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Introduction

This book is about Ukraine’s latest round of neoliberal transformations,
which started in 2019 after the comedian Volodymyr Zelensky scored a
landslide victory in the presidential election with his Servant of the People
party obtaining an absolute majority of parliamentary seats, empower-
ing him to launch neoliberal reforms without regard to public opinion
or the political opposition. The party, whose formation was announced
only a year prior to Zelensky’s dizzying electoral success, was named
after the title of his television series Servant of the People, in which the
tuture president played the role of Vasyl Petrovych Holoborodko—a
fictional head of state who, after a fluke ascent to the presidency from
his humble job as a history teacher, manages to transform Ukraine into
a prosperous country by demolishing the oligarchic system of power
and eradicating omnipresent corruption.

The argument presented in this book is that the astonishing vic-
tory of the comedian and his party, later transformed into a parlia-
mentary machine to churn out and rubber-stamp neoliberal reforms
(in a “turbo regime,” as the “servants” called it), cannot be explained
apart from the success of his television series, which, as many observ-
ers believe, served as Zelensky’s informal election platform. Unlike
his official platform, which ran only 1,601 words in length and con-
tained few policy specifics, the 51 half~-hour episodes of his show pro-
vided Ukrainians with a detailed vision of what should be done so that
Ukraine could progress.

Zelensky’s election promises, made on the fringes of the virtual and
the real, were predominantly about Ukraine’s “progress,” understood
as “modernization,” “Westernization,” “civilization,” and “normaliza-
tion.” It is this progressive modernizing discourse that allowed Zelen-
sky to camouflage his plans for neoliberal reforms, launched just three
days after the new government came to power. Throughout the cam-
paign, the idea of “progress” highlighted by Zelensky was never linked
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to privatization, land sales, budget cuts, etc. Only after Zelensky had
consolidated his presidential power by establishing full control over the
legislative and executive branches of power did he make it clear that the
“normalization” and “civilization” of Ukraine meant the privatization
of land and state/public property, the deregulation of labor relations, a
reduction of power for trade unions, an increase in utility tariffs, and
so on.

To analyze Zelensky’s “progressive” discourse that masked his plans
for neoliberal experimentation, this book refers to Nancy Fraser’s (2019)
theory of progressive neoliberalism. Fraser posits that, in order to tri-
umph, a neoliberal project needs “to be repackaged, given a broader
appeal, and linked to other, noneconomic aspirations for emancipation”
(p- 13). In other words, it needs to “euphemize itself” (Phelan, 2007),
masking the omnipresent marketization of all aspects of the social un-
der an attractive progressive cover. Fraser’s focus is on new social move-
ments that, in her view, have enabled such euphemization by lending
their charisma to the neoliberal project. This book extends the scope of
Fraser’s argument by considering the term “progress” an empty/floating
signifier, capable of being linked to different associations—not only to
identity politics. As the case of Zelensky suggests, neoliberal discourse
may be euphemized through linking “progress” to “modernization,”
“civilization,” and “Westernization.”

This book is written in a discourse-theoretical tradition: Analysis
presented herein builds on the discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau and
Chantal Moufte (1985), which postulates that social meanings are not
pre-given but emerge through articulatory practices. Using this the-
ory, the book analyzes Zelensky’s pre-election populism and traces how
his show drew a solid antagonistic frontier between “the people” and
“the elites,” dividing Ukraine into two non-overlapping entities: “good
us” (“the people”) vs. “bad them” (corrupted elites). The constructed
equivalential chain of bankrupt morals and primitive intellect—as was
applied to the establishment—did not presuppose much possibility for
meaningful communication with such people. Instead, this antagonistic
presentation prescribed a swift and total shunning: lustration, imprison-
ment, property expropriation, and so forth. As this book shows, later,
during Zelensky’s real presidency, such a presentation of the parliamen-
tary opposition gave “servants” the moral right to disregard opposing
VIEWws.

In analyzing Zelensky’s populism, the book also refers to Laclau’s
(2005) theorizing of “populism” as a political logic—a way of consti-
tuting the people—that is not identifiable with a specific ideological
orientation or social base. This outlook, as De Cleen and colleagues
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(2018) suggest, goes against treating populism “as a symptomatic effect
of socio-economic and socio-cultural changes... [that]... create griev-
ances, discontent and crises that populist political actors capitalize on”
(p. 651). In line with De Cleen and his colleagues, this book assumes
that discontentment among the people does not automatically trans-
form into populist politics—the success of the latter cannot be reduced
to an objective outcome of particular socio-economic developments.
However, the book also recognizes that mass dissatisfaction with this
or that socio-economic development may inform a populist project by
providing its leaders with an opportunity to articulate mass discontent-
ment as anti-elitist sentiment among the people.

For this reason, analysis in the book is attentive to the observations of
numerous critical scholars who claim that the populist explosion (Judis,
2016) witnessed over the last two decades has resulted from people’s in-
dignation about the injustices of the neoliberal order (e.g., Butler, 2016;
Fraser, 2019; Harvey, 2018; Zizek, 2018). In line with these critical
scholars, the book argues that the success of Zelensky’s populist project
also drew on people’s dissatisfaction with the neoliberal order; however,
it focuses primarily on how people’s dissatistaction has been articulated
in Zelensky’s interviews, speeches, and the television show—how “the
people” and “the elites” have been created discursively, and what polit-
ical outcomes these discursive constructions implied.

Apart from treating populism as a concept possessing its own logic
(the discursive/political construction of “the people”), this book also
takes it as an empty signifier that acquires its meaning through linkage
to other elements of the discursive-material field (Carpentier, 2017).
This shift from understanding populism as a concept to taking it as an
empty signifier enables the discerning of populism’s strategic dimen-
sion through tracing how a populist discourse can be employed for a
strategic purpose—for example, for the acquisition of power then used
for reactionary politics. As Aurelien Mondon and Aaron Winter (2020)
put it,

the resurgence of racism, populism and the far right is not the re-
sult of popular demands, as we are often told, but instead the log-
ical conclusion of the more or less conscious manipulation of the
concept of ‘the people’ to push reactionary ideas in the service of
power.

(p-3)

Manipulating the concept of “the people” for strategic purposes is cen-
tral to the case of Zelensky. As this book suggests, it was Zelensky’s
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pre-election populism that allowed him to win the 2019 presidential
election and create a parliamentary machine for adopting neoliberal
legislation without regard for public opinion, which was characterized
by massive opposition to the reforms.

With respect to “neoliberalism,” this book similarly considers it as
an empty signifier: There are assumed to be multiple versions of it, and
each of these versions is “a moving matrix of articulations” (Peck &
Theodore, 2019, p. 246). In other words, it is assumed that neoliber-
alism cannot be reduced to a singular policy package applicable to all
situations—the policy combinations vary, as do their meanings created
through discursive-material assemblages. Nor can it be reduced to the
writings of Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman, and other founding ne-
oliberal intellectuals as “actually existing neoliberalisms” deviate sig-
nificantly from what these founding fathers envisaged (Brown, 2019).

While admitting that any neoliberal project has its local peculiari-
ties and conjunctural specificities, this book is nonetheless in line with
those critical scholars who believe the term “neoliberalism,” despite all
its vagueness, 1s still analytically useful (e.g., Davies, 2017; Slobodian,
2020; Wilson, 2018). The stance taken on this issue supports Wendy
Brown’s (2018) argument that we do not abandon the terms “capital-
ism,” “socialism,” or “liberalism” just because they may have different
meanings in different contexts. Why should we abandon the term “ne-
oliberalism,” even if it cannot represent the full complexity of each sep-
arate case? “Neoliberalism is semiotically loose,” Brown (2018) argues,
“but designates something very specific. It represents a distinctive kind
of valorization and liberation of capital. It makes economics the model
of everything [including the| economization of democracy” (p. 3).

More specifically, with respect to the post-Soviet reforming of
Ukraine, the discussion of “neoliberalism” presented in this book fo-
cuses predominantly on the policy package of privatization, deregula-
tion, and liberalization—part of what IMF analysts acknowledge to be
essential parts of many neoliberal projects (Ostry et al., 2016). While
discussing Zelensky’s neoliberal reforms, the book also builds on Quinn
Slobodian’s (2020) insight about neoliberalism’s tendency to abolish the
“excesses” of democracy and national sovereignty through redesigning
the state and creating a global institutional regime of safeguarding the
free market.

As this book argues, it appears as if Zelensky, in harmony with classic
neoliberal thinking that spurns the inclusive and comprehensive po-
litical processes on which robust democracy rests, has been trying to
defend his neoliberal project from democratic pressures, using his party
machine and unconstitutional methods of consolidating presidential
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power to advance his goals. Zelensky’s project, in terms of its effort
to guard itself from “democratic excesses,” is far from unique—"‘“the
disenchantment of politics by economics” (Davies, 2017, p. xx) is a gen-
eral feature of neoliberalism. However, Zelensky’s contribution to the
general trend includes a major innovation: The condition of possibility
for Zelensky’s neoliberal project was the creation of a zone of exception
where the virtual and the real were not mutually exclusive, but instead
blurred into one another.

To analyze this aspect of Zelensky’s story, the book employs Nico
Carpentier’s model of the Discursive-Material Knot (2017), which i1s
expanded by incorporating the materiality of the digital. It also refers
to Jean Baudrillard’s (2005) theory of an “integral universe” in which
“reality is disappearing at the hands of the cinema and the cinema
is disappearing at the hands of reality” (p. 125), and where the very
principle of opposition is destroyed. It is argued that the dismantling
of the political—a logical outcome of the dismantling of the principle
of opposition—is one of the main features of Zelensky’s neoliberal
authoritarianism that has been forged on the fringes of the virtual and
the real.

The analysis presented in this book is based on all 51 episodes in the
three-season run of Zelensky’s series Servant of the People, the election
platforms of Zelensky and his party, and Zelensky’s speeches, inter-
views, press conferences, and video blogs. All of Zelensky’s public ap-
pearances and remarks (video and in print) have been monitored daily
since December 31, 2018, when, on the eve of the new year, he an-
nounced his decision to run for president. Overall, 357 discursive con-
structions have been analyzed. For the analysis of the rhetoric employed
by Zelensky and his allies to push forward their land reform, video re-
cords of two parliamentary sessions were used: one from November 13,
2019, when the new land code was passed in the first reading, and the
other from March 31, 2020, when it was adopted in the second reading.
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1 The Populist Explosion
as a Reaction to the
Neoliberal Order

The Return of the Repressed

Many critical thinkers believe that the rise of contemporary
populism—*“the populist explosion,” as John Judis (2016) dubbed it—
has come about as a reaction to the inequalities and injustices of the
TINA (“There Is No Alternative”) neoliberal order by those whom
this order has neglected, betrayed, and impoverished. According to
Chantal Moufte (2016), “the ‘post-political’ situation has created a fa-
vourable terrain for populist parties that claim to represent all who feel
unheard and ignored in the existing representative system.” In Judith
Butler’s (2016) view, populists mobilize “more and more people who
are abandoned and dispossessed... without discriminating between
right and left.” “Liberal political agendas, neoliberal economic agendas,
and cosmopolitan cultural agendas generated a growing experience of
abandonment, betrayal, and ultimately rage on the part of the new dis-
possessed,” Wendy Brown (2019, p. 3) observes, while David Harvey
(2018, p. 424) notes that “[w]idespread alienation has resulted in Oc-
cupy movements as well as right-wing populism and bigoted nationalist
and racist movements.” Pierre-André Taguieff (2016) asserts that “[t|he
rejection of destructive globalization and illegitimate elites propels the
loss of left-right divisions [and] unites former opponents [who] overlap,
intertwine, merge in some cases.” Advances by populist parties in Italy’s
2018 elections and Germany’s coalition-building the same year “merely
confirm the disappearance of the modest Social-Democratic Left and
the rise of the new populism as the only (fake) alternative to global cap-
italism,” Slavoj Zizek (2018, p- 486) argues. “In every case, voters are
saying ‘No!’ to the lethal combination of austerity, free trade, predatory
debt and precarious, ill-paid work that characterizes present-day finan-
cialized capitalism,” Nancy Fraser maintains (2017, p. 40). A complete
list of similar claims would be extensive.
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“As long as global inequality, uncertainty and fear will keep grow-
ing,” Yannis Stavrakakis (2017) suggests, “the demands of the impover-
ished, neglected and forgotten middle and lower classes will intensify”
(p. 531). Since these demands are usually presented in populist terms
through the construction of antagonistic frontiers between “the peo-
ple” and “the elites,” it may be expected, Stavrakakis claims, that the
struggles of “the impoverished, neglected, and forgotten” will be
tramed as “populist.” In line with Stavrakakis’s (2017) observation that
populism always “disrupts a supposed ‘normal’ course of events and
can only be seen as a signal of failure” (p. 524), all the latest populist
developments—ifrom the left-wing populism in Greece, Spain, or Italy
to the right-wing populism in France, Austria, or Finland—look “as
if masses of people throughout the world had stopped believing in the
reigning common sense that has underpinned political domination for
the last several decades,” as Fraser (2019, p. 8) puts it.

In this sense, the populist success of Volodymyr Zelensky, which
this book analyzes, is not an exception. As in the cases discussed by the
authors cited above, the popular discontent that brought Zelensky to
power had also been informed by people’s indignation regarding the in-
justices and inequalities of the neoliberal order. In Ukraine, the advent
of this order in the 1990s manifested itself in the scrapping of the Soviet
welfare system, the privatization of once collective/state property, and
the formation of the oligarchic class—the nouveau riches who made their
fortunes from people’s impoverishment. Criticism of the oligarchic sys-
tem of power, which was formed during the first decade of Ukraine’s
independence, was a leitmotif of Zelensky’s presidential campaign. Ac-
cordingly, the story of Zelensky’s success should be traced back as far as
Gorbachev’s perestroika, when the ideological foundations of the future
neoliberalization were put in place. It was during perestroika that the
ideology of universal progress became hegemonic, and it was this ideol-
ogy that sanctioned all further neoliberal reforms, including Zelensky’s.

According to this “progressive” vision, which came to be taken as
normal during Gorbachev’s rule, the West (always imagined in univer-
sal terms, without internal contradictions) appeared as a model of social
justice and the historical avant-garde leading humanity toward a “nor-
mality” imagined in singular terms. This new sensibility allowed the
citizens of the former Soviet states, including Ukraine, first to believe
that neoliberalization (imagined as Westernization and normalization)
would make their states democratic and prosperous; and later, that get-
ting rid of oligarchs and corruption would allow them to achieve a
perfect Western-like condition with social justice and equality for all
(more on this in the next section).
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To understand the dizzying political success of Zelensky, a comedian
who ridiculed the political establishment but had no political experi-
ence of his own, it is also necessary to get an idea of what happened in
Ukraine in the aftermath of the Euromaidan revolution of 2013-2014—
the “revolution of dignity against Yanukovych’s' corrupted regime,” as
the revolutionary narrative dubbed it. During the revolution, which
was also conditioned by the contradictions of the neoliberal order,
Ukraine was split into two irreconcilable parts holding diametrically
opposed views on both the revolution and its politico-economic conse-
quences. The reconciliation of Ukraine—its symbolic reunification—
was the premise on which Zelensky’s populism depended. I will discuss
this in more detail after presenting the legacy of perestroika, which laid
the foundation for all further neoliberal experiments.

The Legacy of Perestroika

Gorbachev started perestroika in the mid-1980s, when the necessity of
change seemed obvious for many people living in the USSR. The in-
flexibility of centralized decision-making had resulted in imbalances
across the whole economic system and an inability to satisfy people’s
needs, leading to omnipresent shortages of consumer goods. A giant
shadow economy was formed, involving the highest state officials (party
nomenklatura). While receiving shadow rents in close collaboration with
“red directors” (managers of huge industrial enterprises) and “teneviki”
(underground economic players), such officials blocked any possibility
of positive change, although later they were the ones who benefited
most from the neoliberal reforms that followed perestroika (on this aspect
of perestroika see, for example, Castells, 2010).

Suffering from bureaucratic surveillance over cultural life and scien-
tific research, Soviet intellectuals were among the first to support Gor-
bachev’s glasnost—the policy of a gradual reduction of censorship—an
important part of perestroika aimed at the democratization of the public
sphere. In the beginning, Gorbachev’s reform was also widely greeted
by Soviet working people who supported the idea of “updating social-
ism,” one of Gorbachev’s initial promises (Gorbachev, 1986). He hoped
to reboot the Soviet project by overcoming the resistance of nomen-
klatura, the military-industrial complex, and the bosses of the shadow
economy through the mobilization of popular support.

But Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost, designed to bolster his mod-
ernizing socialist project, brought unexpected consequences. Instead
of discussing how the socialist project could be improved, new me-
dia, liberated from party control, formed a nourishing milieu for new
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intellectual elites who favored neoliberal—not socialist—reformation
(Turpin, 1995). It was these Soviet liberals who introduced their mass
Soviet audiences to the neoliberal mythology of laissez-faire economics
in which magic, self-regulating markets are capable of granting equal-
ity, freedom, justice, and happiness for all (Bockman, 2011; Krausz,
2007; Shlapentokh, 1993). The new media played a crucial role in the
spread of the ideology of neoliberalism that “installs in its subjects a be-
lief in markets—anything else fails, 1s inefficient, can’t be funded, won’t
last, can’t compete in a global arena” (Dean, 2009, p. 48). Very quickly,
this ideology was normalized to the point of becoming common sense.

Importantly, during perestroika, Gorbachev also experienced an ideo-
logical shift, as is evident from his speeches of the 1990s. “Spiritual pro-
gress can be successfully implemented today only in the channel of the
common development of civilization,” he argued in 1991 (Gorbachev
in Brown, 2007, p. 236). This statement clearly testifies that by this
time Gorbachev had come to accept the ideology of universal progress,
with the belief in a common developmental route and common destiny
tor all humankind. The implication of such a belief was that the West,
as leader of the world community, was “destined to move ahead of the
huge advancing column” while all others followed, as Charles Taylor
sarcastically put it (1992, p. 424).

For Richard Sakwa (2005), it is obvious that by the 1990s Gorbachev
was “no longer thinking in Leninist terms and had accepted the justice
of Eduard Bernstein’s revisionist arguments” (p. 258). However, what
looks obvious today was not necessarily so back in the 1990s. The main
problem, which nourishes both nostalgia for the USSR (Boele et al.,
2019) and the populist mood in post-Soviet states today, is that the fun-
damental shift in the views of perestroika ideologists went unrecognized
by many citizens of the Soviet state until they had already been deliv-
ered into the “heaven” of neoliberal civilizational advance. In public
discourse by perestroika ideologists, the transformation was not about
capitalization and marketization, but about “progress,” “civilization,”
“modernization,” “democratization,” “liberalization,” and so forth. In
other words, to use Pierre Bourdieu’s (1998) concept—more on this in
Chapter 2—their neoliberal promise was euphemized, being masked by
attractive modernizing and civilizing covers.

