), many of whom had spent at least half of their lives under communist rule. Since 
they had the chance to vote in all post-Soviet elections, they also felt most ‘responsible’ for 
the political system of 2013.

In this initial period students and youth generally focused their claims and slogans on 
European integration. The middle-aged professionals’ claims included typical median voter 
demands, such as economic security, less corruption—in particular the ability to conduct 
business without paying bribes—and unrestricted travel abroad. The oldest cohort of 
participants frequently mentioned that it was their ‘responsibility to stand in the Maidan’ out 
of a sense of ‘civic duty’. In rapid interviews they stated that they wanted the ‘corrupt bandits 
out’, that they joined the protests ‘for the children’ for the ‘future’, but only few mentioned 
EU accession as a motivating factor.

The claims as presented to us by the different age cohorts align with the existing literature 
of generational voting preferences and practices of diverse constituencies in elections across 
Europe (Bartels & Jackman 2014; Dinas & Stoker 2014; Neundorf & Niemi 2014; Pop-
Eleches & Tucker 2014). When protest participants were asked in interviews or focus groups 
what they wanted from the state, or what they hoped the ‘democratic’ or ‘European’ future 
had in store for them, the three different age groups of protesters described the following 
demands: the youngest group focused on the quality of higher education and better labour 
market prospects; the middle-aged group on socio-economic security, the liberalisation of EU–
Ukraine travel and less corruption; and the oldest group on pensions and social redistribution. 
Thus, while the trigger that brought the majority of these diverse protesters out onto the 
streets was what they described as ‘the breaking of a social contract’ on 21 November and 
the ‘violation of basic civic and human rights’ on 29 and 30 November, the protesters joined 
the protests with a range of different claims motivating their behaviour. Neither the activists 
nor the political opposition were aware of the extent of the competing claims and grievances 
and thus, struggled to unite the demands under one umbrella.

It should be noted that our respondents and focus group participants did not by themselves 
bring up issues of language or ethno-nationalist demands, not even those who reported voting 
for Svoboda (with the exception of the Samo Oborona focus group). Moreover, most of the 
interviewees and focus group participants used a mixture of Ukrainian and Russian to answer 
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MAIDAN IN MOVEMENT 17

the questions, and many spoke in Russian even though interviews, surveys and focus groups 
always begun in Ukrainian for the sake of consistency.

Shaping a collective identity through rights frames

The slogans of the protests are not necessarily the same as the actual motivations of the 
protesters. However, tracing the content of posters and related material can help us track shifts 
over time in the mobilisational discourse (Noakes & Johnston 2005; Githens-Mazer 2012). 
This discourse is generally believed to be framed by elite actors such as key journalists, Social 
Movement Organisations, activists and the political opposition leaders (Benford & Snow 
2000). A unified rights frame is hypothesised (hypothesis 4) to help bring together a variety 
of diverse actors and shape a ‘new’ collective aim and identity (Noakes & Johnston 2005). 
In the case of the 2013–2014 mass mobilisation in Ukraine, protester slogans, posters, viral 
social media content and speeches from the stage in the square show several key shifts in the 
way the protest events were framed. This is best highlighted by the insistence of protesters (in 
interviews and focus group discussions) on separating the period 21–29 November, labelled 
Euromaidan, and the period from 30 November onwards, referred to simply as Maidan. In 
our own analysis of protestor poster and slogan content, we found that the initial focus was 
on how ‘Ukraine is Europe’ and on Ukrainians wanting ‘to live in a “normal” European 
country’. This discourse quickly became more variegated following the repression of 29–30 
November to include demands for the protection of civic and human rights more generally. 
This was exemplified by catch-all slogans of outrage against the regime, including ‘Banda 
Het’ (Bandits Get Lost) and references to the regime having ‘blood on its hands’.

EPPS data confirm that the protesters were more likely to be motivated by claims framed in 
a democratic rights discourse than EU accession. For instance, respondents who answered the 
question ‘Why did you decide to join in the Euromaidan?’ declared ‘my rights were infringed 
upon by the government’ (20%) and ‘for a better future for Ukraine’ (22.7%) as their top two 
motivations. Furthermore, when answering the question ‘Why are you protesting today?’ 
(in rapid interviews) or ‘What motivated you to join the protests?’ (in interviews and focus 
groups), most explained that they felt they had to join the protests out of ‘civic duty’, ‘human 
dignity’ and to ‘defend their civic rights’.

When comparing focus group exchanges to interviews with politicians and activists, it 
becomes clear that the ‘leaders’ remained focused on the EU Association Agreement and on 
negotiating a new deal and fresh elections with the Yanukovych regime. They even complained 
about ‘the hromadskist’ [(civil society, citizenry)] [being] … out of touch’ with the realities 
of politics, noting that the multi-dimensionality of the demands and voices made it difficult 
to coordinate and approach the Yanukovych regime from a position of strength.51

It is clear that there was a serious lack of connection between the people’s Maidan and the 
Euromaidan of the political opposition and the activists. The political opposition, the activists 
and Social Movement Organisations, and their economic financiers remained divided as to 
what messages to popularise.52 Activists and the political elite were eventually forced to unite 
in ‘a coalition of inconvenience’.

51For example, author’s interview with anonymous political scientist 1, Member of the Rada, negotiator 
during Regime–Opposition Roundtables, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

52For example, author’s interview with anonymous businessman and NGO director who paid for and 
coordinated medical supplies, Kyiv, 13 May 2015.
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OLGA ONUCH & GWENDOLYN SASSE18

Although there is ample evidence of attempts at coordination and frame alignment (Snow et 
al. 1986) following the 29–30 November repressions, the lack of cohesion and organisational 
weakness of the activists and political opposition groups meant that they quickly lost control 
not only over the dominant messages but also the repertoires of protest. An organised protest 
response to the 29–30 November repressions proved difficult in view of the miscalculation 
on the part of the activists and political opposition of the diversity of the ‘protestorate’; their 
underestimation of the scope for regional diffusion; and an underestimation of the protesters’ 
capacity of self-organisation through social media. These three misunderstandings—
reminiscent of the regime’s misjudgement—created openings and opportunities for radical 
voices and action.53

Activists and opposition unable to control the protests

Activists have explained in interviews that from 1 December onwards they were increasingly 
struggling to control small groups of (predominantly young male) protesters from escalating 
an aggressive discourse and promoting or turning to direct action (occupations and road 
blockades, for example) and violent protest repertoires (such as the use of pepper spray, 
rocks and metal chains).54 Although they tried to manage and constrain radical voices, the 
activists and politicians directly involved in the Rada Maidanu (Council of the Maidan),55 
explained that with each provocation, including attempts to clear the Maidan between 10 and 
12 December, the beating of activists and journalists (including Tatyana Chornovil and Ihor 
Lutsenko, among others) ‘… it was more and more difficult to control the hromads’kist’’.56 
Off the record, several key leaders of Civic Sector and other liberal Social Movement 
Organisations expressed that from January 2014 onwards, they felt they had to compete and 
even collaborate with the extremist groups in the Maidan zone when vying for the attention 
of possible recruits.57

In December radically minded protesters (not necessarily members of rightwing 
organisations) established coordinating teams of 100–200 (Sotni) lightly armed individuals 
called Samo Oborona (Self-Defence) battalions.58 These groups walked around the city 
centre wearing hard hats, holding bats, and some have been reported as chanting nationalist 
and patriotic slogans.59 The frequency of encounters between police forces and protesters 
significantly increased in the month and a half that followed (Popova 2014). Alongside this 

53Author’s interview with anonymous leftwing activist 1, Kyiv, 29 August 2014.
54Focus group Civic Sector activists 2, Kyiv, 28 August 2014.
55Rada HO «Vseukrayins’ke obyednannya Maydanu» (The Council of the NGO ‘All-Ukrainian Union 

Maidan’) or Council of the Maidan, founded on 22 December 2013, was a council where leaders of civic 
organisations, political parties, experts and academics came together to discuss events, needs, and coordinate 
activities or responses. For a list of participants see Appendix 3.

56Author’s interview with anonymous political scientist 1, Member of the Rada, negotiator during Regime–
Opposition Roundtables, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

57Author’s interviews with anonymous Civic Sector activist 2, Kyiv, 21 July 2014; anonymous Civic Sector 
activist 5, Kyiv, 25 August 2014; anonymous Civic Sector activist 6, Kyiv, 26 August 2014; anonymous Civic 
Sector activist 7, Kyiv, 27 August 2014; anonymous long-time academic expert, activist and Minister, Kyiv, 
21 July 2014; anonymous political scientist 1, Member of the Rada, negotiator during Regime–Opposition 
Roundtables, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

58Focus group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.
59Focus group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.
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MAIDAN IN MOVEMENT 19

escalation in protest discourses and repertoires peaceful protests continued with nightly (or, in 
the regions, weekly) gatherings (also called Viches)60 in city centres across the country.61 Each 
violent encounter between protesters and militia lowered protest participation, with women 
dropping out at a faster rate than men. Protesters described a sense of growing desperation 
among participants of the Maidan. It was this despair, coupled with a feeling that the politicians 
and activists had neither a ‘clear understanding of the protesters … [nor] any control over the 
events’ that appears to have pushed a larger proportion of protesters to engage in or support 
ensuing episodes of violence.62

These findings confirm the expectations from the literature and our hypotheses (hypotheses 
1, 3 and 5). A diversity of actors involved in the protests translated into a range of different 
demands, which were difficult to capture in one protest claim. The first use of regime 
repression created an opportunity for activists and opposition leaders to unite and frame 
the protest events employing a rights-based discourse. Due to internal divisions within the 
Social Movement Organisations and the political opposition, however, they were still unable 
to coordinate activities effectively. This, in turn, made it possible for radical voices to gain 
in strength and created the space for further regime repression.

Phase 3 (16–27 January): innovation and expansion of contention

On 16 January the regime and Party of Regions parliamentarians misjudged their own strength 
and the weakness of the protests a second time when they voted in the anti-protest laws. These 
laws, quickly dubbed the Diktatorski Zakony (Dictator’s Laws), not only outlawed peaceful 
protest, but made any action related to protests a terrorist offence. For example, one could not 
wear a helmet in public (not even when riding a bicycle), carry an extra tyre in the car or wear 
a scarf covering the face.63 These laws quickly became a rallying point for the protests, as they 
again affected a much wider group than those gathered in the Maidan. Similar to the 29–30 
November repressions, the regime severely underestimated the diversity of the protesters, 
their willingness to continue their mobilisation, and the level of support for these protesters 
from the general population. Following the anti-protest laws, we observe what Tarrow would 
call an ‘innovation’ and ‘expansion’ in the forms of contention: more self-organisation (soup 
kitchens, volunteer medical clinics and donation drives) across the country and an increasing 
willingness among ‘ordinary citizens’ to turn to violent repertoires.