According to Vladimir Shlapentokh, “pure” (or “transparent,” to
put it in Sean Phelan’s [2007] terms) market ideas—not covered with
a civilizational fig leaf—started to be openly propagated only after
1991, when, following the “parade of state sovereignties,” it became
clear that reviving the Soviet socialist project was no longer a realistic
expectation. Now, when discursive attempts to marry socialism and
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capitalism could finally be abandoned, the pure neoliberal discourse of
privatization displaced the narrative of “self-management” of collec-
tive property by working collectives—an invention of Abel Gezevich
Aganbegyan (1988), Gorbachev’s chief economic advisor. At the begin-
ning of perestroika, self-management—a very popular idea among Soviet
workers—was imagined as a means of destroying the Soviet bureau-
cratic machine and forcing economic progress.

To be sure, the masking of neoliberal transformations with discourse
of “updating socialism,” “democratization,” “civilization,” etc., was not
always a conscious manipulation. The policies of perestroika were not an
object of theoretical analysis; they appeared as a result of the practical
necessity of implementing economic reforms to improve the lives of the
Soviet people. Without the proper theoretical awareness, Gorbachev and
those working closely with him turned out to be unable to foresee the
consequences of their actions, and as a result, “perestroika was fast be-
coming the means of an antisocialist ‘change of system™ (Krausz, 2007,
p- 12). This happened because the Soviet leadership “proved to be re-
markably naive in evaluating the political implications of this process (of
major structural transformations)” and because their policies were “based
on serious misreading of economic realities” (Buck-Morss, 2000, p. 265).

Partly because of that theoretical naivety and partly because of stra-
tegic manipulations aimed at mollifying public opinion unfavorable to
market reforms—when the phrase “civil property” was used instead
of “private property” (Krausz, 2007) and “collectivization” instead of
“privatization” (Shlapentokh, 1993)—important preconditions were set
up for the emergence of new elites who veiled their interest in the
transition to a market economy with rhetoric of civilizational progress
linked to modernization, democratization, and so on. Moreover, the
simplification of the historical narrative and its presentation as a myth-
ical fight between democratic/progressive/civilizational good and non-
democratic/retrograde/barbarian evil had far-reaching consequences.
Eventually, it transformed protesters against market reforms—those
who may rightfully have been termed enemies of neoliberalism—into
enemies of democracy and progress. Suffice it to mention Boris Yeltsin’s
order for tanks to attack the Russian parliament building and shell it
into ruins rather than permit legislators to check the unregulated mar-
ketization of Russia. In official discourse, this was presented as “democ-
ratization” (Snyder, 2018, p. 44).

Albeit exceptional in terms of its physical violence, Yeltsin’s example
is rather typical in its equation of neoliberalization with democratiza-
tion, modernization, and progress. Symbolic violence against millions
of working people whose resistance to neoliberalization was taken as
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an unwillingness to be civilized and democratized has been omnipres-
ent (Baysha, 2014). In the eyes of the propagandists for “civilization”
and “democratization” (equated to neoliberalism), the unwillingness
of working people to appropriate capitalist modernity looked like ig-
norance, backwardness, stupidity, and laziness. The collectivism of So-
viet culture was imagined as a soil in which “the most dreadful and
ugly things in history have grown” [BbIpacTaylo Bce caMO€ CTPAILIHOE
n ypomnuBoe B Hamed uctopuu| (Mitrokhin, 1990), something that
needed to be eradicated no matter what, as perestroika activists believed.
“The dragon must be killed,” wrote Valeria Novodvorskaya, the leader
of the Democratic Union, invoking the title of one of the most popular
perestroika-era movies, To Kill the Dragon:

Bolshevism is the prolongation of the autocratic history of Russia.
Faithful. Servile. Collectivist. In order to transform to democracy,
we need to overcome not only Soviet history but Russian history
as well. We need to change our consciousness.... To become dif-
ferent and to scramble out of our skins.... We need to kill dragons
in ourselves.

[BoNbIIEBUBM—ATO MPOAOJIKEHUE aBTOKPATHUECKONH HCTOPUU
Poccuu. BepHononnannueckoi. Xosomnckoil. KoaaekTuBUCTCKOM.
IMosToMy Ham ang mepexofga K AEMOKpPATHM... HaM HpPUJIETCA
W3MEHHUTDH CBOE COo3HaHMe.... CTaTh APYTHMMH U BBUIE3TH U3 CBOCH
HIKYPBL. ... YHUUTOXKUTH IPAKOHOB B cebde).

(Novodvorskaya, 1990, p. 3)

The consequences of this “dragon hunt” are well known. Through
the unregulated and uncontrolled mass privatization of the 1990s,
state enterprises “were sold for ridiculous prices for whoever had the
money and the power to control the transaction” (Castells, 2010, p.
193). The “whoever” in this case consisted of party nomenklatura, red
directors, and other members of the Soviet establishment who accumu-
lated wealth during the era of Brezhnev’s stagnation by profiting from
systemic shortages and during perestroika by depositing state funds into
personal bank accounts abroad. Most of Ukraine’s oligarchs, including
“the chocolate king” Petro Poroshenko—Zelensky’s rival in the 2019
presidential election—were among those individuals who had amassed
tfortunes through the mass impoverishment of working people during
the first decade of post-Soviet neoliberal reforms, when the newly in-
dependent states were being picked clean by those who had privileged
access to former state resources.
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For Ukraine, the consequences of these “reforms” were devastating:
The country was pushed into one of the deepest recessions experienced
by any of the transition economies not affected by war (Usher, 1998):

GDP fell by 57 per cent between 1989 and 1998. Inflation went
from 200 per cent in 1991 to hyperinflation following the removal
of price controls on demand of the IMF and reached 2,730 per cent
in 1992, and 10,155 per cent in 1993...

After decades of full employment under Soviet rule, first 350,000
registered in 1997 and 1.2 million officially, up to 7 million unof-

ficially were without jobs.
(Yurchenko, 2018, p. 86)

With people’s savings “wiped out and their salaries not keeping up with
prices, three quarters of Ukrainians lived below the poverty level”
(Yekelchuk, 2015, p. 77).

Mass poverty was strongly associated with the “mortality crisis” and a
“suicide epidemic explained by the macroeconomic instability” (Brain-
erd, 2001, p. 1007). In Ukraine, “between 1989 and 1994 mortality
rates rose by 25% and life expectancy dropped by 3 years” (Dyczok,
2000, pp. 90-91). In 2009, the Lancet, a British medical journal, pub-
lished an article arguing that the clear culprit for the “drop, of fully five
years in male life expectancy between 1991 and 1994” was the “shock
therapy” of market reforms. It argued that the “advocates of freemar-
ket economics ... ignored the human costs of the policies they were
promoting. These included unemployment and human misery, leading
to early death. In effect, mass privatisation was mass murder” (Econo-
mist, 2009). No wonder the many working people of the former Soviet
Ukraine have no sympathy either for oligarchs—the newly rich who
made fortunes through stealing people’s collective property—or for the
discourses of “civilization,” “modernization,” and ‘“democratization”
that covered these crimes.

Popular resentment against oligarchy—the product of Ukraine’s ne-
oliberalization of the 1990s—became an important factor in Zelensky’s
electoral victory in 2019 over Poroshenko, the owner of a “chocolate
empire” consisting of several confectioneries privatized during the
“non-payment crisis” of the 1990s, when state enterprises were una-
ble to pay their debts (Sigal, 2014). What is no less important for un-
derstanding Zelensky’s victory over the “chocolate king” is that the
latter’s ascent to become the fifth president of Ukraine (2014-2019)
had occurred on the wave of the Euromaidan revolution. As stated ear-
lier, the consequences of the Euromaidan, which split the country into
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two irreconcilable parts, was another crucial factor that paved the way
for Zelensky to reach the heights of political power. The prospect of
reconciliation—Ukraine’s symbolic reunification—was the backbone
of Zelensky’s inclusionary populism.

The Euromaidan and Its “Deplorables”

Euromaidan (also called Maidan) protests started in Kyiv in late
November 2013, when a group of young protesters—predominantly
students, in the beginning—expressed their discontent regarding the
refusal of President Yanukovych to sign an Association Agreement
(AA) with the European Union. This agreement was an extension of
the European Neighborhood Policy (ENP) project launched by the EU
in 2004 with an idea of creating a comfort zone around the Union—a
“ring of friends” that would be aligned with the West though without
necessarily becoming EU members. The dominant view shared among
the protesters was that Yanukovych’s decision not to sign the agree-
ment with the EU resulted from Russia’s attempts to force Ukraine to
join the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU)—a Russia-led geopolitical
enterprise. In the eyes of Euromaidan protesters, these two projects
were signified with diametrically opposite meanings. The AA was
seen predominantly in terms of democratization, modernization, and
civilization—it was imagined as a means of bringing Ukraine up to
European standards of government by fighting against oligarchs and
corruption while seeking improvements in areas such as the supremacy
of law, equality for all, and government transparency (Aslund, 2015;
Wilson, 2014; Yekelchuk, 2015). In contrast, the EEU was associated
with civilizational regression to Soviet statism and Asian despotism
(Baysha, 2015).

It is here that the positions of Euromaidan liberals and national-
ists converged: The latter actively supported the Euromaidan not be-
cause of democratization, but due to its clear anti-Russia stance. From
the first days of the protests, radical nationalists were the most active
Maidan fighters (Ishchenko, 2020). As Sakwa (2015) put it, “ultimately,
the profound civic impetus for dignity and good governance at the
heart of the Maidan revolution was hijacked by the radicals” (p. 131).
The unity between liberals associating the Euromaidan with progress,
modernization, human rights, etc., and radicals co-opting the move-
ment for their nationalistic agenda was an important prerequisite for
the transformation of the civic protest into an armed struggle resulting
in an unconstitutional overturning of power. The decisive role of radi-
cals in the revolution also became a crucial factor in the formation of a
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mass anti-Maidan movement in the east of Ukraine against the “coup
d’etat,” as the hegemonic anti-Maidan discourse dubbed the change of
power in Kyiv (Sakwa, 2015).

With respect to the topic of this book, it is important to recognize
that although “the association agreement has always been seen in highly
politicized and symbolic terms as a ‘civilizational choice’ in which
Ukraine would be able to leave behind its dark, eastern past and march
forward into the safety and comfort of the European Union,” as Mark
Adomanis (2014) correctly points out,

In reality the association agreement has nothing to do with culture
or history and is much more basic: a highly technocratic bit of
economic liberalization. There is no “European” way to end gas
subsidies, and no “civilized” way to cut pensions. These steps are
either taken or they are avoided. Since economic liberalization is
not very popular in Ukraine, since Ukrainians continue to express
extremely left-wing economic views, the struggle to implement
free trade is likely to be long and nasty.

Indeed, in looking at the Joint Declaration of the Eastern Partnership
Summit in Vilnius where Yanukovych had a chance to sign the AA,
it is easy to see how the discourse of democratization legitimized and
masked the neoliberal agenda of the EU’s policy toward Ukraine by
using the word “democracy” instead of “market,” and presenting ne-
oliberalization as “democratization” (Baysha, 2020a). The true mean-
ing of “democratization” proposed by the Declaration becomes evident
when one looks at Paragraph 7, which refers to “the unprecedented
public support for Ukraine’s political association and economic integra-
tion with the EU” (Declaration, 2013, p. 3). The reality was radically
different: Opinion polls conducted in Ukraine on the eve of the Vil-
nius Summit showed that less than half of Ukraine’s population (39%)
supported the idea of European association at that point in time (KIIS,
2013). The most strident opposition to the AA was in Donbas—a highly
industrial region whose inhabitants suffered most from the country’s
post-Soviet neoliberal reforms (Mykhnenko, 2003; Siegelbaum, 1997,
Swain, 2006).

Because of this, in the hegemonic discourse of the Maidan that
equated the revolution with democratization and progress, Donbas
residents opposing European integration and the change of Ukrainian
power committed in its name were given the status of “sovki” (the plu-
ral form of “sovok” [cOBKH/COBOK|—a derogatory term to denote some-
one with a “Soviet mentality”), “slaves,” “underdeveloped barbarians,”
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“modernization’s losers,” and the like (Baysha, 2015). Some Maidan
activists believed that Donbas “should be flattened and covered with
cement” because its residents were “different from the rest of Ukraine”
and deemed to be “pro-Soviet” (Zhuravlev & Ishchenko, 2020, p. 226).

The dominant tendency among both Maidan leaders and activists
was to present Ukrainians who had not supported the revolution as the
country’s radical outside: “non-citizens” who did not deserve to be part
of the community of “Ukrainian people,” as equated with the com-
munity of Maidan supporters. Here is a very typical example of such a
presentation of anti-Maidan “others”

I am not talking about the split along the East-West.... I am talking
about a more bitter and more essential phenomenon that is typical
for all regions—the distinction between the people and the popu-
lation, between citizens and slaves.

[ me mpo noxin mo ninii Cxia-3axiz. .. [S] IIpo ripkimre it Habarato
CYTTe€BIIIIE, XapaKTepHE JJIs BCIX PErioHiB—IIPO CIiBBiAHOIICHHS
HapojI-HaceJeHHs, a00 rpoMasTHU-padH]|.

(Hrytsenko, 2013)

This is how Anatoliy Hrytsenko, a former Minister of Defense (2005—
2007) and an incumbent People’s Deputy of Ukraine, saw those oppos-
ing the Euromaidan revolution. Such a view has been typical among
Euromaidan activists.

The Euromaidan movement was composed of different groups of
protesters who were there to push different agendas—Euro-romantics
seeking Westernization, liberals struggling against abuses of power, na-
tionalist radicals pursuing strictly anti-Russia goals, and so forth. How-
ever, this diversity remained invisible in the speeches of Maidan leaders
(Baysha, 2020¢). In their representation of the movement, the empty sig-
nifier “Maidan” came to denote the impossible unity of all the people of
Ukraine—"the nation of free people” [HaIis BUIBHUX Ir0oAcH]|, as Yulia
Tymoshenko (2014), a well-known Ukrainian politician, put it.? Not a
single leader of the Euromaidan problematized this constructed equiva-
lence between “the people of Ukraine” and “the people of the Maidan”;
in all their representations, the latter and the former were wholly the
same. The basic problem with this representation was that, as mentioned
earlier, half of Ukraine’s population did not support the movement.

Accordingly, the internal split within Ukraine, which has deep histor-
ical roots (Plokhy, 2008), only intensified after the victory of the revolu-
tion. Proof of this can be found in UN reports. “With the passage of time,”
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one of them claimed, “divisions in Ukrainian society resulting from the
conflict will continue to deepen and take root” (UN OHCHR, 2017, p.
40). Even today, seven years after the Maidan, it is still normal for citizens
of Ukraine on opposite sides of the revolution to hurl insults at each other,
including specific neologisms that came to life during the Maidan; for
example, “vatniki” [BaTHHMKH] is used by Maidan supporters to cast oppo-
nents as “Russian coats” stuffed with cotton instead of brains, while anti-
Maidan stalwarts call its proponents “pan-heads” [kacTproserosoBble|
empty of intelligence or reason (Baysha, 2020b). Through these and sim-
ilar neologisms, two impossible unities were discursively formed as each
side characterized the other as mentally sick, stupid, infantile, and brain-
washed. The “vatnik” condition of Maidan opponents (predominantly
Russian-speakers living in southeastern regions) referred to their assumed
“backwardness,” while the “pan-head” condition of Maidan supporters
(predominantly Ukrainian-speakers living in northwestern regions) re-
ferred to “brainlessness” and an inability to foresee the consequences of
their uprising: namely, the annexation of Crimea, the war in Donbas, a
dramatic increase in utility costs, and a similarly dramatic deterioration of
living conditions after the Maidan (Knoblock, 2020).

It is against this backdrop that the presidential election of 2019,
which made Zelensky the sixth president of Ukraine, took place. As
will be shown in Chapters 3 and 4, the symbolic stitching up of the
torn Ukraine that Zelensky performed on his show by juxtaposing “the
Ukrainian people” against its radical outside—oligarchs and corrupted
politicians—came to be an important factor in his populist success.

Notes

1 Victor Yanukovych was the fourth president of Ukraine (2010-2014). His
system of power was so corrupt that Transparency International ranked
Ukraine 144 out of 177 countries on its Corruption Perceptions Index
(Aslund, 2014).

2 Yulia Tymoshenko is the leader of the All-Ukrainian Union “Fatherland”
political party. She served as the prime minister of Ukraine in 2005 and
from 2007 to 2010.
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2 Euphemizing the
Neoliberal Promise

Mythologizing Capitalism

As outlined in the previous chapter, there is a consensus among many
critical thinkers that the global populist explosion came about as a re-
sponse to people’s disillusionment with neoliberal capitalism in all its
numerous negative manifestations. The previous chapter also notes
that Ukraine was not an exception—ultimately, the success of the anti-
oligarchic agenda of Zelensky’s populist program (to be discussed in
Chapter 3) was conditioned by people’s resentment over the conse-
quences of post-Soviet neoliberal reforms resulting in the oligarchic sys-
tem of power, unequal access to state resources, the dismantling of the
welfare system, etc. The disillusionment of Ukrainians with the conse-
quences of the Euromaidan, which also explains Zelensky’s victory, was
their reaction to the inability of Euromaidan leaders to fulfill their rev-
olutionary promises and destroy the oligarchic political regime, make
the system of governance transparent, eradicate corruption, and so forth.

There is, however, one interesting peculiarity that distinguishes the
Ukrainian (post-Soviet) situation from that of the West discussed by
the critical thinkers briefly reviewed in Chapter 1. Ukrainians were
disillusioned with the consequences of Ukraine’s post-Soviet neolib-
eralization, to be sure, yet the various sources of discontent such as
the oligarchic system of power, unequal access to state resources, the
dismantling of the welfare system, and social and political inequality
have commonly been assumed to be part of the specific Ukrainian/
post-Soviet situation, rather than local manifestations of the global ne-
oliberal order. An opinion widely shared among Ukrainians (at least,
among those who supported the Euromaidan revolution) was that un-
like Ukrainian capitalism (though use of the signifier “capitalism” has
been extremely rare in public discussions), the Western version has a
“human face,” to paraphrase Alexander Dublek’s famous dictum. As
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my analysis of the revolutionary discourse of the Euromaidan shows,
the dominant trend was to imagine the West as a coherent mytholog-
ical object devoid of social problems and contradictions—a symbol of
social justice, historical progress, and a finishing line of development—
something like an earthly “kingdom of ends” (Baysha, 2016).

From the discursive constructions of Euromaidan activists, Europe,
in particular, and the West, in general, appeared as an ideal form of
society whose “people are getting richer not on the expense of oth-
ers” [uenoBek Oorateet He 3a cueT npyrux| (Dubrovsky, 2013a), whose
politicians were “absolutely fair, responsible, open to public protests,
and accountable” [aOCONIOTHO YECHUX, BIATIOBIIAIbHUX, BIIKPUTHUX JIO
MaiigaHiB 1 mia3BiTHUX]| (Bistritsky, 2013), and whose political parties
drew their strength from the “ideas coming from people” [inei HayTsh
Bix Hapony| (Danylyuk, 2013). As Archbishop Lubomyr Husar, one of
the most respected Euromaidan supporters, put it:

[People] want to live in a society where truth and only truth is cir-
culated, where justice reigns, and where there is a similar interpre-
tation of rights and duties for all citizens, and where everybody gets
what s/he needs for a normal life ... and—the most important—
where human dignity and freedom are spiritual values.