At first, the Maidan protesters reacted to the new laws with barricades on the perimeter 
of the square and extended the barricades to Hrushevs’koho Street and the top of Instituts’ka 
Street. They called this an ‘occupation of public space’ that was now to be ‘defended by all 
citizens of the city’.64 This move to direct action tactics resulted in a greater reaction from 
the regime. On 17 and 18 January several violent interactions occurred between the police 

60A Viche was originally a meeting of the citizens of a Kyivan Rus’ town to discuss matters of local import. 
Throughout Ukrainian history this term has been often used by dissidents and activists for nightly or weekly 
protest meetings.

61Author’s interviews with anonymous Donets’k-based activist/journalist 1, Kyiv, 12 May 2015; anonymous 
long-time activist and Minister, Kyiv, 21 July 2014.

62Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 4, Kyiv, 8 July 2015; focus group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.
63Author’s interview with anonymous leftwing activist 2, Kyiv, 29 August 2014; focus group Civic Sector 

activists 1, Kyiv, 28 August 2014.
64Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 1, Kyiv, 12 May 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 4, Kyiv, 8 July 2015; 

focus group ‘ordinary citizens’ 5, Kyiv, 9 July 2015.
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OLGA ONUCH & GWENDOLYN SASSE20

and protesters. Activists from several NGOs explained how they tried but ultimately failed 
to prevent violent action in the name of the protests.65

Protesters and people in the vicinity of the Maidan reported receiving threatening text 
messages informing them that they were located in a banned protest zone and identified as 
engaging in an anti-social activity, noting that they could be imprisoned or become involved 
in an anti-terrorist operation.66 Activists interpreted these threats as a direct provocation 
by the regime aimed at triggering ‘an emotional irrational reaction’.67 This finding was 
reiterated in all focus group discussions with ‘ordinary citizens’, only some of whom were 
involved in protests at that time: this was a ‘clear provocation (chysta provokatsiya)’ and 
explained that at least in Kyiv, ‘it was obvious … you would get this threat [via SMS] even 
if you were far away from the Maidan’.68 Interestingly, the focus group participants who 
took part in the events on Hrushevs’koho Street and Instytuts’ka, or worked in kitchens 
and medical clinics, saw themselves as ‘only supporter[s] of the Maidan’ and not protesters 
per se. In January and February they ‘came to relieve the [real] protesters for a bit’ or 
‘provide them with some food’.69 Thus, the protest was being redefined by those supporting 
it, who—not unlike the regime and the activists—ultimately underestimated the overall 
capacity for protest.

On 19 January, Berkut attacked the protesters at night, and between 19 and 22 
January at least three people died as a direct result of police action, and many more were 
injured.70 Process-tracing and participant observation by members of our research team, 
and interviews highlight that this second wave of repressions changed the composition 
of protesters (but not necessarily the broader group of supporters): they now included a 
strong majority of young and middle-aged males,71 and rightwing groups gained a foothold.72 
The expansion to extreme violent repertoires, such as Molotov cocktails, marked a sharp 
break in Ukraine’s protest history. First-hand accounts also note an increase in the use of 

65For example, author’s interviews with anonymous Samo Oborona activist 2, Kyiv, 25 August 2014; 
anonymous Civic Sector activist 2, Kyiv, 21 July 2014; anonymous leftwing activist 1, Kyiv, 28 August 2014.

66Focus group Civic Sector activists 1, Kyiv, 28 August 2014.
67For example, author’s interview with anonymous long-time academic expert, activist and Minister, Kyiv, 

21 July 2014.
68Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 1, Kyiv, 12 May 2015; and also discussed in focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 

4, Kyiv, 8 July 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 5, Kyiv, 9 July 2015; focus group Civic Sector activists 
2, Kyiv, 28 August 2014.

69Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 5, Kyiv, 9 July 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 6, Kyiv, 10 July 2015.
70The first official death was already recorded on 22 December: Pavlo Mazurenko died after being beaten 

by police on 18 December 2013, although this incident was not well known at the time. The three who 
died on the 21/22 January were Yuriy Verbitsky, Serhiy Nihoyan (Ukrainian born Armenian) and Mikhailo 
Zhyznevskyy (a Belarusian). These were followed by the deaths of Roman Senik, Viktor Homyak, Bogdan 
Kalynyak, Alexander Badera and Sergiy Sinenko between 25 January and 15 February. See, Official 
government list of Nebesnya Sotinya (Heavenly Hundred) and Order of the Nebesnya Sotya, available at:  
http://iportal.rada.gov.ua/en/news/News/News/page/en/news/News/News/95089.html, accessed 13 February.

71It should be noted that several Sotnya’s were made up of entirely women and one such young graduate 
student M. B. carries the nickname ‘Molotov Princess’, as she helped ‘professionalise’ the Molotov stations. 
Author’s interviews with anonymous leftwing activist 1, Kyiv, 28 August 2014; anonymous Civic Sector activist 
5, Kyiv, 25 August 2014; anonymous businessman and NGO director who paid for and coordinated medical 
supplies, Kyiv, 13 May 2015; anonymous female  radical activist, Kyiv, 7 July 2015.

72Focus group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.
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patriotic symbols.73 These ‘new’ forms of contention risked polarising Ukrainian citizens, 
allowed opponents of the Maidan to present a caricature of the protests as narrowly rightwing 
and focused on western Ukraine, and encouraged the regime to employ so-called ‘anti-
terrorist measures’. Agitated protesters engaged in further occupations of government and 
administrative buildings in Kyiv and other cities, including in some eastern regions like 
Kharkiv, Dniropretrovsk and Poltava.

Facing increasing internal pressures from Party of Regions (Partiia Rehioniv) financiers 
and in an attempt to quell the escalation of violence, Prime Minister Mykola Azarov stepped 
down and offered the post to opposition leader Arseniy Yatsenyuk. The deal was taken to 
the Rada Maidanu, where the political opposition and activists of the Maidan, including 
Andriy Parubiy, Ihor Lutsenko and Volodymyr Viatrovych, declined the offer and demanded 
Yanukovych’s resignation.74 In an attempt to stop the diffusion of protests, the wave of 
repression subsided. But in line with our hypotheses, the multiple miscalculations of the 
support base of the protests and the willingness of some to ‘defend the Maidan to the last 
man standing’ created more uncertainty.75 By this time Pravyi Sektor (Right Sector), Samo 
Oborona battalions and retired Afghanistan war veterans controlled most of the frontlines, 
leading to a further radicalisation in the protest repertoires. Claims and grievances of the 
broader protest population were still focused on the illegitimate rule of the Yanukovych regime 
and democratic and basic human rights, but those living on the Maidan saw themselves as 
engaged in a war to defend the existence of democracy, liberal rights and freedoms as well 
as ‘of Ukraine itself’.76

Phase 4 (27 January–20 February): coexistence of organised and unorganised engagement

Dissatisfied with what protesters described as the ‘opposition leaders’ inability, ineffectiveness 
[and fear] to achieve the Maidan’s aims’, the official opposition protest events in the Maidan 
and the activities of the Rada Maidanu were supplemented by autonomous self-organised 
citizen initiatives.77 Throughout the country (mostly in the centre–west, but also in some parts 
of the east and south including Sumy, Poltava, Donets’k, Luhans’k, Dnipropetrovs’k, Odesa 
and Kharkiv), citizens coordinated their own peaceful protest events. Activists continued to 
complain in interviews that neither they nor the opposition were able to control the protest 
movement even ‘after blood had been shed’.78 Protesters willing to engage in violence 
explained that they had ‘nothing to lose’ and members of the Pravyi Sektor stated that they 

73The so-called ‘Banderite’ black and red (or kalyna) coloured flag was one such symbol. It was most 
prominently used by the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (Ukraiins’ka Povstans’ka Armiia—UPA), led by Stepan 
Bandera. The flag was adapted from previous flags and symbols used by Ukrainian Cossacks (such as the 
Ukrainian Sich Riflemen in 1916) and thus predates the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (created in 
1929 in Vienna), the UPA or Bandera (Moroz 2013). It is by many in Ukraine considered a flag symbolising 
the Ukrainian struggle for statehood and independence and was already used in anti-Soviet, dissident actions. 
In parts of Ukraine and outside of Ukraine, in particular in Poland and Russia, the flag is seen as a hostile 
symbol of west Ukrainian ethno-nationalism.

74Author’s interview with anonymous political scientist 1, Member of the Rada, negotiator during Regime–
Opposition Roundtables, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

75Author’s interview with anonymous Samo Oborona activist 3, Kyiv, 25 August 2014.
76Focus group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.
77Focus group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.
78Focus group Civic Sector activists 2, Kyiv, 28 August 2014.
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OLGA ONUCH & GWENDOLYN SASSE22

were ‘prepared to die as heroes for their country’.79 The lack of connection between the 
political ‘leaders’ (Yatsenyuk, Klitschko and Tiahnybok) and the ‘people’ had grown further: 
‘The hromadskist’ did not understand the need for negotiations … the politicians did not 
understand the readiness of the hromadskist’’.80 The baseline claim uniting the protesters 
was the removal of Yanukovych from power, but some were now willing to go to extremes 
to reach this goal.

In February the Maidan spiralled out of control and some protest sites descended into 
extreme violence. From 18 February Berkut embarked on what would be the last wave 
of repressions of the Maidan. The Maidan HQ, the location of a press office, where most 
negotiations of the Rada Maidanu and the Hromadskyi Sektor Maidanu (Civic Sector of the 
Maidan) took place, was burnt down. Berkut and other special operations militia employed 
severe modes of repression against protesters, including the use of live ammunition, grenades 
and snipers. The violent storming of the Maidan in Kyiv left about 90 dead (a majority under 
the age of 25) and over 600 injured (from both sides of the barricades, but mostly from the 
protesters). At this point the worst-case scenario of a large-scale ‘civil war’ pitting the regime 
against the protesters seemed highly likely to the activists and protesters interviewed. These 
protesters felt that now they were ‘fighting for the fate of their country’.81

Most analyses of the Maidan to date have looked at these final phases of the protests and 
focused on the Svoboda party and what scholars have called ‘neo-Nazi’ organisations and 
a ‘nationalist right’ preoccupied with ethno-linguistic-nationalist claims (Ishchenko 2014; 
Darden & Way 2014). What they have missed, however, is the remaining diversity among 
the protesters and the continuing diffusion of protest (including into the spalni reiony, the 
suburbs of Kyiv) throughout this phase in the protest cycle.