[/Iromu mparHyTh *KHUTH B CYCIIJIBCTBI, Y SKOMY FOBOPSITH MPABILY
1 TINBKM TpaBly, y SKOMY IaHye CIpaBEIIUBICTb, OIHAKOBE
TpakTyBaHHSI NpaB 1 OOOB’I3KIB IJIsl BCIX TPOMajsiH, y SIKOMY
KOKHOMY BiJAaI0OTh T€, YOro HOMY MOTPIOHO AT HOPMAlbHOTO
JKUTTS 1 Ha 10 BiH Mae€ MPaBo, a FOJOBHE—Y SIKOMY JTYXOBHUMH
LIHHOCTSIMU € TiHICTH 1 cCBOOO/AA JTIONUHH].

(Husar, 2013)

As my analysis suggests (Baysha, 2016), for many Euromaidan activists,
the heaven-on-Earth described by the archbishop existed in Europe.
No wonder the refusal to sign the Association Agreement with the
EU, which was imagined as a vehicle to bring Ukrainians into the
European paradise, was interpreted by many of them as a “catastrophe”
[katacTpocda] (Matviyenko, 2013) leading to “emptiness” and a “preci-
pice” [myctota, 06psIB| (Dubrovsky, 2013b).

In my opinion, which I derive from years of study of the mythologies
of capitalism circulating across post-Soviet societies since perestroika,
such a deeply mythological vision of Western modernity has issued
from a specific historical imaginary that has been hegemonized to the
point of becoming common sense. According to this hegemonic vision,
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shared by many Ukrainians, the West (always imagined in universal
terms without internal contradictions) has been serving as a model of
social justice and the historical avant-garde, leading humanity toward
“normal” and just social conditions. It is this sedimented, normalized
judgment that has led Ukrainians to believe that getting rid of oli-
garchs and corruption would allow them to achieve a perfect “Western
condition” where social justice, equality, and democracy would reign.
Many Ukrainians, although disillusioned with the living conditions
brought about by post-Soviet neoliberal reforms, nevertheless tend to
blame not neoliberalism/capitalism per se (again, this kind of discourse
is extremely marginal in the Ukrainian public sphere), but “distortions”
specific to Ukraine. If “corrected,” the neoliberal condition in Ukraine
would be as good as it is in the West—this has been a normalized judg-
ment among many Ukrainians, especially those who supported the Eu-
romaidan. At the end of the day, it is this belief in universal progress,
molded in the Western ideal, that has made the ideology of neoliberal-
ism so successful in post-Soviet terrains.

Despite this important difference in the nuances of disillusionment
with the neoliberal order between the West and “the rest” (as rep-
resented by Ukraine in this case), there is a similarity that is no less
important. As Nancy Fraser’s (2019) analysis of “progressive neolib-
eralism” suggests, neoliberal endeavors in any location have a better
chance of being accepted uncritically if repackaged and presented as
“progressive.”

Progressive Neoliberalism

According to Fraser, what contributed greatly to the hegemony of
neoliberal policies within the Western context was the formation of
“progressive neoliberalism”™—a hegemonic bloc combining “an ex-
propriative, plutocratic economic program with a liberal-meritocratic
politics of recognition” (2019, p. 12). “Neoliberals gained power,”
Fraser (2017) argues, by draping their project in a new cosmopolitan
ethos, centered on diversity, women’s empowerment, and LGBTQ
rights. Drawing in supporters of such ideas, they forged a new hegem-
onic bloc.” In Fraser’s (2017) view, neoliberal hegemony was formed
through “an alliance of mainstream currents of new social movements
(feminism, anti-racism, multiculturalism and LGBTQ rights) on the
one side, and high-end ‘symbolic’ and service-based sectors of busi-
ness (Wall Street, Silicon Valley and Hollywood) on the other”—an
alliance of “progressive forces” and “the forces of cognitive capitalism,
especially financialization.” “The right-wing ‘fundamentalist’ version
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of neoliberalism,” Fraser’s (2019) argument goes, “could not become
hegemonic in a country whose common sense was still shaped by New
Deal thinking, the ‘rights revolution,” and a slew of social movements
descended from the New Left” (p. 12). “For the neoliberal project to
triumph,” she claims, “it had to be repackaged, given a broader ap-
peal, and linked to other, noneconomic aspirations for emancipation”
(Fraser, 2019, p. 13). However unwittingly, Fraser argues, the new so-
cial movements enabled such “repackaging” by lending their charisma
to the neoliberal project: “Only when decked out as progressive could
a deeply regressive political economy become the dynamic center of a
new hegemonic bloc,” Fraser (2019, p. 13) asserts.

In other words, neoliberalism’s ability to mask itself under an attrac-
tive progressive cover—to “‘euphemize itself,” as Phelan (2007) put
it—was essential to its success. In contrast to a “transparent” neolib-
eral discourse articulated via an antagonistic relationship between the
market and the state, its “euphemized” version adopts a post-political
stance by linking to such elements as consensus, inclusiveness, moral-
ity, modernization, national good, progress, and so on (Harjuniemi,
2019).

Fraser’s argument resonates well with many communication schol-
ars analyzing how neoliberalism euphemizes itself through activating
links with “post-political” progressive social struggles; the list of such
scholarly works would be rather extensive (e.g., Ashby-King & Hana-
sono, 2019; Dingo, 2018; Jacobsson, 2019; Jones & Mukherjee, 2010;
Orgad & Nikunen, 2015; Roderick, 2019; Tompkins, 2017). These
works are in line with Fraser’s (2019) description of the “repackaging”
of the neoliberal project with unwitting cover from new social move-
ments (p. 13). In discourse studies, Fraser’s “repackaging” appears as re-
articulation: when “transparent neoliberalism” comes to be articulated
as a “euphemized neoliberalism,” linked to such elements as “progress,”
“modernity,” “civilization,” “emancipation,” and so forth.

Despite the resonance of Fraser’s theory with broader critical schol-
arship, it primarily describes U.S. neoliberalism and does not connect
with the variety of neoliberal contexts worldwide. While neoliberalism
is a global development, there are not so many non-Western societies
whose new social movements have the “charisma” to influence public
mood. In many places outside Europe and the US, the prevailing public
attitudes toward the agendas of new social movements remain intoler-
ant, and their activities can hardly be considered influential or effective
enough to “lend charisma” to the neoliberal order. In this sense, despite
Fraser’s (2019) acknowledgment that “our political crisis... is not just
American, but global” (p. 8), her analysis is West-centric.

EEINT3
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Nonetheless, this does not make Fraser’s line of argument irrelevant
to non-Western cultural spaces. If, following Laclau (2005), we con-
sider “progress” as an empty/floating signifier, “progressive neoliber-
alism” will work even in the context of non-Western societies, albeit
in a broader sense not discussed by Fraser. In many non-Western soci-
eties, which have their own versions of “local neoliberalisms” (Peck &
Theodore, 2019, p. 247), the idea of “progress” may be linked not to the
politics of recognition, but to the idea of modernization—economic,
technological, and political. Modernization, in turn, may also be artic-
ulated differently: as a project of Westernization, which was the case in
Yeltsin’s Russia or as an “alternative modernity”—“nation as a corpo-
ration” in Singapore. These otherwise different versions of “progres-
sive neoliberalism” (in a broadened usage of the term) euphemize their
neoliberal programs through the discourse of “progress,” in line with
Fraser’s observation that “only when decked out as progressive could a
deeply regressive political economy become the dynamic center of a new
hegemonic bloc” (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018, p. 202, emphasis original).
If we consider “progressive” as an empty/floating signifier (basic con-
cepts of the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe, to be presented in
the next section) where “progress” is linked to different associations
in different sociocultural environments, then the scope of “progressive
neoliberalism” may become global.

Empty Signifier: Methodological Foundations

Discourse Theory of Laclan and Mouffe

Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory (DT) considers discourses from
macro-textual and macro-contextual perspectives. In contrast to
many other theories of discourse whose focus is on linguistic anal-
ysis of micro-contextual situations, DT considers discursive forma-
tions at the ideological and societal levels: It is among the theories
that are “more concerned with general, overarching patterns and
aim at a more abstract mapping of the discourses that circulate in
society” (Phillips & Jorgensen, 2002, p. 20). Originally developed
in their volume Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (HSS), DT postulates
that social reality is only possible on the condition of “discursiv-
ity,” where discourse is understood as a “social fabric” on which “so-
cial actors occupy different positions” (p. xiii). Articulated through
both linguistic and non-linguistic elements, discourse appears as a
real force that contributes to the formation and constitution of social
relations. Discourse is thus conceptualized as a “structured totality
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resulting from the articulatory practice,” where “articulation” means
“any practice establishing relations among elements” (Laclau, 2005,
p- 105). Discourses are stabilized by nodal points or “master-signi-
fiers,” which assume “a ‘universal’ structuring function” (Laclau &
Moufte, 1985, p. 98).

Discourse forms when one element from the discursive field—a res-
ervoir of all available signs—assumes the hegemonic representation of
a chain of elements related through articulation. A particular element
that assumes a hegemonic (synecdochic) representation of the chain of
all elements “becomes something of the order of an empty signifier, its
own particularity embodying an unachievable fullness” (Laclau, 2005,
p- 71). To be sure, this signifier is not completely “empty” because it
signifies what, strictly speaking, it is not: an impossible totality of var-
ious elements united equivalentially. If used by alternative discourses,
the same signifier comes to be linked to alternative chains of equiv-
alence; if this happens, the meaning of such a signifier appears to be
“suspended”—it becomes “foating.”

Since social relations are seen as discursively constructed, the classi-
cal “thought/reality” dichotomy no longer appears relevant, and “the
categories which have until now been considered exclusively of one or
another” are reconsidered (Laclau & Moufte, 1985, p. 110). Synonymy,
metonymy, metaphor, and other rhetorical devices are understood not
as “forms of thought that add a second sense to a primary” but as “part
of the primary terrain itself in which the social is constructed” (Laclau
& Moufte, 1985, p. 110). Such ontological generality of rhetoric implies
that hegemony—the dominance of a particular meaning established by
discourse—appears through the passage from metonymy to metaphor,
from a “contiguous” starting point to its consolidation in “analogy”
(Laclau, 2014, p. 22).

If presented in the terms of DT, the discursive euphemization of
European integration, discussed earlier, happened when the idea of
“civilizational progress” with respect to the Euromaidan had displaced
other ideas associated with it, first metonymically (i.e., as a contingent
substitution), then metaphorically (i.e., as an unquestioned analogy),
and finally, synecdochically—in other words, when the empty signifier
“progress” assumed the hegemonic representation of the whole chain of
equivalence uniting all other nodal points associated with the hegem-
onic Euromaidan discourse (democracy, justice, law and order, prosper-
ity, economic growth, Westernization, civilization).

In a similar fashion, in the case of Zelensky’s land reform (to be
discussed in Chapter 6), euphemization took place when the idea of
“anti-Communism” had come to displace other ideas associated with



Euphemizing the Neoliberal Promise 27

the reform—when “anti-Communism” assumed the hegemonic rep-
resentation of the whole chain of equivalence uniting all other nodal
points of the same progressive discourse employed by Euromaidan
activists: democracy, justice, law and order, economic growth, pros-
perity, progress, Westernization, civilization. It is also important to
highlight that the nodal points characterizing the land-reform dis-
course of the opposition—violation of the constitution, financial spec-
ulation, Ukraine’s colonization, people’s impoverishment, the lack of
transparency, anti-democracy, etc.—were excluded from the discourse
of Zelensky’s political party. The euphemization, therefore, was a two-
fold process of (1) the exclusion of all problematic meanings associated
with the reforms, and (2) synecdochical representation of the reforms
with an idea that had nothing to do with the essence of the proposed
changes.

According to DT, all social meanings or identities (or “totalities,”
as Laclau and Moufte call them) are both impossible and necessary:
“Impossible, because the tension between equivalence and difference
is ultimately insurmountable; necessary, because without some kind of
closure, however precarious it might be, there would be no signification
and no identity” (Laclau, 2005, p. 70). However, no ultimate fixing of
meaning is possible, since any constructed totality (and all totalities are
constructed) is “subverted by a field of discursivity which overflows it”
(Laclau & Moufte, 1985, p. 113). These formulations are always pre-
carious and unstable, given the discord between attempts to construct
collective identities (or meanings) and the discursive impossibility of
their total closures.

Laclau’s Theory of Populism

Laclau’s theory of populism (2005), developed in his later works, is built
on DT’s foundations. According to Laclau, populism appears not as
an ideology or “a type of movement—identifiable with either a spe-
cial social base or a particular ideological orientation—but a political
logic” (Laclau, 2005, p. 117). It is a “way of constituting the very unity
of the group”™—"the people” (Laclau, 2005, p. 74). “The people” of a
populist movement appear when one unsatisfied popular demand—the
smallest unit of his analysis—comes to be united with other demands,
and when these demands are “equivalently” united to oppose the es-
tablished order. “The people” of the Euromaidan appeared when the
unsatisfied demands of Euro-romantics, liberals, nationalists, etc., were
equivalentially united to oppose Yanukovych’s “corrupted regime”;
“the people” of Zelensky (to be discussed in Chapter 3) emerged when
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the incommensurable demands of all Ukrainians were united equiv-
alentially and juxtaposed against oligarchs and their puppets, corrupted
politicians.

This chain of otherwise different and sometimes even incommensu-
rable claims is equivalent only in one sense: vis-a-vis the “otherness”
of those excluded from the newly established populist collective (its
totality). The exclusion of “otherness” is thus the condition that sets
up the emergence of “the people,” and thereby enables populism to
take root: “To grasp that totality conceptually, we have to grasp its
limits—that is to say, we have to differentiate it from something other
than itself” (Laclau, 2005, p. 69). This is why the simplification of the
social and its Manichean division into “us” vs. “them” are the most
readily distinguishable features of populism despite the fact that any
populist identity, created through the equivalential chaining of various
unsatisfied demands, will necessarily be full of internal contradictions
and tensions. All populist totalities, therefore, are formed through the
tension of differential and equivalential logics.

According to Laclau (2005), any populist identity requires naming,
which is central in constituting the unity of a populist collective: It
serves as “a social cement” (Laclau, 2005, p. x) used to assemble the het-
erogeneous elements of the impossible but necessary unity. The name of
a populist identity thus becomes an empty signifier while playing a cen-
tral role in providing unity and identity to a populist collective. Because
any assemblage of heterogeneous elements can only be kept together if
unified by a single name (an empty signifier), and because “the extreme
form of singularity is an individuality” (Laclau, 2005, p. 100), the group
as a whole is often identified with the name of its leader. In the populist
project of Zelensky (see Chapter 3), the populist identity of his “people”
has been kept together by an empty signifier—the phrase “servant of
the people,” used for both the title of a fictional TV series and a real-life
political party—and the “servant” himself, Holoborodko-Zelensky.

The whole process of “investing” one particular signifier with the
meaning of “mythical fullness” is unthinkable without “affect”—the
moment of “enjoyment” (Laclau, 2005, pp. 101-115). “There is no pop-
ulism,” Laclau (2005) claims, “without affective investment in a partial
object” (p. 116); “pure harmony would be incompatible with affect” (p.
118). When a “popular demand” appears—passionately formed from
the plurality of unsatisfied social claims—an internal antagonistic fron-
tier emerges, separating the institutionalized system from the people.
The social is dichotomized. This division is sustained through the em-
ployment of privileged signifiers like “regime” or “oligarchy” to denote
the totality of the “evil other” as well as “the people” or “the nation”
to denote the “good us.”
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Laclau argues that any political intervention is populistic to some
extent, which “does not mean, however, that all political projects are
equally populistic; that depends on the extension of the equivalential
chain unifying social demands” (Laclau, 2005, p. 154). The more ex-
tended the chain, the more inclusive it is. As Stavrakakis (2017) explains,
“In inclusionary populism, the dichotomization of the political space
is arranged in a mostly vertical manner (up/down, high/low), while
exclusionary populism involves a horizontal (inside/outside) dichoto-
mic arrangement” (p. 530). Usually, inclusivity characterizes left-wing
populist parties and movements, while exclusivity is a distinctive fea-
ture of right-wing populist forces (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2013). While
the populism of the Euromaidan, dominated by right-wing forces, was
exclusionary, Zelensky’s populism, uniting all Ukrainians against the
oligarchy, is an inclusive one (see Chapter 3).

Many scholars agree that populism is a “thin” ideology: one “whose
morphological structure is restricted to a set of core concepts which
alone are unable to provide a reasonably broad, if not comprehensive,
range of answers to the political questions that societies generate”
(Stanley, 2008, p. 99). Because of their conceptual poverty, thin ideol-
ogies usually coexist with full ideologies such as liberalism, socialism,
communism, and so forth. For this reason, populism can occur any-
where along the ideological spectrum; it may be left-wing, right-wing,
or centrist. As De Cleen and colleagues put it, “a populist logic can be
invoked to further very different political goals, from radical left to
right, or from progressive to regressive” (p. 649). This consideration is
useful to keep in mind while analyzing the relationship between pop-
ulism and neoliberalism, the focus of this book.

Discursive-Material Knot

The idea of contingency is central to DT’s conceptualization of dis-
course: Chains of equivalence may be broken, and their elements may
be linked to alternative associations, disrupting established meanings
and leading to the formation of new understandings within alternative
discourses. Recognizing the contingency of any discursive formation is
crucially important because hegemonic policies, with their open-ended
horizon of political options, become possible only when social relations
are seen as unfixed and unstable. In contrast to closed systems of per-
manent repetition, where nothing can be hegemonized, open social
systems create opportunities for alternative articulations, and thus for
hegemonic practices.

The importance of contingency is further emphasized by Nico Car-
pentier (2017) in his Discursive-Material Knot (DMK), which expands
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the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe to include the material
and make analysis of the social richer. This move, in his view, allows
“not merely focusing on media talk, for instance, but also on the con-
textualized processes of discursive-ideological production and their
material components” (Carpentier, 2017, p. 5). Such an expansion al-
lows otherwise invisible forces to be recognized, adding contingency
to established meanings by destabilizing existing sedimentations and
preventing discourses from becoming hermetically closed. The latter
allows for discursive struggles and the freedom to identify with some
discourses but not with others.

In Carpentier’s model, the material appears as both constructive and
destructive: It structures the social by providing or denying access to
spaces, by allowing or refusing to allow bodies to move, by encour-
aging or discouraging particular actions and significations, by creat-
ing or ruining material and non-material (discursive) structures, and so
forth. By the logic of invitation and dislocation, the material participates
in discursive struggles over meanings, suggesting this or that particular
articulation. Objects enter the social not only by assuming the role
of intermediaries or mediators, but also by acting as social agents of
their own and/or as the instruments of power. Any event—a material
change—can dislocate discourse because of the inability of the latter to
attribute meaning to the former; in such cases, escaping representation,
the material destabilizes discourses by pointing to their internal con-
tradictions and their limited capacity to represent the material world.