Diversity among the radicals

Perhaps surprisingly, throughout the Maidan even the rightwing party Svoboda and its 
leader Oleh Tiahnybok tamed their language and discouraged disruptive language or 
actions. According to different sources, including video documentation, on several occasions 
Tiahnybok demanded that protesters tone down their rhetoric and de-escalate their tactics.82 
Although, there is evidence that a portion of protesters who disclosed their vote choice were 
former Svoboda voters, the prominence of Svoboda on the Maidan is called into question 
by focus group participants struggling to remember Tiahnybok’s name, referring to him on 
several occasions as ‘the other one’ while being able to name other political leaders such as 
Yatsenyuk, Klitschko, Lutsenko and Poroshenko.83

79For example, author’s interview with anonymous Samo Oborona activist 2, Kyiv, 25 August 2014; telephone 
interview with anonymous Right Sector (Pravyi Sektor) activist, 10 February 2014; focus group Samo Oborona 
activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

80Author’s interview with anonymous political scientist 1, Member of the Rada, negotiator during Regime–
Opposition Roundtables, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

81Focus group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.
82See video of Tiahnybok trying to calm down violent protesters in ‘All Things Ablaze: A Documentary’ by 

Oleksander Techynskyi, Dmitry Stoykow and Aleksey Solodunov (a compilation of live stream content), available at:  
http://ablaze.honestfish.com.ua/All_Things_Ablaze/All_Things_Ablaze.html, accessed 13 February 2016. Also 
referenced in interviews with anonymous Samo Oborona activist 3, Kyiv, 25 August 2014; anonymous Civic 
Sector activist 7, Kyiv, 27 August 2014; anonymous leftwing activist 1, Kyiv, 28 August 2014.

83Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 4, Kyiv, 8 July 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 5, Kyiv, 9 July 2015; 
focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 6, Kyiv, 10 July 2015.
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Focus group participants saw radical organisations and their members as a slim minority of 
about 5% of the protesters in the Maidan during the violent phases.84 According to our various 
data sources, these groups may have represented a maximum of between 10% and 20% of 
protesters at the time of the violence.85 Moreover, as explained by one Jewish Russian-speaking 
protester from Dnipropetrovs’k, slogans, such as ‘Slava Ukraiini’ (Glory to Ukraine), are used 
by many different types of Ukrainians across the country, and can thus be misinterpreted by 
foreign media or analysts when taken out of context.

Attention has also focused on the role of Pravyi Sektor (Right Sector) during the final 
phases of the Maidan. The Yanukovych regime, some international news outlets and Russian 
political discourse branded the Pravyi Sektor as central to the mobilisation process. Analyses 
adopting a similar perspective fail to mention that until December Pravyi Sektor was simply 
a location in the right-hand corner of the Maidan protest zone where a variety of Social 
Movement Organisations, rightwing political parties and networks, as well as non-affiliated 
individuals gathered. By February Pravyi Sektor had become an actor and a brand in itself. 
In domestic and foreign reports Pravyi Sektor was often confused with a general ‘western’ 
Ukrainian identity and narrow ethno-linguistic claims. By now Pravyi Sektor has been 
institutionalised as a rightwing political party but during the Maidan it was a loose coalition 
of several rightwing groups.86 While some participants, including Pravyi Sektor leaders like 
Dmytro Yarosh, Andriy Tarasenko and Borislav Bereza, were long-time members of pre-
existing radical organisations, others had no organisational affiliation.87 Darden and Way 
(2014) highlighted these organisations’ western Ukrainian origins and ethno-nationalist anti-
Semitic nature, but Dmytro Yarosh, the leader of Pravyi Sektor, and many of his coordinators 
are originally from Dnipropetrovs’k, in the east of the country, and several of its members are 
Jewish, including leaders of the organisation (such as Borislav Bereza) (Davidzon 2014).88 
Thus, there was even diversity within the rightwing groups themselves.

Activists and political opposition groups on the ground also struggled to grasp the nature 
of this mobilisation. When it became clear that the activists were unable to control the protest, 
they became an unreliable coalition partner for the political opposition. In February, as noted 
by participants of the Hromadskyi Sektor Maidanu and the Rada Maidanu, ‘real’ cooperation 
between these two groups ground almost to a halt. As noted by one interviewee, much of 
what the Hromadskyi Sektor Maidanu decided was overruled by the political leadership.89 In 
turn, both the political opposition and the activist leadership were not seen as offering viable 
alternatives to the regime. Instead, they were regarded as failures by the protesters.90

84Focus group Civic Sector activists 2, Kyiv, 28 August 2014; focus group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 
15 May 2015.

85Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 3, Kyiv, 7 July 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 4, Kyiv, 8 July 2015; 
focus group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

86Author’s interview with anonymous HromadskeTV journalist 1, Kyiv, 22 July 2014; interview with 
anonymous HromadskeTV journalist 2, Kyiv, 26 August 2014.

87Author’s interview with anonymous Samo Oborona activist 2, Kyiv, 25 August 2014.
88Focus group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.
89Author’s interview with anonymous political scientist 1, member of the Rada, negotiator during Regime–

Opposition Roundtables, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.
90Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 1, Kyiv, 12 May 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 3, Kyiv, 7 July 2015; 

focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 4, Kyiv, 8 July 2015.
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Phase 5 (20–22 February): interaction between the regime and opposition

The extreme violence triggered several significant developments: the imposition of sanctions 
by the US and EU on individuals tied to the Yanukovych regime, an EU-brokered political 
agreement, and an increasing number of defections from the regime by oligarchs, Party 
of Regions parliamentarians and ministers, and army and policy chiefs across the country. 
Insiders explained that the intense and often conflictual period of negotiations was overseen 
by EU representatives, such as Polish Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski, who did not always 
calm the situation.91 The externally brokered agreement of 21 February aimed to pave the way 
towards a transitional government and early presidential elections by the end of 2014. The 
agreement’s immediate rejection by those on the Maidan was symptomatic of the failure of the 
regime, the political opposition and the activist leaders to understand the nature of the protests 
and their wider social context. The release from prison of Yulia Tymoshenko and her speech 
in the Maidan on 22 February, which was met with a lukewarm reception, illustrated how 
the political leaders of the Orange Revolution had lost touch with society and its demands.92

Those who were present during the final days of the Maidan have underlined that at this 
point the protesters could not accept anything short of the president’s resignation.93 The 
protesters were not accountable to any Social Movement Organisations or political leaders and 
made up their own rules of engagement. As the protesters jeered the opposition party leaders 
speaking on the Maidan, a rogue protest participant and member of a self-organised battalion 
took to the stage to announce that the protesters were giving Yanukovych an ultimatum to 
resign by 10 am on Saturday, 22 February.94 A video of his declaration depicts the complete 
lack of control of opposition leaders like Klitschko, Tiahnybok or Yarosh over the crowd. 
It is likely that the realisation that the political opposition would not be able to control the 
situation—or ensure his safety—sealed Yanukovych’s decision to flee the capital. Insiders 
point to the fact that Yanukovych’s house was being packed up already during the negotiations 
with the opposition.95 The day after Yanukovych had left protesters took over his private 
residence and the Presidential Administration. The Maidan had become almost entirely self-
coordinating and thereby also by and large unmanageable.

Phase 6 (22 February onwards): rule by an uneasy alliance of opposition and protesters

When Yanukovych fled, the ‘coalition of inconvenience’, which barely survived through 
the protests, had to form an uneasy coalition in parliament. The army and police forces 
declared that they would not go against the protesters. The parliament took hasty decisions 
in an attempt to appease the most violent protesters. Parliament declared that the President 
had fled the country and called presidential elections for 25 May. It also released former 

91For example, author’s interview with anonymous political scientist 1, member of the Rada, negotiator 
during Regime–Opposition Roundtables, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

92‘Ukraine Protests—Yulia Tymoshenko Returns To Kyiv; Speech at Maidan—22 February 2014’, YouTube, 
available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zg2SaTV-mIg, accessed 15 January 2016.

93For example, author’s interview with anonymous Samo Oborona activist 2, Kyiv, 25 August 2014; focus 
group Samo Oborona activists, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

94‘Lyudy Postavyly Ul’tymatum: Vidstavka Yanukovycha Do Ranku’, Ukrains’ka Pravda, 21 February 2014, 
available at: http://www.pravda.com.ua/news/2014/02/21/7015590/, accessed 21 March 2015.

95For example, author’s interview with anonymous political scientist 1, member of the Rada, negotiator 
during Regime–Opposition Roundtables, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.
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Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko from prison and made the new Parliamentary Speaker 
Oleksandr Turchynov acting President. Although it seemed that the momentum was firmly 
with the diverse group of protesters and political opposition groups, even ‘insiders’ perceived 
a power vacuum at the heart of Ukrainian politics. Likewise, there was a real fear that the most 
violent protesters could turn on parliament at a given moment.96 Discussions with activists 
also expressed a sense of dissatisfaction and a concern that the new parliament would fail to 
represent them.97 Similarly, ‘ordinary citizens’ taking part in the focus groups summed up 
that the politicians were unable to represent the Maidan.98

Conclusions

Through detailed process-tracing based on original on-site data, this essay has demonstrated 
that while the Maidan protests mark a significant shift from previous protest repertoires 
in Ukraine, in particular with regard to the use of violence, the protest cycle followed the 
general pattern outlined by Tarrow (1993, 2001). In particular, each use of violence by either 
the regime or the protesters shifted the rules of engagement (hypothesis 1). Hypothesis 2, 
drawn from the social mobilisation literature on the critical role of pre-existing activist 
networks facilitating and sustaining protest, only partly held in the case of the Maidan. 
Activists’ networks proved important for the initial protest mobilisation but they were quickly 
disempowered by the inherent diversity of the ‘protestorate’ whose broader grievances and 
scope they underestimated. Hypothesis 3 on the divisions among and between the activists 
and the political opposition creating the space for regime repression was confirmed, as was 
hypothesis 4 on the diversity of actors and claims that made it hard to mobilise a collective 
identity until regime repression provided an obvious frame centred on general human and 
civic rights (hypothesis 5).

Our analysis has revealed a continuously changing diversity of actors and claims within 
and across the stages in the protest cycle as the key feature of the Maidan protests. Diversity 
is not uncommon during protests in Ukraine or elsewhere, but its extent and the inability of 
activists, party leaders and the regime to understand and control it, is a novel phenomenon 
in Ukraine. Previously, diversity proved difficult or impossible to manage in the aftermath 
of victorious protests rather than in the midst of an ongoing protest. In turn, this diversity is 
also an important element of the causal mechanism behind the turn to violence in the latter 
stages of the protest cycle. Each of the four pivotal sets of actors—the Yanukovych regime; the 
political opposition; the activists; and self-organising ‘ordinary’ citizens—proved incapable 
of understanding and controlling the mobilisation’s underlying diversity. This central finding 
distinguishes the Maidan from previous protests in Ukraine and is a timely corrective to a 
number of erroneous narratives about the Maidan that focus exclusively on the violent stages 
of the protest or use it to confirm widespread assumptions about a simple ethno-linguistic or 
east–west divide of Ukraine. By contrast, our fine-grained analysis of the protest cycle calls 
into question the salience and stability of ethno-linguistic and regional identities (hypothesis 

96For example, author’s interview with anonymous political scientist 1, member of the Rada, negotiator 
during Regime–Opposition Roundtables, Kyiv, 15 May 2015.

97Group interview, mixed Social Movement Organisation activists, Kyiv, 18 July 2014.
98Focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 1, Kyiv, 12 May 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 2, Kyiv, 6 July 2015; 

focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 3, Kyiv, 7 July 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 4, Kyiv, 8 July 2015; focus 
group ‘ordinary’ citizens 5, Kyiv, 9 July 2015; focus group ‘ordinary’ citizens 6, Kyiv, 10 July 2015.
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6). While the majority of protesters were from central Ukraine, cross-cleavage coalitions 
and the diffusion of protest events across the country, albeit to varying degrees, underline 
the fluid and contingent nature of cleavages commonly portrayed as fixed and the existence 
of alternative salient political identities. Our analysis of the nature and scope of the Maidan 
demonstrates that a conceptualisation of Ukrainian politics as being driven by ethno-linguistic 
or regional demands is too simplistic. If an extreme moment of mass mobilisation is not 
clearly aligned with ethno-linguistic or regional identities and rather focuses on country-wide 
concerns, such as a corrupt regime, and if it diffuses to the least likely arenas, namely, to the 
eastern regions, political identities in Ukraine are less deterministic than is often assumed.

Conceptually, our analysis points to three important dynamics that are not sufficiently 
captured by Tarrow’s model and the comparative literature on contentious politics more 
generally: first, the extent to which sustained mass protest can be characterised by diversity 
(and a diversity that itself changes over time); second, the causal importance of this diversity 
which the regime, the political opposition and activists alike find impossible to grasp, 
thereby precipitating miscalculations on all sides; and third, the geographical diffusion of 
the protests beyond the protest centre. Last but not least, our analysis has also highlighted 
the methodological need for the collection of on-site data on protesters in order to gain a 
better understanding of the mobilisation dynamics as they unfold. Future research should 
aim to develop better tools for capturing and measuring protester diversity throughout the 
protest cycle and identifying the mechanisms connecting this diversity to the rise of violence 
and other protest outcomes. Moreover, the role of ethno-linguistic and regional identities 
in shaping political preferences and behaviour in Ukraine requires more nuanced analyses. 
A clearer distinction is needed between demographic descriptors and the salience of these 
characteristics as identities driving political behaviour.
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Appendix 1. Description of survey questionnaire

The questionnaire was divided into five sections: date, frequency and type of participation; 
mobilisation factors (who, if anyone, did the protesters come with, how did they find out where 
to go to protest, and what sources of information did they use more broadly?); key claims and 
demands of the protesters; past political engagement in elections, protests, and membership in 
organisations and parties; and demographic and biographical information about the respondents 
(gender, ethnicity, language use and religion). The questions about a respondent’s mother tongue 
in conjunction with questions about language use at work and in private mark a departure from 
the simplifications of linguistic issues in existing surveys of the Ukrainian population at large. For 
more see, www.ukrainianprotesproject.com, accessed 13 February 2016.

Appendix 2. Description of rapid interview questions asked

Three primary questions were asked: ‘Why are you here today?’; ‘Why did you decide to 
protest?’; and ‘Why is your participation in the protests important?’. Two secondary questions 
were asked, time permitting: ‘Who did you come with?’; and ‘What source of information 
did you use to find out about the protest?’