To increase “the theoretical visibility of the material in the interac-
tions between the discursive and the material,” Carpentier (2017, p. 38)
employs Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the machine as “a system of
interruptions or breaks” “related to a continual material flow ... that
it cuts into” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1984, p. 36). Carpentier presents
machines not only as material but also as functional assemblages, asso-
ciating them with humankind through multiple dimensions—material,
semiotic, social, representational, and so forth. The material invites
particular discourses to become part of the assemblage, while encour-
aging the production of some or the frustration of others. But the ma-
terial is also always invested with meaning. Hegemonic orders provide
contextual frameworks of intelligibility that intervene in these assem-
blages. This also implies that discourses impact the production of mate-
rials, not only to give meaning to them, but also to co-determine their
materiality. The material can disrupt or strengthen discursive orders;
however, its invitation may be ignored, and an alternative meaning can
be attached to it. To capture the interaction between the material and
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the discursive—the process of engraining meaning—Carpentier uses
the concept of investment.

Although Carpentier discusses the material aspects of social reality
in great detail, paying careful attention to material objects, bodies, ar-
rangements, and infrastructure through which practices are performed,
he does not incorporate digital artifacts into his model. This is not
surprising, given that Carpentier’s definition of materiality is linked
to the notion of matter—his definition of sign as “M/M, Matter and
Meaning” (2017, p. 46) corresponds to the traditional view of the ma-
terial, which associates it with matter. According to this dominant
outlook, digital artifacts do not possess materiality because they are
not composed of matter and cannot be touched. As the next section
demonstrates, however, there are alternative views suggesting that dig-
ital artifacts have their own materiality.

Digital Materiality and DMK

Although digital objects occupy an increasingly central place in the
reproduction of the social, their materiality is usually neglected on the
basis of “intangibility.” As Paul Leonardi (2010, p. 3) put it, “You can
touch the copper wires or fiber—optic cables over which voice is trans-
mitted... but you can’t touch the data packets in which the sounds of
voice are encoded.” This passage illustrates what is called “the discourse
of dematerialization,” which frames digital technology in terms of vir-
tuality and disregards its material aspects (Gabrys, 2011). As a result of
this hegemonic vision, the materiality of the digital has gone largely
unrecognized in the social sciences (Lécuyer & Brock, 2012).

Questioning the dichotomy between the tangible and the intangible
that informs the discourse of dematerialization, some scholars have of-
fered an alternative perspective, proposing to look “straight into the core
of the materiality upon which our digital world is based” (Marenko,
2015, p. 109). To do so, Betti Marenko (2015) invokes Deleuze and
Guattari’s (1988) radical/vital/molecular materialism, which postulates
“that all things are formed through differentiation and individuation of
the same substance” and that “the human and the nonhuman, the sub-
personal and the molecular ceaselessly combine and recombine through
a myriad of rhizomes, assemblages and machines” (Marenko, 2015, p.
113). It is through these combinations and re-combinations that “col-
lective assemblages” are formed, uniting the animate and the inani-
mate, the natural and the artificial, the living and the nonliving, the
organic and the inorganic.
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From this perspective, the interface of any digital device would be-
come ‘“the hinge of the user-device assemblage. By bringing together
human sensorium and electronic sensors, the interface mediates the
encounter of two different intelligences: the human and the digital”
(Marenko, 2015, p. 119). In other words, the interface stops being a
self-contained object and transforms into an “objectscape made of dis-
tributed materials, bodies, techniques, and practices, some human, and
some not”—"a mixture of agencies distributed across analogue and dig-
ital territories” (Marenko, 2015, p. 122).

Conflating hardware and software, a radical materialist outlook al-
lows moving through the interface and reaching the essential compo-
nent of the electronic world, the microchip made of silicon—a material
substance. The discourse of the immaterial as applied to the digital
world appears to be disrupted by such an outlook. As Jennifer Gabrys
(2011) put it,

The transmission of information into bits, or binary units that
correspond to electrical pulses, requires this composite of silicon,
chemicals, metals, plastics, and energy. It would be impossible to
separate the zeros and ones of information from the firing of these
electrical pulses and the processed silicon through which they
course.

(p. 24)

According to this radical-molecular perspective, “there is no software;
only hardware” (Kittler, 1995), and the digital cannot be comprehended
without regard for its materiality.

On the other hand (or rather, on the other side of the interface), the
human body, constituting part of a user-device assemblage, participates
in the processes of information production and exchange chemically,
electrically, and affectively: “Eyes, ears, nose, tongue, skin—these are
merely interfaces, ways for a body to chemically convert the uncharged
outside world into current that, as it leaps through the brain, creates
our thoughts and feelings” (Tingley, 2013). Everything human beings
think, feel, and do would be impossible without the work of neurons
within the nervous system—also a material substance.

From the perspective of radical molecular materialism, it would
therefore be impossible to isolate discourse from complex discursive-
material assemblages that mix in various combinations the discursive
and the material, the animate and the inanimate, the natural and the
artificial, the living and the nonliving, the organic and the inorganic,
etc. As the case of Zelensky presented in the next chapter suggests,
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this perspective may be helpful in analyzing meanings constructed
within assemblages of “the virtual” and “the real,” i.e., the digital and
non-digital aspects of discursive-material knots.
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3 The People vs. The Elites

From Comedian to President

The story of Zelensky-the-president started on April 30, 2019, when
he inflicted a crushing defeat on then-incumbent President Poroshenko
by receiving 73.2 percent of the popular vote in the second round of
the presidential election. To many observers, Zelensky’s amazing ascent
to power came as a shock: Widely known as a comic actor ridiculing
the political establishment of Ukraine, he was a complete newbie in
professional politics.

Zelensky 1s what might be called a “self-made man.” He was born
on January 25, 1978, in an ordinary Soviet family: The father of the
future president was a university mathematics teacher and his mother
was an engineer. The family resided in Kryvyi Rih—a city in the
southeast of Ukraine known not only for its iron-ore mines and huge
metallurgical plants but also for a high crime rate. The site of Zelen-
sky’s childhood was “a bandit city, a city of the 1990s” [6anAUTCKHIA
ropon, ropoxt 1990], as Zelensky acknowledged in one of his interviews
(Zelensky, 2019¢, 00:03—00:06). By saying “a city of the 1990s,” he was
referring to having grown up during the first decade of Ukraine’s in-
dependence, a time characterized by massive unemployment and ram-
pant delinquency—the consequences of the dissolution of the Soviet
welfare system and the beginning of neoliberal reforms. From 1995 to
2000, Volodymyr attended Kryvyi Rih Economic Institute. Although
he graduated with a license to practice law, Zelensky has never worked
as a lawyer. During his studies, he became an actor with a student
theater and developed the skills from which his successful career as
a comedian began. After graduation, he co-founded the production
studio “Kvartal-95,” which later became one of the most successful
showbusiness companies not only in Ukraine but also throughout the
entire former Soviet Union.
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For a comedian such as Zelensky to transform his showbusiness suc-
cess into political capital is not unique. Suffice it to mention Patrick
Layton Paulsen, known for his satirical campaigns for President of the
US; Lord Buckethead, who ran for British parliament against Margaret
Thatcher, John Major, and Theresa May; or Jon Gnarr, who served as
the Mayor of Reykjavik. Examples of political parties established by
comedians are even more common: the Rhinoceros Party of Canada
promising “to keep none of its promises,” the Anarchistic Pogo Party of
Germany advocating for youth pensions, the Vrije Socialistische Groep
of the Netherlands nominating homeless people for political office, and
so forth. Usually, however, “joke” parties organized by comedians re-
ceive only a modicum of actual support from voters. Typically, such
parties attempt to challenge normalized assumptions and suggest alter-
native ways of looking at the familiar problems of capitalist states.

By contrast, the election platform of Zelensky’s party, Servant of
the People—mnamed after the title of his TV show and launched only
a year prior to Zelensky’s dizzying electoral success—was explicitly
West-oriented. It promised that, under the leadership of the “servants,”
Ukraine would be “normalized” according to Western standards.
Among its goals were to:

Decentralize power in accordance with European norms
[[TpoBeaeMo AetieHTpaIi3alito Ba i BiATIOBI THO 10 €BPONEHCHKUX
HOPM],

Turn public administrations into prefectures of the European
type [IleperBopumo aepikaBHI aaMiHicTpaiii Ha TpedeKTypH
€BPOIEICHKOI0 TUILY],

Create a National Economic Strategy with a key goal—to achieve
higher than the average European level of income and quality of life
for Ukrainians [CTBoprMo HarioHanbHy €KOHOMIYHY CTpaTerito 3
KJIIOUOBOIO METOIO—/IOCATTH BUIIOTO 32 CEPEAHBOEBPONEHCHKHIMA
PIiBHS TOXOJIIB Ta AKOCTi KUTTS YKPAIHIIIB],

Adopt the laws necessary for the implementation of the Associa-
tion Agreement between Ukraine and the EU [YxBaiumo 3akoHH,
HeoOX1aH1 sl BUKOHAHHS YToAu po Acolialito Mixk YKpaiHO
Tta €C],

Expand cooperation with the EU and NATO [po3mupeHHs
crmiBmparii 3 €spocorozom i HATO],

Reform the armed forces in accordance with NATO standards
[pepopmyBanus 30poiiHux cun 3a cragmapramu HATO| (Pro-
gram, n/d), and so forth.
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With this West-centric platform, Zelensky and his party targeted those
dispossessed not by capitalist globalization, but by the “abnormality”
of Ukrainian capitalism (though the word “capitalism” has certainly
never been mentioned), which they were going to align with Western
standards. During his inaugural presidential speech of May 20, 2019,
Zelensky declared:

‘We have chosen a path to Europe, but Europe is not somewhere out
there. Europe is here (in the head—Ed.). And after it appears here,
it will be everywhere, all over Ukraine.

[Mu obpanu muistx 1o €Bporu, ajie €sporna—He aAech TaM. €Bpona
och TYT (y rojgoBi—pen.). I konu BoHa Oyae oChb TyT—TO/i BOHA
3’SIBUThCSA 1 OCh TyT—Y BCiil YkpaiHi].

(Zelensky, 2019a)

In this speech, Zelensky quoted a famous saying from Ronald Reagan,
whom he called “cool™

Allow me to quote one American actor who has become a cool
American president: “The government does not solve our prob-
lems. The government is our problem.”

[Ho3BONBTE MEHI MPOLUTYBATH OJHOTO aMEPUKAaHCHKOTO aKTopa,

SIKMM CTaB KJAaCHUM aMEpPUKAHCBKUM MPE3UJIEHTOM: «YpsiJ He

BUPIIIY€e HATUX TPoOIeM. Ypsif i € HalIoK MPoOIeMOroy|.
(Zelensky, 2019a)

Reagan’s neoliberal formula, proclaimed by Zelensky from the parlia-
mentary tribune on the first day of his presidency, could hardly signal
the advent of anything but new neoliberal experiments, as Ukrainians
would soon have a chance to realize.

The new government of Ukraine was formed on August 29, 2019.
In a meeting with its members just three days later, on September 2,
Zelensky instructed Prime Minister Oleksiy Honcharuk to review the
existing list of strategic enterprises not subject to privatization by Oc-
tober 1, transfer about 500 state enterprises of the State Property Fund
for small privatization by December 1, draft a bill to abolish the mor-
atorium on the sale of agricultural land, and work out a new Land
Code by October, with the Verkhovna Rada to adopt it by December
(Zelensky, 2019b). Four days later, on September 6, David Arakhamia,
the leader of the “servant” parliamentary faction which now had an
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absolute majority of seats, announced that on a daily basis they would
adopt seven to ten laws necessary for Ukraine’s “normalization”—
accelerating government into “a turbo regime,” as he put it (UNIAN,
2019).

The pace of the reforms turned out to be “turbo,” indeed. On
September 25, a bill establishing a legislative framework for the in-
troduction of market circulation of agricultural land, approved by the
government, was registered in the parliament of Ukraine. Addition-
ally, the governmental program, published on September 29, informed
Ukrainians that:

More than a thousand inefhicient enterprises will be liquidated—
the state will no longer spend taxpayers’ funds to support inefficient
unprofitable enterprises.

[ITonan THCAYYy HeeEKTUBHUX MiANPHEMCTB OyJe TiKB1IOBAHO—

JepkaBa Oinble He Oyne BUTpayaTH KOIITU IUIATHHUKIB MOJATKiB

Ha MNiITPUMKY Hee(EeKTUBHUX 30UTKOBUX MiAMPHEMCTB.
(Government Program, 2019, p. 49)

The program also boasted that:

In 5 years, at least 70% of state higher education institutions in
Ukraine will leave the status of budgetary institutions.

[3a 5 pokiB He MeHII 5K 70% Nep>KaBHUX 3aKJaiB BUIIOI OCBITH
BUHYTH 13 CTaTyCy OIOKETHOI yCTaHOBH].
(Government Program, 2019, p. 12)

On October 3, 2019, the parliament approved significant reductions of
fines for employers over violations of labor laws. One week later, on
October 10, Zelensky announced during a meeting with journalists that
the new Labor Code would simplify the dismissal of workers. As usual,
he framed the issue in terms of modernization, as a matter of doing away
with a relic from bygone Soviet times (more on this in Chapter 6):

We will not have the Soviet labor code, but the labor code of an
independent country. A modern one.

[B Hac Oyme He PaasHChbKMU TpynoBWH Konekc. Y Hac Oyze
TPYAOBUM KOZIEKC He3alexKHOI KpaiHu. Cy4yacHUH].
(Zelensky, 2019d, 1:21:49-1:21:52)
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Predictably, trade unions saw the proposed law in a completely differ-
ent light. It “would seriously undermine fundamental workers’ rights,”
they argued (IndustriAll, 2020).

Right after the formation of the new Ukrainian government and
its first steps toward neoliberal reforms in Ukraine, Fitch Ratings, a
leading Wall Street firm, upgraded Ukraine’s debt rating from B- to
B, characterizing the members of the new Ukrainian government as
“technocratic, pro-Western, and reform-minded ministers” (RFE/RL,
2019). Other global advocates of neoliberalism were also pleased with
such zeal among the “servants.” As Zelensky himself acknowledged
with a satisfied smile,

I have been told by everyone—Europeans, the IMF, the EBRD,
and the World Bank... All of them are very happy, even saying,
let’s slow down a little.

[MeHi ka3anu Bci—i eBporneiini, i Mixknapoauuit Bantorauii @onp,
i mpaniBuuku €BbPP 1 CeitoBoro banky. Bci nyxe 3amoBoieHi,
HaBiTh KaXyTh, AaBalTe TPIIICUKU OBLIbHIIIE].

(Zelensky, 2019e, 1:42-1:53)

Yet there were many who did not seem very happy—a growing body
of Ukrainian citizens. As early as in September 2019, it became clear
that many of the initiatives put forward by the “servants” were not
popular among Ukrainians, especially the land reform: According to
various polls, the overwhelming majority (up to 72 percent) opposed
lifting the moratorium on land sales (KIIS, 2019). This did not prevent
the new party from attempting the move, however. On November 13,
2019, the Ukrainian parliament approved in the first reading the bill
on abolishing the moratorium on the sale of agricultural land. The
necessity of land sales was also framed in terms of moving away from
the non-modern, Soviet condition, toward the normality of capitalism
(more on this in Chapter 6).

The unpopular neoliberal reforms initiated by Zelensky, combined
with the ongoing war in Donbas that he promised to stop, the lack of
criminal cases against corrupt officials and oligarchs whom he prom-
ised to imprison, as well as industrial decline, salaries in arrears, budget
shortfalls, rising unemployment and catastrophic rates of labor migra-
tion and depopulation, ! plus various scandals inside Zelensky’s party—
all these factors fomented massive levels of discontent. In September
2019, 57 percent of Ukrainians believed that events in Ukraine were
developing in the right direction; in October, this figure was down
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to 45 percent; in November, it was 37.5 percent (Razumkov Center,
2019). With the advent of the new year, Zelensky’s personal approval
rating fell below 50 percent, while the rating of his party was 10 percent
lower (KIIS, 2020). As of this writing in early August 2021, Zelensky’s
approval rating is 29 percent (in June 2021, it was 34 percent); the rat-
ing of his party is 21 percent among those who will definitely vote and
14 percent among all Ukrainians. Most Ukrainians—69 percent (in
June, this number was 64 percent)—believe the country is headed in
the wrong direction (KIIS, 2021).

Amid flagging popularity, Zelensky led a major government shake-up
on March 4, 2020, ousting his prime minister and several other Cab-
inet members connected with global financial capital (more on this in
Chapter 8). Some observers expressed hope that Zelensky’s move to
break with pro-Western officials would mean the termination of his ne-
oliberal economic reforms. This was not the case. The adoption of the
law on the opening of the land market during an extraordinary parlia-
mentary meeting, convened as an exception to a coronavirus lockdown
while Ukrainians could not protest, was the most obvious symbol of the
immutability of his course. On March 30, 2020, in his speech preced-
ing the vote, Zelensky (2020) pronounced:

It is very important for us to sign a memorandum with the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund. And you know perfectly well that the two
main conditions are the law on land and the law on banking.

[dns HAC nyxe BaxxJIuBO, 100 HiiCHO BimOynocs MiIMHUCAHHS
Memopannymy 3 Mixnapogaum Bamotaum @onzom. | Bu
MPEKPACHO 3HAETE, IO /Bl FOJOBHI YMOBH—IIE 3aKOH PO 3EMIIIO
1 6aHKIBCbKUI 3aKOH].

(2:37:44-2:38:01)

There is nothing euphemized in this construction, in which Ukraine
appears subordinated to the IMF and its neoliberal agenda. If Zelensky
had been offering such a vision during his election campaign, it is likely
that he would never have won the presidency. But his electoral promise,
presented through his TV show Servant of the People, was different.

Holoborodko and His People

The first episode of the first season of Servant of the People was aired by
1+1, a popular television channel, in fall 2015; the third season came
out right before the presidential election, in the spring of 2019. The
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main character of the series is Vasyl Petrovych Holoborodko, a history
teacher whose life changes abruptly after his emotional, obscenity-filled
rant about Ukrainian politics appears on the Internet. Holoborodko
1s mad about the electoral simulacrum in which politicians run cam-
paigns full of phony promises to solve people’s problems, while people
pretend not to see through the artifice and vote repeatedly for the same
crooks. “Fuck privileges!” [1prorsl Bamm Ha Xyii] he shouts, promising
that if he could rule the country for just one week, he would “make
the teacher live as the president, and the president live as the teacher”
[mpocToii OBl yunTEeb KU, KaK TPE3UACHT, a IPE3UCHT KaK yUUTeb]
(Servant of the People, 2016, 12:51-13:04).