Appendix 3. List of Rada HO «Vseukrayins’ke obyednannya Maydanu» (The Council of the 
NGO ‘All-Ukrainian Union Maidan’) Participants

Taras Boykiv; Oleksiy Haran’; Vasyl’ Hats’ko; Ihor Zhdanov; Andriy Illyenko; Irena Karpa; Serhiy 
Kvit; V’yacheslav Kyrylenko; Ihor Koliushko; Vitaliy Klychko; Ruslan Koshulyns’kyy; Ivan 
Krul’ko; Ruslana Lyzhychko; Ihor Lutsenko; Yuriy Lutsenko; Mariya Matios; Andriy Mokhnyk; 
Valeriy Patskan; Oleh Osokhovs’kyy; Sashko Polozhyns’kyy; Petro Poroshenko; Vitaliy Portnykov; 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

G
w

en
do

ly
n 

Sa
ss

e]
 a

t 1
3:

20
 0

2 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 

http://2001.ukrcensus.gov.ua/eng/results/
http://2001.ukrcensus.gov.ua/eng/results/
http://smapp.nyu.edu/reports/Ukraine_Data_Report.pdf
http://archive.khpg.org/en/index.php?id=1127288239
http://www.ukrainianprotesproject.com


MAIDAN IN MOVEMENT 31

Serhiy Rakhmanin; Yehor Sobolyev; Serhiy Sobolyev; Oleksandr Sushko; Viktoriya Syumar; 
Borys Tarasyuk; Yulia Tymoshenko; Oleksandr Turchynov; Oleh Tiahnybok; Valeriy Chalyy; Refat 
Chubarov; Viktor Chumak; Zoryan Shkiryak; Yelyzaveta Shchepetil’nykova; Arseniy Yatsenyuk.

TABLE A1
PROTEST EVENTS IN THE RUN-UP TO THE MAIDAN

Source: Data compiled by authors, based on local online news media sources.

Protest event name
Protest event claim/
grievance

Estimated size for 
largest protest event

Political parties/ SMOs/ 
leaders involved

Anti-NATO protests 
2009 & 2006, 2008, 
2009, 2010

Against NATO 
accession

1,000–6,000 
Repeatedly in 
Feodosiva, Kyiv, 
Kharkiv

Party of Regions; 
Communist Party of 
Ukraine

Podatkovyi Maidan 
protests December 
2010 and January 2011

Demands:Veto of the 
tax code; Protection 
of small businesses; 
the resignation of the 
Azarov government; 
new elections to the 
Verkhovna Rada for 
March 2011

6,000–10,000 Kyiv Vladimir Dorosh, 
Mykhailo Volynets, 
Michael Svystovych, 
Oksana Prodan, Rima 
Bilotserkivska, small 
and medium businesses, 
B’YuT, NGOs, SMOs

http://www.chesni-
podatky.org/http://
mistovoli.org/

AutoMaidan protests 
2012 2013, 2014

Demands: Termination 
of ‘fictitious business 
activities’ in Ukraine; 
against the refusal of 
registration of 2,500 
election candidates

50 up to 2,000 Across 
central and western 
Ukraine, also in Sumy, 
Dnipropetrovsk and 
Odesa; mostly in Kyiv

Assembly of NGOs 
small and medium 
business Ukraine; 
NGO ‘All-Ukrainian 
Union’ Avtomaidan; 
Avtomaidan Community

http://www.
automaidan.org.ua/

Free Yulia protests 
2011–2013

Demands: Release of 
Yulia Tymoshenko

6,000–10,000 Mostly 
in Kyiv

B’YuT; Opposition 
parties; NGOs; SMOs

Language Law protests 
2012 and 2013

Demands: Overturn 
of Law №5029-VI 
(8 August 2012) ‘On 
principles of state 
language policy’

2,000–10,000 Mostly in 
Kyiv, and Kharkiv

B’YuT; Opposition 
parties; UDAR; 
Svoboda; NGOs; SMOs

TABLE A2
NUMBERS OF TYPES OF INFORMANTS

Note: Streamers are people who recorded live footage of the protests to be posted on the internet.

Type Number

Activist liberal 15
Activist leftwing 4
Activist rightwing 14
Activist/journalists/streamers 8
Diplomat/NGO/expert/foreign 4
NGO/expert/Ukrainian 10
Political insider—party in opposition 9
Political insider—party in power 4
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TABLE A3
TRIANGULATED DATA SOURCES 2013–2014

Source: Author’s own data collection.

Type of data Approximate number

Digital Social Movement Organisation documents 478
Activist private notes/recordings 27
Personal correspondences 39
Video footage/streams 263

TABLE A4
THE MAIDAN PROTESTERS SURVEY SAMPLE DEMOGRAPHICS

Notes: Median employment status: employed full time. Mean and median education level: higher education (at least 
some tertiary education). Percentage present on first day of protest: 14%.

Survey sample characteristics

Mean age 36
Median age 32
Gender Women 41%; Men 59%
Language (mother tongue) 83% Ukrainian; 12% Russian; 4% (both); 1% other
Language use (work) 68% Ukrainian; 22% Russian; 6% (both); 4% other
Language use (private life) 69% Ukrainian; 23% Russian; 6% (both); 2% other
Ethnicity 92% Ukrainian; 4% Russian; 4% other
Religion 33% (Orthodox, Kyiv Patriarchate); 25% 

(Ukrainian Greek Catholic); 16% (not practising/
non-believer); 8% (Orthodox, Moscow 
Patriarchate); 2% (Ukrainian Autocephalous 
Orthodox Church); 2% (Roman Catholic); 2% 
(Ukrainian Protestant Church); 12% Other
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