This cry from the heart of Holoborodko-the-teacher happens to be
heard by millions. Secretly recorded, it is uploaded to social networks
by Holoborodko’s students who also organize crowdfunding, and mil-
lions of viewers collect the necessary sum of money to register Holo-
borodko as a “people’s” presidential candidate. With 76 percent of the
popular vote, he wins the presidency in a landslide. It takes 51 episodes
tor Holoborodko, a young divorced man living with his parents in an
old apartment building in the center of Kyiv, to fulfill his promise. He
manages to transform Ukraine into a prosperous country where politi-
cians serve the interests of the citizens and where people from all over
the world come to settle down in search of a better life.

Unlike the hegemonic discourse of the Euromaidan, which equated
“the people” of Ukraine with the supporters of the revolution, whose
radical outside was not only Yanukovych’s regime but also its “boot-
lickers” (anti-Maidan Ukrainians—see Chapter 1), Servant of the People
portrays the people of Ukraine as an unproblematic totality devoid of
internal splits, from which only oligarchs and corrupted politicians/
officials are excluded. In Holoborodko’s view, Ukraine will become
a great country when Ukrainians will stop “measuring each other by
patriotism and dividing people into friends and foes but unite” [Mbl
MepecTaHeM MEPUTHCS MATPHOTU3MOM, JEIUTh YKPAaUHIIEB HA CBOUX
U 4yXHX, a Hao00poT oOvemuHUMCs| (Servant of the People, 2017b,
24:11-24:26).

Holoborodko pronounces these words in an address to the nation
in the show’s second season. In the closing episodes, which aired right
before the actual election of 2019, Holoborodko appeals to the show’s
fictionalized Ukraine with a similar message: “It makes no difference
which language we speak” [I HeMae HisIKOI Pi3HUII, SKOK MOBOIO Ti
crinkyemcs|. If Ukrainians want to keep their country united, he ar-
gues, they “need to live humanely and respect each other” [HyxHO
KUTh I0-YEJIOBEUECKHU, XOTh KaK-TO yBaxKas Ipyr npyra] (Servant of
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the People, 2019¢, 40:03—40:19). While delivering this speech, Holobo-
rodko changes languages, pronouncing some phrases in Ukrainian and
others in Russian; later, Zelensky would do the same during his actual
inaugural speech. By constructing “the people of Ukraine” in this way,
Zelensky-Holoborodko explicitly challenged the hegemonic discourse
of the Euromaidan that had equated “Ukrainians” with “Maidan sup-
porters.” He did away with the link between patriotism and allegiance
to the Maidan or nationalism, replacing it with a new link between
patriotism and multiculturalism.? By doing so, Zelensky-Holoborodko
included in his populist equivalential chain not only Maidan support-
ers and not only Ukrainian-speakers but also all the cultural groups of
Ukraine, and he did this with passion—with “an affective investment,”
to use Laclau’s (2005) term.

The culminating “moment of enjoyment” (Laclau, 2005, pp. 111-
115) happens in the last episode of the series. Ukraine, once broken
into many “states,” unifies again. Only two regions, at the far west
and the far east of the country, remain “independent.” The former is
referred to as “the Galician Kingdom” and the latter as “the USSR”—a
jab at the radicals on both sides of Ukraine’s cultural split for their
supposed historical backwardness. During the final episode, there is
a major accident in a mine in “the Galician Kingdom™ 50 miners are
trapped beneath the earth, and only specialists from “the USSR” can
save them, because it would take too long for rescue teams from other
states to arrive. However, the leader of “the USSR”—its “Secretary
General >—forbids anyone to help “the Kingdom” under the threat of
life imprisonment. The leaders of “the Kingdom” also refuse to ask “the
USSR for help, despite frantic requests from the miners: “There are
also people in Donbas! They will understand!” [Ha Jon6aci Tex mtoau!
Bonwu 3po3yMitoTs| (Servant of the People, 2019¢, 43:50—44:01).

The leader of “the Kingdom” remains unmoved and suggests invit-
ing rescuers from anywhere else—the US, China, India, but definitely
not from “the USSR.” In the most dramatic moment of the negotiation,
specialists from “the USSR,” in violation of the “Secretary General’s”
order, arrive at the scene, whereupon “Kingdom” miners overthrow
their leader who tries to prevent “aliens” from entering the territory
of the “independent state.” Ukrainians from the east and the west re-
unite to the sound of sublime music. Ukrainian-speaking westerners
say “thank you” in Russian, and Russian-speaking easterners reply in
Ukrainian: “We are in this together” [ogHY cripaBy poOumo| (Servant of
the People, 2019¢, 45:02—45:04).

The re-unification of Ukraine under the leadership of Holoborodko
invests Ukrainian society with “mythical fullness” (Laclau, 2005, pp.
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111-115). Appealing to the nation, he calls on Ukrainians to “change
the course of history” [M3MeHUTH X0x UcTOpuH| “in the name of our
future. Our children. Our grandchildren. Future generations” [Bo nms
Hantero Oyaymero. Bo ums Hamux neteit. Hamux BHykoB. Bynymmx
nokosieHui| (Servant of the People, 2019¢, 54:10-54:45). Holoborodko-
Zelensky pronounces these words to uplifting music; his face is solemn;
his eyes shine. The affective investment is complete: The people’s presi-
dent comes to represent the impossible totality of the Ukrainian people
with all their incommensurable aspirations and cultural divides. Cor-
rupted elites and radicals are excluded; they are portrayed as an outside
of Ukrainians.

The final words of the show, appearing slowly on the screen before
the closing credits, state that Ukrainians cannot “choose either coun-
try, language or time of birth” [Ham He JaHO BEIOUPATh HU CTPaHy, HU
A3bIK, HU BpeMs poxaeHus|, but they can choose “to be human be-
ings” [y Hac onuH BEIOOP—OBITH JtONbMU]| (Servant of the People, 2019¢,
56:08-56:18). The signature after these final words, delivered right be-
fore the actual presidential election of 2019, indicates that their author is
Vasyl Petrovych Holoborodko—the founding father of the new nation
born from the ruins of the post-Soviet oligarchic order.

The Constitutive Outside

The constructed chain of equivalence uniting the west and the east of
the country despite their profound differences in cultural backgrounds
and political predispositions becomes possible through the drawing of
a strict antagonistic frontier between “working people” who are uni-
fied by being “in this together” and their radical outside: “elites” de-
picted as parasites who consume the fruits of the people’s labor. Easily
discernable in this construction are traces of the Leninist doctrine of
“proletarian internationalism”—a common-sense assumption shared by
many people living in the territories of the former USSR. Zelensky-
Holoborodko exploits this deeply engrained social sentiment, but in
this case the antagonistic frontier does not separate “the people” from
“bourgeoisie”; rather, it separates them only from corrupted politicians
and oligarchs reaping profits from their control over the political field.

It turns out to be these villains who benefit from and willfully ex-
acerbate the cultural dissimilarities between Ukrainian regions. “You
will submit a language bill,” an oligarch instructs his parliamentary
puppet. “Those speaking the occupant’s language cannot call them-
selves Ukrainians” [OTHecelIb 3aKOHONPOEKT O 3alpeTe PYCCKOro
a3bIKa: TOM XTO CHINKYeThCS Ha MOBI OKyIaHTa, HE MOXE Ha3UBATU
cebe ykpainueM| (Servant of the People, 2019b, 23:18-23:44).
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The series depicts each of the oligarchs financing radicals on both sides
of the divide: Ukrainian-speaking nationalists and Russian-speaking
separatists. In one scene, a separatist and a nationalist are shown to-
gether in the office of their oligarchic financier. The former suggests to
the latter that they need not attack each other in private, because they
are “suckle the same tit” [0T oHON cuCbKU KopMuMcs| (Servant of the
People, 2017d, 3:48-3:56). This and similar scenes from the show sug-
gest that linguistic and cultural differences across Ukrainian regions are
not genuinely significant. It is oligarchs and their puppets who create
artificial splits along regional lines—a continuing theme throughout all
three seasons of the show.

Beyond just the country’s radicals, all political parties in Ukraine
are shown to be the puppets of oligarchs. At the smallest oligarchic
whim, day or night, the parties gather in the parliamentary building
to vote as instructed. Under cover of night, deputies show up in the
session room dressed in nightgowns, bathrobes, beach attire, hunting
outfits, and other inappropriate garments. Three parliamentary factions
vote unanimously if three ruling oligarchs agree; if not, faction leaders
announce the law to be “against the interests of the Ukrainian people”
and threaten to leave the parliamentary coalition. Deputies endlessly
fight and hurl insults at each other, but this is only a spectacle, a simu-
lacrum. Behind the scenes, ostensibly implacable ideological opponents
are fond of each other, or in one case more than just fond—two of the
faction leaders have sex in the house of parliament right before a session
at which they harshly attack each other. Their intimate banter is full
of political terminology twisted into sexual innuendo: To “make a co-
alition” [co3aaTh KoaluIUIO] means to have sexual intercourse, while
having “enough votes” and “a big electorate” [A y Bac roJocoB XBaTUT?
Y MmeHs 00b10# d71eKTopart| are taken as references to sexual stamina
and physical endowment, etc. (Servant of the People, 2017a, 21:18-21:30).

The sexual scene in the house of parliament is very typical not only
in terms of its humor, which—as in many other scenes—is achieved
through double entendre, but also in its reference to a real romance
between two well-known Ukrainian politicians who were political op-
ponents in public and, as rumor had it, lived together in private. All
the other characters also have clear references to real figures in Ukrain-
ian politics, with the most obvious match being between the show’s
faction leader Zhanna Borisenko and Yulia Tymoshenko, the real-life
former prime minister known for her love of high-fashion clothing.
A scene in the third season, when Zhanna happens to serve tempo-
rarily as the president of Ukraine, starts with her scolding subordi-
nates. “Everything is crooked, askew, out of balance!” [Bce kpuBo koco,
Hukakoro Oanancal she shouts, accusing subordinates of “jeopardizing
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the country’s budget” [BbI cpbiBaeTe Oromxketr ctpanbl!| (Servant of the
People, 2019b, 14:12—14:38). The immediate impression is that Zhanna
1s concerned with the country’s budget law. The prolongation of her
rant, however, reveals the humor of the situation: “How can I appear
at a Cabinet meeting in this?” [Kak s MOry MosiBUTBhCSI Ha 3acCeTaHUU
Kabunera MuHucTpoB BOoT B 3ToM?| shouts Zhanna, throwing dress
sketches into the faces of the subordinates, who turn out to be fashion
designers. “I am the face of the state, and you dress me like a hooker!”
[S1 mumo rocymapeTBa, a BBl MEHs ofieBaeTe, Kak npodypcetky!] (Serv-
ant of the People, 2019b, 14:40—14:49).

In another scene, Zhanna shouts at her assistant about the need to
seize her last chance to run for president, arguing that by the next elec-
tion in five years’ time she will be “a decrepit old woman with a stick
from Dolce and Gabbana” [apsixyoi crapyxoil ¢ kitokoil ot Jloiue u
la66ana] (Servant of the People, 2019a, 58:50—-59:03). As in most other
scenes involving corrupted and self-absorbed politicians (and there is
no other type of politician in the show), the effect of investing them
with the meaning of parasites sucking blood from Ukraine’s body is
achieved by means of humor. Making fun of “the people’s exploiters”
places these powerful figures in an object-position and creates a ca-
thartic moment of enjoyment shared by the viewers—the people of
Ukraine.

The parallels between other figures in Ukrainian politics and show
characters are not always direct, but the real situations are easily recog-
nizable. In real life, it was Tymoshenko who used a wheelchair while
wearing high-heeled shoes; in the show, a male faction leader is in a
wheelchair to feign illness, and his appearance strikingly resembles that
of another actual politician. The interchangeability of characters and
their prototypes suggests an unequivocal conclusion: Liars and fakers
of all kinds manage Ukraine, both in the show and in real life, where
the former simply mirrors the latter. The character of the ousted “pres-
ident” shown in the first episode of the series is representative in this
respect. Appearing as a miserable drunkard accustomed to a luxurious
life, he cries to Yura, a henchman for the oligarchs, over his electoral
defeat by Holoborodko, unable to believe that the people have “stolen”
“his country” in which he “ate and drank” [¥Y meHs ykpanu cTpany,
IOpal!... 5 xxun B Held, en B Hell, un B Helt!| (Servant of the People, 2015,
13:18-13:36). He begs Yura to get him control over lucrative regions
in Ukraine to profit from their exploitation: Transcarpathia, Odessa
port, etc. [[laiite MHe 3akapnarbe! [lopT onecckuit naiire!| (Servant of
the People, 2015, 24:32—24:36). This funny scene, which is played very
convincingly by an actor, clearly refers to the pre-Maidan President
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Yanukovych who was clinging to power and hiding in his fancy coun-
try estate while Maidan protesters were dying in the center of Kyiv.

The “realism” of all these and endless similar scenes resonated well
with the Ukrainian people’s contempt and hatred for the country’s po-
litical “elites,” whom many believed to be accurately depicted in the
show. Before the presidential election of 2019, opinion polls showed a
“lowest-in-the-world rate of 9% of Ukrainians have confidence in their
government” (Bikus, 2019). In the show’s representation of ordinary
people, politicians appeared as “thieves” [Bopsl] coming to get their
hands on people’s property, insatiable “rats” [KpbIcbl| always wanting
more, “a horde” [opaa] collecting tribute, and so forth.

When Holoborodko finally gets a chance to reform the system of
power in Ukraine, his Minister of Finance (who happens to be his
ex-wife) boasts at a Cabinet meeting that they “have got rid of fools”
[OT TypaKoB, s HAACIOCh, MbI U30aBUIUCH| (Servant of the People, 2019c,
34:58-35:03). By “fools,” she means politicians, of course. Not only
are these figures corrupted, they are also primitively stupid. The series
provides endless illustrations of the idiocy of politicians.

Antagonistic Frontier

To define the situation in Laclau’s (2005) terms, Servant of the People
draws a solid antagonistic frontier separating “the people” and “the
elites.” The latter are not part of the national body, but rather parasites
sapping its strength. The equivalential chain of elements characteriz-
ing them includes stupidity, hypocrisy, venality, greed, unscrupulous-
ness, gluttony, lust, etc.—nothing positive or redeeming, and there is
no chance to work together with such people to reform Ukraine. The
country becomes healthy only after getting rid of both oligarchs and
their puppets. In the show, some of those who “used to make good
money without working” [KTO NpUBBIK HOpMallbHO 3apalaThIBaTh,
He paboras]| (Servant of the People, 2019¢, 37:10-37:14) are imprisoned
or flee the country; their property is confiscated. Others—450,000
bureaucrats—find themselves fired.

Referring to his evolution from a “a soft and principled teacher”
[Msrkoro, IpUHUMIMAIBHOIO YyUuTeNsd| to a “tough” and “unprinci-
pled” president [>kecTKuUi, €CJIM XOTUTE, OECIPUHIIUITHBIN TPE3UCHT],
Holoborodko publicly admits that he has “staged a coup in the country”
[MbI ycTpounu B cTpane nepeBopot]|. “IfI do something wrong,” he says,
addressing corrupted “others,” “the people will tell me. But definitely
not you” [Eciu s caenaro 4To-To He Tak, 00 3TOM MHE CKaKeT HapoJ.
Ho Touno He BBL.] (Servant of the People, 2017¢c, 22:30-22:53). In the
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clearest possible way, this excerpt from the second season illustrates the
Manichean division of the Ukrainian social into two non-overlapping
entities: “good us” (“the people”) vs. “bad them” (corrupted elites).” By
saying “we staged a coup,” Holoborodko acknowledges that imprison-
ments and property confiscations have been carried out in an extrajudi-
cial manner—skipping the courts is seen as an unavoidable necessity, as
all of the judges in the series turn out to be corrupted as well.

In this dirty political environment, Holoborodko-the-president has
no other choice but to rely on his old friends, whom he appoints to
ministerial positions, to take charge of punishing all the crooked scoun-
drels without regard to legality. Later, Zelensky-the-president, in the
spirit of his show, would also surround himself with old acquaintances
and friends to help him carry out his civilizational mission of “normal-
izing” Ukraine by bringing it up to the neoliberal standards. Thirty
such people received state positions after Zelensky came to power, ac-
cording to the Committee of Voters (2020):

These people were appointed to the positions of assistants, deputies,
heads of the Office of the President, received positions in the secu-
rity bodies of Ukraine, in the central bodies of executive power,
became members of supervisory councils, committees and people’s
deputies of Ukraine.

[Bkazani ocoOu Oynu mpu3HaYeHI Ha TMocaad TOMIYHUKIB,
3aCTyNHUKIB, KepiBHUKIB Odicy IlpesuaenTa, oTpumanu nocaau
B opraHax 0esneku YKpaiHH, B IEHTPaJbHUX OpraHaX BUKOHABUOL
BJIa/IM, CTAJH YJICHAMU HATJSAJOBUX paj, KOMITETiB, Oyau oOpaHi
Ha [10CaJ¥ HApOJHUX ACMyTaTiB YKpainu].

It is noteworthy that “the vast majority of these people have not previ-
ously worked in similar positions” [aGcoII0THA OiTIBIIICTh 3 HUX paHiIIe
HE TIpaloBajIl Ha aHAJIOTTYHKX nocajax|, as the Committee of Voters
(2020) claims. In other words, they had no relevant experience for per-
forming their new governmental duties—precisely as in the show.
‘What is probably much more important than his appointing of friends
is that in the spring of 2021, with his popularity in a nosedive, Zelen-
sky also imitated Holoborodko by using questionable methods of dealing
with “the enemies of the people”—politicians and oligarchs (at least, some
of them) who were sanctioned (deprived of their citizens’ rights) through
a decision handed down by the National Security and Defense Coun-
cil (NSDCQ). It is noteworthy that among the first to be sanctioned were
two parliamentary deputies from the Opposition Platform “For Life”
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(OPZZh), the main political rival of the “servants.” By sanctioning oppo-
sition politicians by extrajudicial means and shutting down opposition tel-
evision channels controlled by them—an effective method of silencing the
opposition and diminishing its presence in the public sphere—Zelensky
was able to improve his rating marginally (although not for long) at the
expense of significantly deteriorating the overall quality of the country’s
democratic condition. The next chapter will discuss this in more detail.

Notes

1 According to a 2019 survey, 55 percent of Ukrainian residents named
mass emigration as the greatest threat to the country. The UN estimates
that Ukraine could lose nearly a fifth of its population by 2050 (Edwards,
2020).

2 Later, when acting as the real president of Ukraine, Zelensky made a strong
shift toward the nationalistic agenda of Poroshenko. When discussing the
sympathy of Donbas residents toward Russia, for example, he advised them
to immigrate there (Zelensky, 2021).

3 Interestingly, in the first season of the series, the dichotomy was far less
strict: “The people” appeared indifferent to the cynicism of the politi-
cal spectacle in which they were involved, and willingly reproduced the
culture of corruption that had permeated all spheres of Ukrainian social
life. As the story develops, the leitmotif of the broad culture of corruption
vanishes and the focus shifts exclusively to elites, presented as a mono-
lithic group of corrupted and stupid creatures, juxtaposed against ordinary
Ukrainians, imagined in similarly monolithic but positive terms. Presum-
ably, the show’s original approach was adopted because Zelensky (not to
be confused with Holoborodko) initially had no plans to run for president
(Antonova, 2019) and could afford, therefore, to interpret Ukrainian social
reality in more nuanced, non-populist terms. It is only after he made up his
mind to participate in the election that the strategic necessity of employing
a more populist discourse emerged.
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4  On the Fringes of the
Virtual and the Real

Simulating the Political

The Virtual-Real Election Platform

The case of Zelensky is a complex interrelation of the discursive
and the material, with the former and the latter existing in both
digital and non-digital realms. In analyzing it, I have considered
the discursive-material knot in both planes—"“the virtual” and
“the real”—as well as their interrelations. Following the logic of
Deleuze and Guattari (1988, see Chapter 2), I traced the formation
of Zelensky’s political assemblage, which encompasses both digital
and non-digital realms. I also traced the formation of the equiv-
alential chain of election promises made by Zelensky-Holoborodko
across the “interface” that separates “the virtual” from “the real.”
To proceed with this kind of analysis, I drew on Laclau’s method of
analyzing populist discourses (2005), developed from DT’s founda-
tions (Chapter 2). While doing my research, I took “Zelensky” (the
discursive-material assemblage of his name and body) as an empty
signifier, linked equivalentially both to Zelensky’s election promises
made in “real” life and Holoborodko’s fulfilling of them in the dig-
ital/virtual realm of the series.

One may object that Holoborodko’s actions in the show have noth-
ing to do with Zelensky’s promises during his “real” election campaign,
but the point is that in “reality,” Zelensky “had spent little time articu-
lating how, exactly, he was planning to execute his proposed reforms,”
as Joshua Yaffa (2019) noted. His pre-election speeches and interviews
were so infrequent they could be counted on one’s fingers. The only
way the people of Ukraine could get an idea of how Zelensky was
planning to fix the country’s many problems was by watching his show.
After all, he was not only an actor, but also the co-owner of the studio
producing it and co-author of the scripts, and for many observers it was
quite clear before the election that voters would take Holoborodko’s
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promises as Zelensky’s. The following is an excerpt from one of his rare
pre-election interviews in which the issue is addressed:

HOST: But do you understand that millions of viewers who will watch

your show will associate you with Vasiliy Petrovich Holoborodko!
and will be voting not so much for you as for him?
[Ho nonumaenisb i Thl, 4TO MUJJIMOHBI 3pUTEIIEH, KOTOPBIE TOCMOTPST
9TU (PUIBMBI—TpPH QHIbMa OONBITHX—OYIyT OTOXACCTBIATH TeOs C
Bacunuewm I[etpoBudem ['onoboponsko u OyayT roIocoBaTh HE TaK 3a
TeOs, KaK 3a HeTo?|

ZELENSKY: I didn’t invent all this [the show]—I felt all this, [ am really
feeling this... It would have been impossible to create it all simply
because I am a good actor and because someone wrote it well. We
wrote it together, we all lived it together.

[Bce 310 He BBIIYMaHO—s BCE 3TO IPOUYBCTBOBAJ. SI peasibHO 3TO
4yBCTBYI0. DTO BCE HEIb3sl OBLIO CO3JaTh IPOCTO MOTOMY, YTO 5
XOPOUIUN aKTEP U KTO-TO XOPOIIO 3TO Hanucal. Mbl BCe 3TO Halucaliu
BMECTE, MbI BCE 9TO TIPOIKHUIIH].

(Zelensky, 2018, 6:28—7:47)

Zelensky’s answer is not straightforward, but its meaning is clear. By ar-
guing that the show was not simply a piece of artistic creation but made
from his real feelings, Zelensky established unequivocal links between
his “real” self and his “virtual” double Holoborodko, implying that
they were essentially the same.

Zelensky’s election platform started with the phrase: “I will tell you
about the Ukraine of my dream” [fI po3noBimM Bam nipo Ykpainy cBoei
Mpii| (Zelensky, 2019a). In what followed, he linked this dream to such
master-signifiers as “peace” [mup|, “people’s rule” [HapomoBiaanas],
“human dignity” [1roacbKa MigHICTB|, “equality” [piBHICTB|, ““justice”
[ctipaBensiuBicTh|, and “prosperity” [3aMOXkHICTB]. In the economic
sphere, all these signifiers were equivalentially united with: “de-
shadowing the economy” [geTiHi3auis ekoHOMikH], “full governmen-
tal transparency” [MOBHA BIAKPHUTICTH AisUTBHOCTI Baaau|, and “victory
over corruption” [IepemMora HaJi KOPYIII€0)|.

Consisting of only 1,601 words, the platform did not provide details
as to how “de-shadowing the economy,” “victory over corruption,”’
“equality,” and “justice” could be achieved. Zelensky’s few interviews
and speeches in “real life” were also “light on policy specifics,” as Yaffa
(2019) put it. All the nodal points of the platform would have remained
completely empty if they had not been linked to the actions of “digital”
Holoborodko. Only through his “virtual” anti-corruption performance
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did the empty signifiers of Zelensky’s “real” position acquire meaning,.
In other words, Zelensky’s “dream” came to be filled with meanings
through being equivalentially united not only with the discursive ele-
ments of his platform, speeches, and interviews but also with the virtual
performance of Holoborodko in the realm of the digital.

Zelensky’s election pledges were given to Ukrainians in “real”
life; however, it is in the digital realm of the series that Zelensky-
Holoborodko demonstrated how these pledges could be implemented.
In other words, by means of Holoborodko—his virtual double—
Zelensky was able to deliver his election promises not in terms of just
telling, but performing. In the show, Holoborodko unites the split
country, fires dishonest government officials, imprisons corrupted
politicians, and shows by his own example what the “servants of the
people”—political elites—should be. Season by season, for three years
in a row, Zelensky-Holoborodko was showing the people of Ukraine
what should be done to pull the country out of the swamp of corrup-
tion, poverty, mutual animosity, and hopelessness. He was able to do so
by transforming the “real” into the “digital” and vice versa.

Zelensky’s political success cannot be explained without account-
ing for his play “through the interface” that separates “the virtual”
and “the real.” By the logic of invitation and dislocation (Carpentier,
2017, 2021), the digital materiality of the series participated in discur-
sive struggles characterizing the Ukrainian political field. An event of
its own, Servant of the People dislocated the normality of the hegemonic
political discourse according to which only professional politicians and
rich people could win presidential elections, with their top priority
in ruling the country being their own personal benefit. The story of
Holoborodko-the-teacher—a poor, honest simpleton with a better un-
derstanding of history than contemporary political life—unequivocally
invited viewers to imagine an alternative was possible: Not only could
common people, with no wealth or power, win the popular vote, but
they could also use political power to serve the people rather than their
own interests.

Interacting with Zelensky’s virtual-real creation, sympathetic view-
ers were interpellated into Zelensky’s performative machine, which
disrupted the conventional flow of political business. The invitation
extended to Ukrainians by the series—to dream about and act in the
name of another Ukraine, ruled not by professional-and-corrupted pol-
iticians but by unprofessional-but-honest people—was accepted by mil-
lions; the number of votes cast in favor of Zelensky in April 2019 clearly
testifies to this. On May 30, 2019, the collective fantasy generated by
Zelensky’s dream machine materialized into the discursive-material
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assemblage of the presidential mace in Zelensky’s right hand and presi-
dential collar around his neck—the symbols of Ukraine’s highest politi-
cal power. His oath of allegiance to the Ukrainian people with his right
hand on the Bible; his first speech in the capacity of the President of
Ukraine; his announcement of the dissolution of the parliament during
the inauguration—to a great extent, these discursive-material mani-
festations of presidential power were made possible by the Servant of
the People machine crushing up all frontiers between the imagined and
the real, the artistic and the political, the digital and the tangible, and
so forth.

Clearly, not all Ukrainians accepted the show’s invitation to disrupt
the hegemonic political order and transfer presidential power to an am-
ateur. Many critics of Zelensky invested his performance on the fringes
of the virtual and the real with the meaning of “clown tricks™ “Why
is it so funny to all of us? Because our president is a clown” [HoMy Ham
cmimrHo? Tomy 1o B Hac npe3usieHT kioyH| (Chornovol, 2020, 0:27-
0:29). Such was an alternative reaction to Zelensky’s project widely
shared by his opponents. The possibility of interpreting the whole sit-
uation in these terms was offered by the obvious fact that the “real”
Zelensky was not the “virtual” simpleton Holoborodko—the “real”
Zelensky was a well-known and well-to-do comedian, and this only
added to the contingency of the whole discursive-material situation and
the possibility of interpreting it in different ways.

The “presidential activities” performed by Holoborodko in the series
were so cinematically simplistic and they could only strengthen the
“clown tricks” discourse. In the show, oligarchs buy their way out of
criminal cases to cover the state budget deficit, while ordinary Ukrain-
ians donate money to pay off IMF debts. On the other hand, those
who were inclined to support Zelensky while recognizing the extreme
naivety of the show’s presentation of “reforms” were free to adopt a
“this is just a show” position. The contingency of the whole virtual-real
discursive-material assemblage provided Ukrainians with an opportu-
nity to identify themselves with it in different ways, which demon-
strates not only the agency of the viewers/Ukrainian citizens but also
the agency of the show itself. By triggering different reactions among
Ukrainians, the show itself acted as a social agent. Once the series had
been released, the producers could not control its impact.2

Obviously, Zelensky’s success cannot be explained exclusively by
the series. Zelensky’s victory became possible due to many different
factors, the most important of which was the ongoing war in Donbas
along with the deterioration of socioeconomic conditions. As pointed
out by Vadim Karasyov, director of the Kyiv-based Institute for Global
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Strategies, Poroshenko’s crushing defeat in the presidential election of
April 2019 came as a result of people’s fatigue with the “paranoid poli-
tics” [mapaHouaanbHON MONMUTUKH]| of fear associated with the conflict,
when “every day here is an agent of Moscow, an agent of the Kremlin,
an agent of Russia, an agent of the FBI...” [Korna kaxxaslii AeHb TOT
areHT MockBsl, TOT areHT Kpemiisi, ToT arent Poccun, ToT arent ®CBH]
(Karasyov, 2019, 15:00-15:06). According to Karasyov, corrupted elites
“switched paranoia on” [BKJIO4aTh napaHoio]| to hold on to politi-
cal power, while people wanted “to return to normal life and get out
of this madhouse” [BepHYTBhCSI K HOPMaJbHOH >KM3HU M BBIOpATHCS
n3 3Toro aypromal. Political decisions were thus driven by a widely
shared request for peace, national unity, and centrism (Karasyov, 2019,
16:20—-18:50). In their desire for “the normal,” the majority of Ukrain-
ians voted for the alternative proposed by Zelensky: a beautiful, bright,
humorous dream in which peace reigns and there is no splitting of the
country into “right” and “wrong” Ukrainians.

However, the recognition of other factors contributing to Zelensky’s
success does not diminish the importance of his series, in which the
most painful issues of “real” Ukraine were transformed into bits to be
solved performatively in the realm of the digital. In this sense, Zelen-
sky used the series as a virtual-real political program—“a very cool
move, because no one reads boring texts now” [9T0 04eHb KJIACCHBII
xof. IloToMy uTO HyJHBIC TEKCTHI ceiiuac HUKTO He uutaet| (Kara-
syov, 2019, 11:13-11:18). It was “virtual” in the sense that it was pre-
sented through a fictional character living in the “intangible” digital
world, but it was “real” because it influenced political developments
on the ground by convincing people (not all, but many) that simplistic,
Holoborodko-style political solutions could actually improve the situa-
tion in Ukraine. This finding is in line with Paul Leonardi (2010) who
argues that, apart from its molecular/radical/vital materiality, digital
reality is perfectly material in the sense that it leads to practical social
consequences.

Zelensky’s Party Machine

The presentation of the social with a Manichean division between
“good us” and “bad them” culminates in the second season of the show
when Holoborodko-the-president, having lost faith in the possibility of
anti-corruption reforms within the existing system of power, unleashes
his fury with machine guns, slaughtering the parliamentary deputies
right in the session hall of the parliamentary building. Moments after
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the shooting scene, it becomes clear that this is Holoborodko’s dream,
not “reality,” even in the show. However, as it turned out, not all people
saw the shooting as a mere fantasy.

On April 12, 2019, the First Deputy Chair of Ukraine’s parliament,
Irina Herashchenko, demanded that the Ministry of Internal Affairs
open criminal proceedings in connection with the parliament shooting
scene in Servant of the People (Interfax, 2019). She interpreted the scene
as “the language of hatred” [sa3bIk Bpaxapl]. Anton Herashchenko, a
representative of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, responded: It was in
dreams; dreams can be different, but one cannot punish for dreams—
dreams are not punishable [9To ObLIO B Me4YTaX, BO CHE, @ CHbl MOTYT
OBITh Pa3HBIMH, HO 33 CHBI HE HaKa3bIBAlOT—CHBI He Hakazyembl| (HB
Ukraine, 2019).

If the shooting of the parliament was an allegorical expression of
Zelensky’s dream to get rid of the old system of power, whose corrup-
tion Servant of the People had been revealing for three TV seasons in a
row, then the time had come to make those dreams true: “I dissolve
the Verkhovna Rada of the eighth convocation. Glory to Ukraine!” [5I
posnyckato Bepxosny Pany Ykpainu 8-ro cknukannsa. Cnasa YkpaiHi!|
(Zelensky, 2019b). For many, these words, pronounced by Zelensky
at his actual inauguration, were the equivalent of Holoborodko’s im-
agined shooting. “Do you remember, there was an episode where he
was shooting the parliament? Now, he has shot the parliament by words”
[[TomHuTE, €CTH TAKOW AMU30/, TJIE€ OH PACCTPEIMBAET MapiaaMeHT? A
BOT Cei4ac OH ero paccTpersil, 3TOT MapiIaMeHT, ciloBecHO|—said Kar-
asyov following Zelensky’s announcement (Gamov, 2019), which got
a standing ovation from his viewers/voters watching the inauguration
ceremony in front of the parliamentary building.

Two months after Zelensky’s inauguration, his Servant of the People
party received the majority of parliamentary seats. No one could pre-
dict such an overwhelming success given that the party members were
predominantly unknown to the general public before the elections.
The consensus view among many political experts is that Ukrainians
seemed to cast their votes for unknown “new faces” simply because
they were running under the brand of the party with the show’s name
and because people were tired of the “old faces” of the corrupted estab-
lishment (e.g., Skorkin, 2019).

Never in its history had the parliament of Ukraine welcomed so
many politically inexperienced “people’s servants.” To provide them
with at least some basic knowledge of their parliamentary duties, the
party organized an intense training course in a hotel complex in the
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Carpathian foothills. Mykyta Poturaev, a party ideologist,® addressed
his colleagues in this way:

Politically, you are nothing...You are here because the voter was
looking for people from the political party “Servant of the People.”
The voter did not care whose name would be on that line. The
winner of these elections is Vladimir Alexandrovich Zelensky.

[Bce BeI—monuTHUecKH HUKTO... Kak BBI 37€ch OKa3aauch?
Bbl 37ech Okazanuch MOTOMY, 4TO H30HMpaTenb HCKal JIOACH
nonutuyeckor maptuu "Cinyra Hapona". M emy ObLIO Bce paBHO,
kakas (amunaus OyJeT yka3aHa B ITOH CTpOKe. DTH BBIOOPHI
BbIUTpall Branumup AnexcaHApoBUY 3eJICHCKUH].

(Poturaev, 2019)

Shocking as it may sound, this statement makes sense from the point of
view of democratic representation. One can hardly regard the “serv-
ants” as representatives of voters who simply did not know them and
had never heard their political views. Among the elected political new-
bies were wedding photographers, actors, and nannies with no political
experience whatsoever (Lenta.ru, 2019).

Bewildering observers yet again, all the “key people” of the party
wrote their letters of resignation in advance. As Zelensky himself com-
mented on the issue,

We do not hold on to power. We—all the key people who came
with me—agreed from the beginning that we would write letters
of resignation. If society or the president feels that this or that per-
son cannot cope with the tasks set by Ukraine, then this person will
resign any moment.

[Mu He TpuMaeMocs 3a Biaay. Mu—BCi KJIFOUOBI JTFO/IH, SIK1 31 MHOIO
MPUHIIIH—IOMOBHIINCS 3 CAMOTO TOYaTKY, 1[0 HAITHIIEMO 3asBU
Ha 3BIJIBHEHHS. SIKIIIO CYCIJICTBO UM MPE3UACHT BiTIyBaTUMYTh,
10 Ta YM iHIIA JIIOJMHA HE MOXKE BIOPATHCSA 3 MOCTABICHUMHU
YkpaiHoo 3aBAaHHSIMU, TO B Oyab-IKUH MOMEHT LS JIIOAUHA, HE
TPUMAIOYHCH 32 KPicio, MiAe Y BiACTaBKY].

(Radio Liberty, 2019)

One could get an impression that the idea of these letters was to prevent
“servants” from using their political power for personal financial gain.
As it turned out later, however, “coping with the tasks set by Ukraine”
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meant adopting unpopular laws necessary for the country’s neoliberal
“normalization.” In a video clip released in November 2019, Zelensky
pronounced:

Every deputy must understand that he or she must vote for the laws
that society needs. Not all bills are popular. No wonder they have
not been adopted for 30 years.

[KoxeH aemyTar OBUHEH 3p0O3yMiTH, 1110 BiH IOBUHEH TOJIOCYBaTH
3a 3aKOHH, sIKI MOTPiOHI cycminbcTBy. He BCl 3aKOHOMPOEKTH
nonynsapHi. He mpocTo Tak e ix He mpuiiMaiy HapoJHi JemyTaTH
BIIPOIOBXK 30 POKiB|.

(Zelensky, 2019¢, 3:54—4:09)

Zelensky’s proposed methods for controlling the “servants” had signif-
icant potential to hamper the political process by silencing alternative
opinions and stifling the possibility of internal dissent. Prerequisites
came into force through which an “authoritarian neoliberalism” (Bruff,
2014) could emerge from ostensibly democratic procedures—even
more of an empty simulation of democracy than the simulacrum rid-
iculed by Zelensky in the show (more on this in Chapter 8). Zelensky
himself seems to acknowledge this. “We have democracy in the Ver-
khovna Rada so far. But only so far...” [[loku 1o y Hac AeMOKparisi y
Bepxosniit Pagi. Ane noku mo| (Zelensky, 2019¢, 0:28—0:32)—this is
how, with a meaningful grin on his face, Zelensky commented on the
necessity of voting for the “laws society needs.”

As Karasyov put it as soon as the Servant of the People faction achieved
a parliamentary majority,

There will be a parliament of obedient people, it will be a prison
of deputies... because they were not elected, they were actually
appointed... There will be iron discipline, an iron cage for depu-
ties, they will vote as either the Cabinet or the Presidential Office
decides.

[Ceifuac mapmaMeHT He HYXXEH, celyac OyJeT mapiJaMeHT
MOCTYIIHBIX JIIOAEH, 3T0 OyJeT TIOpbMa JAEMyTaTOoB... IOTOMY
YTO WX HE W30pasid, UX HA3HAYMIN (PaKTHYECKH.. Tam OyaeT
JKelle3Hash JHMCIUIIINHA, Kele3Has KJeTKa s JIeNyTaToB, OHH
OyayT roiocoBaTh Tak, Kak pemuT jgudo KadmuH, mubo Oduc
Hpe3I/I,Z[eHTa].4

(Gladkov, 2019)
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It seemed like the deputies had been cast for parliamentary roles similar
to those of their fictional counterparts on the TV program, in which
Holoborodko also hires and fires people without regard to legality.
Right after his electoral victory, as if still playing the part of Holobo-
rodko, Zelensky traveled all over Ukraine to wallop local bureaucrats
for the pleasure of viewers—not of the series this time, but of news
programs. Amid such developments, the imaginary and the real have
merged into a virtual game where every player is at the mercy of a
system that holds a monopoly over the rules—a despotism for virtual
times, as Baudrillard (2005) would call this (more on this in Chapter 7).

To put it in Slobodian’s (2020) terms, it appears as if Zelensky’s power
machine was designed exclusively for “finding a legal and institutional
fix for the disruptive effects of democracy on market processes” (p. 11).
By trying to control parliamentary deputies through unprecedented
disciplinary mechanisms, Zelensky was clearly attempting to de-po-
liticize his neoliberal economic policy (see Chapter 8). To be sure,
Zelensky’s case in this sense is far from unique—*“the disenchantment
of politics by economics” (Davies, 2017, p. xx) seems to be a common
feature of otherwise different neoliberal projects. However, Zelensky’s
contribution to the general trend is radically innovative: Not only was
his project of neoliberalization not-so-political, it also appeared to be
not-so-real. The condition of possibility for Zelensky’s neoliberal pro-
ject was the creation of a zone of exception where the virtual and the
real were not mutually exclusive but rather blurred into one another. In
this respect, Zelensky surpassed even his “great teacher”—as he called
Donald Trump during phone talks with the then-US president (CNN,
2019). Both were showmen and each of them boasted he was “not a pol-
itician” (Trump, 2016; RFE/RL, 2019); however, Trump was making
election promises as himself, while Zelensky did it predominantly as
the TV character Holoborodko.

Holoborodko-Zelensky-Holoborodko

In line with Fraser’s (2019) argument, for Zelensky’s neoliberal project
to gain broader appeal, it had to be repackaged—decked out as progres-
sive. In other words, it had to be euphemized through articulating link-
ages not with mass privatization, budget cuts, land sales, and so forth,
but with concepts like civil peace, social justice, Europeanization, mod-
ernization, and normalization. The second chain replaced the first one,
which had come to be totally invisible in Holoborodko’s presentation.
In Zelensky’s show, so popular among Ukrainians, Holoborodko does
not privatize public enterprises and land. In contrast, he promises “to
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expropriate the property of state officials by the same methods that they
acquired it in the 1990s” [MpbI 3a0upaeM UMYIIECTBO TEMH METOIAMH,
KOTOPBIMH OHH 3TO UMYILECTBO B 90-X nmpuodpenu| (Servant of the Peo-
ple, 2017b, 19:26—19:31). This formulation suggested that the bandit
post-Soviet privatization of the 1990s should be reconsidered and social
justice restored through returning to the state people’s once-collective
property. However, instead of the nationalization of the property once
stolen from the people, Zelensky declared another round of privatiza-
tion as soon as his real Cabinet of ministers was formed.

Only after his popular support plummeted in 2021 did Zelensky re-
turn to the rhetoric of re-privatization to save his approval rating. On
February 20, 2021, the Secretary of the National Security and Defense
Council (NSDC) Oleksiy Danilov announced the beginning of re-pri-
vatization through sanctions. Strictly in line with Holoborodko’s mes-
sage regarding the expropriation of collective property by the same
methods oligarchs received it in the 1990s (see Chapter 3), Danilov
proclaimed: “Everything that has been stolen from the Ukrainian peo-
ple since 1991 will be returned to the Ukrainian people” [Bce, uTo
yKkpajeHo ¢ 1991 roga y yKpamHCKOro Hapoja, OyIeT BO3BpalieHO
yKpanHCKOMY Hapoay| (Strana.ua, 2021).

Furthermore, as in the show, the return of public property to the
people was planned to be conducted without regard to legality. As
Mikhail Pogrebinsky (2021), director of the Kyiv Centre of Political
Studies and Conflictology, explains,

The decisions of the National Security and Defense Council—put
into effect by presidential decrees—imposed sanctions against a
number of Ukrainian individuals and legal entities. It was done
ignoring the direct constitutional prohibition to impose sanctions
against Ukrainian citizens. These sanctions involve the extrajudi-
cial seizure of property without any evidence of illegal activities of
the relevant individuals and legal entities.

Considered alongside the governmental program of mass privatization,
which Zelensky said in March 2021 would go on no matter what (Eco-
nomic Pravda, 2021), his desire to nationalize the property of sanc-
tioned Ukrainian citizens looks to many like political reprisal rather
than a righting of past injustice.

Among the first to be sanctioned by the NSDC were two parlia-
mentary deputies from the Opposition Platform “For Life” (OPZZh)—
Victor Medvedchuk and Taras Kozak, as well as members of their
families.” Three oppositional television channels controlled by these
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politicians were shut down (Olearchuk, 2021). Reporters Without
Borders considered this “an abuse of the government’s power to im-
pose sanctions that could lead to an increase in partisan tension” and
demanded that Ukraine “respect its international obligations” (RSF,
2021); the channels have remained banned, however, allowing Zelen-
sky to make some political headway:

In recent months, the OPZZh has been gaining in polls at the
expense of the president’s Servant of the People party, and after
the Council took its most recent decisions, polls have shown an
increase of several percent in support for Zelensky and his party.
(Matuszak & Zochowski, 2021)

At least partly, Zelensky’s bump in popularity after attacking the oppo-
sition can be explained by the fact that, in contrast to the land reform
and other neoliberal experiments launched by “servants,” people gen-
erally liked the idea of punishing oligarchs or simply rich influential
people (oppositional or not) by all possible means (legal or not).°

Inspired by this success, Zelensky started using the NSDC to apply
sanctions—extrajudicially and on a grand scale—against other citizens
of Ukraine suspected of various crimes. In June 2021 alone, Zelensky
put into effect a NSDC decision to impose sanctions against 538 in-
dividuals and 540 companies (Ukrayinska Pravda, 2021). Despite in-
dependent observers having significant doubts “about the use of the
broadly and vaguely formulated concept of a ‘threat to national secu-
rity’ to resolve the current internal problems related to the management
of the state in the economic, political and administrative spheres,” the
show of illegal sanctions, politically profitable for Zelensky, still goes
on. As Pogrebinsky (2021) put it, “We are witnessing the establishment
of a pro-Western authoritarian regime in Ukraine, where power is con-
centrated in the hands of the president.” It is difficult not to agree with
this observation.”

Indeed, as we can judge from both Zelensky’s election platform and
his show, the power of the presidency had to be strengthened to imple-
ment reforms aimed at achieving a “normal” Westernized condition. In
the series, Westernization (modernization) was equivalentially united
with social justice, understood as de-oligarchization, re-privatization,
and the fair distribution of national resources; but in real life, dur-
ing the first period of Zelensky’s rule (2019-2020), Westernization
was linked primarily to the neoliberal reforms discussed in the pre-
vious chapter. Only in 2021, with an approval rating in freefall, did
Zelensky invoke Holoborodko’s ideas of restoring social justice through
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re-privatization and de-oligarchization and initiate the NSDC’s out-of-
court proceedings.

A similar revival of Holoborodko’s promises can be observed with
regard to other issues, such as the relationship between Ukraine and the
IMF. In the show, the virtual president Holoborodko publicly curses
the IMF after the director of its mission withholds a new loan, set-
ting humiliating terms that could destroy the economy of Ukraine:
“With a deep sense of gratitude, [ would like to tell you: ‘Fuck off?”” [C
4yBCTBOM TITy0OOKOM O6JIarogapHOCTH X0uy cka3aTh: “Maute B xomy!”|
(Servant of the People, 2017a, 22:59-23:03). In reality, the government
of Zelensky is still negotiating with the IMF, asking for new loans and
adding to the country’s already-mountainous level of debt:

Ukraine’s public and publicly guaranteed debt increased from 50.4
percent of GDP in 2019 to a projected 65.4 percent in 2020, ac-
cording to the IMF. In December alone, Ukraine’s Finance Min-
istry raised roughly $4 billion in government bonds, with the
majority of the securities at interest rates between 10—12 percent.
Among other debt, Ukraine also announced a $350 million short-
term loan from Deutsche Bank that month. According to Ukraine’s
finance ministry, the country will have to repay roughly $11 billion
during the first half of 2021, or about 7 percent of the country’s
GDP. It will then have to repay roughly an additional $10 billion
during the rest of 2021.

(Timtchenko, 2021)

However, with regard to the IMF—as in the earlier case of re-
privatization—a stance championed by Holoborodko in the virtual
realm later reappeared on Zelensky’s public agenda in 2021 to shore
up his approval rating. In his joint interview with Agence France-Presse,
Reuters, and the Associated Press on June 14, 2021, Zelensky accused the
IMF of “unfair” policies toward Ukraine; in his view, IMF require-
ments should be mitigated given that “we have a war,” “we are fighting
the oligarchs,” and “we are fighting corruption” (Zelensky, 2021). Of
course, accusing the IMF of unfairness is not the same as cussing out its
representatives, but what is important is that Holoborodko’s “virtual”
themes are reemerging in Zelensky’s “real” discursive constructions
when it becomes tactically necessary.

It is important to recognize, in other words, that Zelensky’s power,
which has been formed on the fringes of the virtual and the real, still
draws its energy from the virtual realm—from the promises of Holo-
borodko and from the party machine that, as I will discuss in Chapter
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7, has become the virtual reality of his show—"an ectoplasm of the
screen,” in the words of Baudrillard (2005, p. 81). In the next two chap-
ters, using the example of land reform, I will discuss how exactly this
machine, refueled with virtual energy, has managed to function despite
people’s disapproval.

Notes

1 “Vasiliy Petrovich” is a Russian equivalent for “Vasyl Petrovych.”

2 After the episodes of Servant of the People aired on 1+1 television channel,
they were uploaded to YouTube and any viewer has been able to watch any
episode free of charge.

3 Poturaev is a political technologist with a long service record, hav-
ing worked for numerous well-known politicians including Ukraine’s
ex-president Leonid Kuchma. Since 2019, he has been an influential force
in Zelensky’s political project (Ukraina.ru, 2019).

4 In 2020, amid Zelensky’s flagging popularity, the parliamentary “mono-
majority” of his party started fragmenting into informal groups influenced
by oligarchs. To get bills approved, “servants” now have to negotiate with
“dissidents.”

5 The sanctions against Victor Medvedchuk and Taras Kozak were imposed
under the premise of investigating their alleged involvement in “financing
terrorism”—i.e., having economic relations with Donbas. Because Don-
bas rebels are considered “terrorists” (Baysha, 2017), it is implied that the
Donbas and Luhansk republics, which had announced their independence
from Ukraine, are also terroristic organizations. Any economic relations
with them may therefore be interpreted as support for terrorism. Sanctions
ban the use and management of property; restrict trade operations; block
the transit of resources, flights and shipments across Ukraine; prohibit the
withdrawal of capital from Ukraine; suspend economic and financial ob-
ligations due to the sanctioned party; stop the issuing of permissions and
licenses on the import and export of currency; and restrict cash withdraw-
als from cards discharged by foreign residents (Hurska, 2021).

6 Medvedchuk, asanctioned OPZZh deputy and strident opponent of Zelen-
sky who systematically criticized the reforms carried out by the “servants,”
is a millionaire who accumulated his initial capital in the 1990s. The god-
father of Medvedchuk’s daughter is none other than Vladimir Putin—
another fact that may make Medvedchuk loathsome in the eyes of many
West-looking Ukrainians. However, he improvement of Zelensky’s rating
was short-lived: In August 2021, the gap in approval ratings between OP-
ZZh (18.3 percent) and Servant of the People (20.6 percent) fell within
the statistical margin of error of the polling, while disapproval of Zelensky
rose to 56.1 percent (up from 52.7 percent in July [KIIS, 2021]).

7 Zelensky’s drive to impose sanctions on Ukrainian citizens went beyond a
single instance of violating the Constitution. After the Constitutional Court
of Ukraine ruled the powers of the National Agency of Preventing Corrup-
tion (NAPC) unconstitutional and scrapped the asset declaration system—a
program that had been one of the requirements for Ukraine’s loans from
the IMF—Zelensky drafted a law to fire all the Court’s sitting judges and
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annul their ruling. Experts agreed that the bill was “clearly in violation of
the Ukrainian Constitution, which only allows Constitutional Court judges
to be removed by a vote of two-thirds of their colleagues” (Harvard, n/d).
The head of Ukraine’s Constitutional Court, Oleksandr Tupytskyi, called
Zelensky’s move a “coup’—exactly as Zelensky had described similar ac-
tions taken by Holoborodko in the show. In response to Tupytskyi’s remark,
on March 27, 2021—also in violation of the Ukrainian Constitution
Zelensky signed a decree canceling his appointment as a judge of the court.
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5 ‘Do Not Sell Our
Motherland!”’

Zelensky’s Land Reform

The Motherland

Since the announcement of Ukraine’s state independence in 1991, land
sale has been one of the country’s most hotly debated and emotionally
charged issues. This is no surprise: About 70 percent of the country's
surface (about 42 million hectares) has been used for agriculture, and
about 75 percent of the agricultural area is arable land, two-thirds of
it the agriculturally rich black soil (chernozem) (USGS, 2017). Given
the country’s low cost of labor, low environmental standards, and low
rent for land, Ukraine’s land resources have always interested potential
foreign investors (Fedchyshyn et al., 2020). What has deterred many of
them from investing in the agricultural sector of Ukraine was primarily
the fact that the Ukrainian land market had not been liberalized.

The state monopoly on land ownership, a Soviet legacy, was abolished
in Ukraine in 1992, when Ukrainian peasants gained the right to leave
their collective farms and instead work individual plots of land, which
they obtained from the government at no charge (Land Code, 1992).
However, landowners were required to use their land only for farming,
gardening, and/or house construction; they were also expected to com-
ply with ecological and soil-protection norms, cultivate land continu-
ously, and so forth. A failure to meet the established requirements could
result in the confiscation of privately owned lands by local authorities.
For advocates of a free land market, these and other restrictions were
“totally inconsistent with the notion of private ownership and with mar-
ket mechanisms of land management” (Csaki & Lerman, 1997, p. 2).

Various inconsistencies characterized the whole process of reforming
land relations since Ukraine obtained its state independence in 1991
(Dankevych et al., 2017). Until the spring of 2020, when Volodymyr
Zelensky finally managed to force the opening of the land market, it
had been outlawed “to sell, donate, pledge or otherwise alienate 96% of
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all privately owned agricultural land, as well as all state and communal
lands” (Rogach et al., 2019, p. 67). Moreover, only Ukrainian citizens
and Ukrainian legal entities had a right to own land (although not to
sell it). As Article 22 of the Land Code (2001) of Ukraine stated, “Ag-
ricultural land cannot be transferred to the ownership of foreigners,
stateless persons, foreign legal entities, and foreign states” [I[HO3eMHUM
rpoMajgsHaM Ta ocobaM 0e3 rpoMajasHCTBA 3EMEJbHI IIISHKH Yy
BIIACHICTH He mepenaroThest]. When it came to land leasing, however,
foreigners, stateless persons, and foreign legal entities had rights equal
to those of Ukrainians (Land Lease, 1998).

Land leasing had been allowed for a term of up to 50 years. Since
many small landowners could not cultivate their plots due to a lack of
adequate material and financial resources (Allina-Pisano, 2004), they
had to lease them to farmers or “agro-holdings”—agricultural con-
glomerates, “the ten largest of which have about 3 million hectares of
land in their land use” (Martynyuk, 2017, p. 16). Such an enormous
concentration of acreage in the hands of huge conglomerates had be-
come possible because there were “many ways to circumvent the mor-
atorium on agricultural land sales: long-term rent, mephitis, fictitious
testament, pledge, proxy, change of land use purpose, legal foreclosure
through debt, etc.,” as Kurylo and colleagues (2020, p. 363) explain.

The non-transparency of the whole system of land relations allowed
proponents of a free land market to argue that a market had, in fact,
already been established, only in an “uncivilized” “shadow” form that
prevented it from becoming a valuable resource for the country’s en-
richment. In the view of many land-market advocates, this had signif-
icantly impeded “the development of both the agrarian business and
the inflow of investments in general, which negatively affects GDP and
outflows of investments” (Fedchyshyn et al., 2020, p. 166).

The opponents of land sales see the situation in a completely different
light. Despite the moratorium on land sales, they argue, the share of
GDP from the agricultural sector is growing, and agricultural exports
are growing as well. Given Ukraine’s current trend of deindustriali-
zation, agriculture is in fact the only growing sector of the Ukrainian
economy. This is because:

The absence of a land market allowed our farmers to save money
that they would have spent on buying land... The rent is relatively
low. And so they got money that they can invest in technologies,
in new equipment, in new agricultural machinery—that is, in the
development of their production.



“Do Not Sell Our Motherland!” 71

[OTcyTcTBHE pBIHKA 3€MJIM TO3BOJMJIO HAIIUM  arpapusm
COKOHOMHMTH JCHBIH, KOTOPBIC OHH ObI TPATHJINA HA BBIKYTI 3¢MJIH. . .
ApeHHas 1aTa OTHOCUTEIIBHO HEBBICOKAsL. M TaK y HUX TIOSIBUITUCH
JICHBI'U, KOTOPBIE OHU MOTYT BKJIQJIbIBaTh B TEXHOJIOTUH, B HOBOE
000pylioBaHUE, B HOBYIO CEIIbCKOXO3SHUCTBEHHYIO TEXHHKY—TO
€CTh, B Pa3BUTHE CBOETO IMPOU3BO/ICTBA.

(Kushch, 2021, 24:23-25.04)

According to this view, the sale of land resources would enrich not
Ukrainians but multinational corporations and global financial spec-
ulators (Litoshenko, 2014). Given that agricultural land comprises up
to 70 percent of Ukraine’s territory, the opening of the land market
would deprive Ukrainians not only of soil but also of living space.

This point of view has been widely shared among Ukrainians who
consider the country’s soil not simply as a collective asset but as their
“mother”—a metaphor found in numerous Ukrainian proverbs: “The
land is our dear mother who feeds and cherishes everybody” [3emns—
MaTH Hallla, BCiX TOJY€ 1 MeCTUTH|, “take care of the fertile land as you
would your mother” [[Jornanaii 3emitro IigHy, sk MaTip piiHy], etc.
It defies the wisdom of previous generations, crystallized in these max-
ims, to let the land go: “Do not let your land go, for your children will
curse you” [He Bumyckaii 3emuti 3 pyk, 00 IiTH MpoKJIeHYTh| (Apho-
rism, n/d). These and similar Ukrainian proverbs reflect a special, al-
most sacred attitude of Ukrainian peasants toward their “Motherland”;
it is no wonder the people’s resistance against land sales has persevered.
Numerous opinion polls conducted by different research centers at dif-
ferent times have been consistent in their findings. Most Ukrainians
have been against land sales, in general, while the vast majority of them
were against selling Ukrainian land to foreigners (KIIS, 2019; Rating,
2019; UHBDP, 2020).

Ukrainian presidents—Zelensky’s predecessors—have advocated for
the free sale of agricultural land since the implementation of a morato-
rium on land sales in 2001. But none of them managed to persuade the
parliament of the necessity of opening the land market. Parliamentary
deputies overcame presidential vetoes on several occasions or sabotaged
the adoption of laws necessary to lift the moratorium and launch the
market. The moratorium was prolonged several times until Zelensky
and his party came to power in 2019 and established control over the
Parliament (the Rada).

As outlined in Chapter 3, just three days after the new government
was formed, Zelensky instructed Prime Minister Honcharuk to draft
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a bill to abolish the moratorium on the sale of agricultural land so that
the Rada could adopt the new Land Code by December. At least two
factors made this extremely rapid move a shock to many Ukrainians.
First, the election program of Zelensky’s party said nothing about the
sale of land, while only one phrase in Zelensky’s election platform de-
scribed his plans for land reform: “The formation of a transparent land
market” [@opmyBaHHS mpo3oporo puHKY 3emii| (Zelensky, 2019a),
which could be interpreted as making existing land relations more
transparent.

Moreover, in Zelensky’s show Servant of the People, which, as I argue
in Chapter 4, was used as an informal election platform, nothing at
all was said about the sale of land. Quite on the contrary: Holobo-
rodko wants to revive Ukraine’s industry and space program, while
the European Union insists on Ukraine’s agricultural destiny. An EU
representative recommends that Holoborodko abandon his “space fan-
tasies” [maBaiiTe O6e3 kocMuueckux (pantasuii| because “this niche is
already occupied” [3Ta HMIIA yke 3aHATa] by nations with more es-
tablished space programs and insists that “Eastern Europe is about ag-
riculture” [Bocrounas EBpona — 3To cenbckoe X034icTBO| (Servant of
the People, 2019, 47:14—48:59). As a response, Holoborodko addresses
the nation with a message of fiery disagreement, criticizing EU policies
that keep Ukraine in its “garden” [B oropone|. “They have satellites,
and we have a rake. And shovels” [Y HUX cllyTHHKH, a y Hac rpadau. 1
sonarsl|, he intones sarcastically, and proceeds to call on Ukrainians “to
change everything” and “get real independence”—apparently from the
Western institutions of power |11 MOXXET MONBITATHCS] BCE U3MEHUTD.
JeiicTBUTENBHO 0OpPECTH HE3aBUCUMOCTH| (Servant of the People, 2019,
53:35-54:28). These words from Holoborodko were broadcast only
days before the first round of the real presidential election. For viewers
of the series, encouraged to associate the ideas of Holoborodko with
the candidacy of Zelensky, it could hardly have been imaginable that
the real policy actions of their real president would diverge so radically
from the vision provided by the show.

Although Zelensky made it clear from time to time in his very few
interviews that he was not against the land market, he never elaborated
on this point in any detail. This is a representative example:

I want... all global companies to come here and invest. Actually,
this is one of the alternatives to any military alliance.... We have
a lot of land, many factories in a terrible state, let's give them to
people, let them work! Who will take us over if there are represent-
atives of the Arab world, China, America here?
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[ xouy... yTOOBI BCe MHUPOBBIE KOMIIAHMM IpHUE3IKAIH CloJa U
BKJIaabIBalid. BooOmie-To, 3T0 ogHa W3 aJbTEpPHATUB JIIOOOMY
BOEHHOMY COI03Y.... ¥ Hac Kyya 3eMJIH, Ky4a 3aBOJ0B HEOOUTHIX,
KOTOpBIE B JXYTKOM COCTOSIHMM, JaBalTe JIOAAM JaJuM, IyCTh
paborator! KT0 Hac 3axBaTut, ecid TYyT OyAyT MpenCcTaBUTEIU
apadckoro mupa, Kuras, Amepuxu?|.

(Zelensky, 2018, 4:58-5:39)

As is evident from this excerpt, Zelensky seems to be confident that
giving away land to foreigners would be good for Ukraine as the
presence of foreign investors would prevent a war against Ukraine and
its occupation by an invader (although Zelensky does not say “Rus-
sia,” he implies it). In other words, Zelensky links the squandering of
Ukrainian soil—the main national resource—to the idea of preserv-
ing Ukraine’s national sovereignty. However, as soon as the signi-
fier “sale” is not activated, Zelensky’s “give them to people, let them
work” can be interpreted as a suggestion to lease land resources—not
sell them.

Second, it was well-known that most Ukrainian citizens did not sup-
port opening the land market without consulting the people: “More
than half of Ukrainians surveyed (64%) believe that the issue of selling
agricultural land should be decided only in an all-Ukrainian referen-
dum” [binblie TOJXOBUHU OMUTAHUX YKpaiHIiB (64%) BBaXKarOTh, LI0
MUTaHHS MPO MPOAAXK 3eMJI CLIBCBKOIOCHOAAPCHKOr0 MPU3HAUCHHS
Mae BUPINIyBaTHCS TUIBKH Ha BceyKpaiHCbKkoMy pedepernymi|. (KIIS,
2019). Despite Zelensky’s election promise that his first bill would es-
tablish a mechanism through which “the people of Ukraine will form
the main tasks for the government through referendums and other
forms of direct democracy” [Hapox Ykpainu Oyne ¢popmyBaTt 0CHOBHI
3aBJaHHS ISl BIagu depe3 pedepeHayMu Ta iHII (GOpMU MpsiMOl
nemokpartii| (Zelensky, 2019a), and despite the fact that a similar prom-
ise was in the program of his party—"“We will introduce mechanisms
of citizens’ influence on government decisions through referendums”
[3ampoBaaMMO MEXaHi3MU BITUBY IPOMAaJISIH Ha PILIICHHS BJIAH Yepe3
pedbepernnaymu| (Program, n/d)—the “servants” decided not to wait
until these mechanisms would be worked out.

As early as September 20, 2019, only three weeks after the govern-
ment had been formed, the draft of the updated land legislation was
published on the governmental website. The first thing experts noted
was that the project provided foreigners with access to land, as the
beneficiaries of Ukrainian companies, granted the right to buy land,
could be foreign citizens (Kravets in Ksenz, 2019) who “will be able
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to exercise this right through many schemes... [such as]... buying a
legal entity that has already bought land” [ peanuzoBars 3T0 npaso
OHHM CMOTYT uYepe3 MHOXKECTBO cxeM. Hampumep, mokymnas ropiuia,
KoTopble yke Kynuiau 3emito] (Lukash, 2019).

Ukrainian agrarians were ‘“certainly not satisfied with the right
to buy land for Ukrainian companies with the possibility of 100%
capitalization from foreigners” [Hac TO4HO He ycTpaumBaeT mpaBo
MOKYIAaTh 3eMJII0 JUIsl yKPAaMHCKUX KOMIIAHUI ¢ BO3MOXKHOCTBIO 100%
KaluTaJIM3aluu OT MHOCTpaHUEB|, as Denis Marchuk, Deputy Head
of the All-Ukrainian Agrarian Council, maintained (Muzhik, 2019).
Protesting the law proposed by Zelensky’s government, agrarians de-
manded: “Do not sell the Motherland!” [He nponasaiite Ponuny!|
(Mogilevich, 2019). With this and similar slogans like “No land sale for
toreigners!” [Hetr nponaxe 3emnu nnoctpanuam!] they blocked high-
ways, picketed the Rada, and skirmished with police.

Agrarians were especially outraged by the fact that the government had
been rushing headlong toward opening the land market without adopting
the necessary laws for it to operate transparently: that is, laws regarding
the land cadastre, preferential loans for farmers, the prevention of raiding,
and so forth. Before opening the market, the protesters argued, the gov-
ernment should put everything in order so that farmers would be guar-
anteed cheap credit and protected from the threats of landlessness, raiders,
and monopolization. The huge maximum amount of land privatization
allowed by the proposed law—up to 200,000 hectares per owner—was es-
pecially resented by small farmers, as it would legalize the consolidation of
land ownership by agrarian oligarchs, both Ukrainian and foreign. “Two
hundred people will be able to buy the whole of Ukraine!” [3T10 200
YeJI0BEK MOT'YT CKYIUTB BCIO YKpauHy!|—this was an emotional response
to the proposed norm by one of the farmers (Gubrienko, 2019).

Under pressure from the protests, Zelensky had to make a tactical
retreat. “The situation with this law is difficult,” he acknowledged on
October 10, 2019, during a press conference:

I met with many farmers, I heard them, red lines were identified...
Now I am saying that in no case should this law be brought to the
Rada. For some time, we must sell land only to Ukrainians. Then
you can open it to foreign companies.

[Cutyanus ¢ 3eMeNbHBIM 3aKOHOM cClIOKHasl. S Hamien Bpemsi U
BCTPETUJICS CO MHOTMMHU (hepMepamu, s UX YCIHBIIIAJ, «KPACHbIC
auHuny» ysujenu. Celuac s rOBOpPIO, YTO HU B KOEM Cllydae
HeJb3sl HECTH 3TOT 3aKoH B BepxoBHyto Pany. Hexotopoe Bpems
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MBI JIOJIKHBI MTPOAABATh 3eMJII0 TOJBKO yKpauHUawm...Ilotom yxe
MOKHO OTKPBITh PHIHOK 3€MJIH IPYTUM HHOCTPAHHBIM KOMIIAaHUSM].
(Reporter.ua, 2019)

Zelensky also agreed that the decision as to whether foreigners could
buy Ukrainian land should be made by the Ukrainian people in a
referendum—the main demand of most Ukrainians and opposition
parties.

The final version of the Land Code,! which was adopted on March
31, 2020, contained important changes as compared to its initial ver-
sion released half a year earlier. The opening of the land market was
scheduled for July 1, 2021; however, only Ukrainian citizens could buy
land and the limit was set at 100 hectares per owner during the first
two years. Starting from January 1, 2024, Ukrainian legal entities will
be allowed to purchase land, but can only consolidate a maximum of
10,000 hectares. It was decided that foreigners would have to wait until
a national referendum grants them the right to purchase land within
Ukrainian territory (Government Portal, 2020).

Against the People’s Will

Despite these changes, most Ukrainians did not approve the adoption of
the law (KIIS, 2020). In line with public sentiment, opposition parties
have been arguing that the law is unconstitutional,” that the process of
adopting the law was riddled with procedural violations, that the decision
was made without consulting the people of Ukraine, and that it defies the
will of most Ukrainian citizens. Although the law states that until 2024
land is allowed to be sold only to individuals, critics argue that peasants
and small farmers do not have the resources to buy land, and the mecha-
nisms to protect their interests (laws to deter raiders and ensure low-cost
bank loans, etc.) have yet to be developed. Critical voices maintain that
under these circumstances, only large holdings, oligarchs, corrupted offi-
cials, and criminals will be able to buy land—those who have money and
the ability to protect their investments in a lawless environment without
state protection. They can do so through transferring purchase rights to
proxies and forcing poor villagers to sell their plots for almost nothing.

Additionally, the new law has transformed banks into the largest lat-
ifundia owners—a change that, according to Alexei Kushch, a Kyiv-
based economist, was intended from the very beginning;:

Banks, including those with foreign capital, have received a unique
opportunity to concentrate land, moreover, without any restrictions
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on its size. But banks are an outpost of speculative capital.... Banks
can offer various financial instruments—Iland certificates, mutual
funds, etc.

[Panku, B TOM 4YuCle, C MHOCTPAHHBIM KalMTaJIOM, MOJYYUIU
YHUKQJIbHYI0 BO3MOXKHOCTH KOHIIEHTPHUPOBATH 3EMIIIO, IPHUYEM,
0e30 BCSAKUX oOrpaHuveHuii mo obbemam. Ho OaHkM M ecCTh
(GoprocToM  CHEKYJISTUBHOTO  KamuTada.... baHKW  MOTYT
npenjiaratb pa3inyHble (PUHAHCOBBIE MHCTPYMEHTHI MO 3EMJIIO
— CKa)kKeM, 3eMeJIbHbIC CePTU(UKATHI, CO3/IaBaTh (POHJIBI TAEBOTO
y4yacTHs ¥ mpoyee)].

(Kushch in Ksenz, 2020)

Because not everyone will be able to make loan payments, and many
farmers, without state protection, will simply go broke, the law threat-
ens to leave villagers landless as their plots go to land speculators, in-
cluding foreign ones, Kushch maintains.

Given all the pitfalls and potential dangers for common Ukrainians
that came with the law, most farmers did not welcome its adoption.
Moreover, as they argued, it was impossible to open the land market at
a time of deep economic crisis, when the value of any asset decreases
sharply. On the eve of the law’s adoption, the All-Ukrainian Agrarian
Rada demanded that the launch of the land market be postponed until
the economic situation had stabilized. The concerns of the Agrarian
Rada went unheeded, as did the concerns of the parliamentary oppo-
sition, whom Arakhamia, leader of the parliamentary faction of the
“servants,” called “buzzing insects” (more on this in Chapter 6). The
oppositional “buzzing” has been effectively silenced by the roar of
the “servant” party engine. Here is a very telling excerpt from a talk
show in which the land reform was discussed:

YULIA TYMOSHENKO (leader of the “Batkivshchyna” party): The
model that is now being imposed on us by this law is the model that
has been used in several countries, such as Madagascar and Argen-
tina, and it has had very serious consequences for those countries. ...
Ukrainian land will become essentially a bargaining chip for global
players and for monopolies within the country....

[Ta mMozmens, sika HAM 3apa3 HABSI3YETHCS LIUM 3aKOHOM — L€ Ta MOJEIb,
sika OyJia BUKOPHCTAaHA B JICKIJIbKOX KpalHaX TakuX sk Magarackap,
ApreHTHHa—BOHA MPHBENa Ui TyKe TSHKKAX HACHIIKIB ULl IIMX
KpaiH.... YKpalHCbKa 3eMJIS CTaHE IO CYTi PO3MIHHOIO MOHETOIO JUISI
r700aJIbHUX TPaBIiB 1 ISl MOHOIIONIH BeepeeHi KpaiHu|.
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DENYS SHMYHAL (Prime Minister of Ukraine): The land market exists
all over the world. The issue of the land market model is a debatable
issue, indeed; it needs to be discussed and is being discussed now
in parliament....

[Punok 3emii icHye B ycboMmy cBiTi. [InTaHHS Momeni pHHKY 3eMii —
e JIACHO IUCKYCiifHE MUTaHHS, SKC MOBUHHO OOrOBOPIOBATHCS 1
00rOBOPIOETHCS 3apa3 B MapIaMEHTI]

TYMOSHENKO: I would like to inform you that there is no debate in
the parliament. There is a bill prepared outside the parliament, pre-
pared by completely speculative financial groups of a global scale.
It was imposed on the parliament. No amendment made in light
of world experience 1s adopted by parliament.... This law stipulates
that foreign banks will own Ukrainian agricultural land.... In fact,
we sell Ukrainian land once and for all. We are leaving ourselves
without profit, without quality food, without farming, without
anything.

[41 Bac iHpopMyIO, IO B MapiIaMeHTi JUCKYCii Hemae. € IMiroTOBICHUN
3a MEXXaMH MapiaMeHTa 3aKOHONPOEKT. [1inroToBneHui abCOMOTHO
CHEKYJSITUBHUMH (DIHAHCOBMMHM TpyIlaMH TJI00aJbHOTO MacliTaoy.
Hapsizanu e napnamenty. JKomHa mpaBka, sika HampalnbOBaHa 3
OIJISIZIOM Ha CBITOBHil JIOCBiJ, HE MPUHAMAEThCA MapiaMeHTOM. B
LIbOMY 3aKOHI 3aKJjaJeHo, L0 iHO3eMHI OaHKU OyIyTh BOJONITH
YKPaiHCBKOIO ClIIbCHKOTOCIIOAAPCHKOI0 3eMJICHO. .. DaKTHYHO MU OJTUH
pas3 i Ha Bce )KUTTS IPOAAEMO YKPATHChKY 3eMITI0. MU 3aJIHIIaEMO HAC
6e3 npudyTKy, 6e3 sIKICHUX NMPOAYKTIB XapuyBaHHSI, 0e3 (epmMepcTBa,
0e3 HiYoro).

SHMYHAL: Dear Ukrainians. We are not going to sell Ukrainian land.
We give the right to Ukrainians to dispose of their land.... We
want to give Ukrainians the right to sell land. This is not a duty.
This is just an opportunity. It is a legal opportunity to dispose of it.
Everything else 1s a matter of popular referendum.

[[HanoBHI Ykpainii. Mu He 30upaeMocs MPOJaBaTH YKPaiHCHKY 3EMITIO.
Mu aeMo mpaBo yKpaiHLSIM PO3IOPSIKATUCS CBOIM.... MU X04eMo
JaTH yKpaiHIsM MpaBo mpomasaté 3emito. Lle He obossizok. Lle
JIUIIE MOXKJIMBICTh. 3aKOHHA MOYKJIMBICTh LIUM po3Mopsikatucs. Bee
peuiTa—Iie BKe MUTaHHS HApOAHOTO pedepeHaymy].

(Shmyhal, 2020, 23:27-30:23)
As is evident from this excerpt, the opposition, as represented on this

TV show by Tymoshenko, articulated the land reform through its link-
ages to global financial speculation, the potential impoverishment of
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Ukrainians, the loss of Ukraine’s sovereignty, and the collective right
of the people of Ukraine to negotiate the details of the legislation.
Prime Minister Shmyhal also framed the issue in terms of people’s
rights; but in his interpretation, these “rights” were conceptualized ex-
tremely narrowly—exclusively in terms of the individual right to sell
(more on this in Chapter 6). Ostensibly, he was not against parliamen-
tary discussions; however, with the party apparatus of the “servants”
controlling parliament, there was no possibility for further discussion
or negotiation.

Given that the party machine used by the “servants” to push their
neoliberal reforms has been formed on the fringes of the virtual and
the real, it is pertinent to recall that the series Servant of the People
portrayed Tymoshenko (through the character Zhanna Borisenko) as
an extremely corrupted politician who cares only about her personal
well-being and haute couture clothing (see Chapter 3).> As the next
chapter shows, the Ukrainian people’s opposition to land sales has
been interpreted by Zelensky exclusively as manipulations carried out
by such corrupted “old politicians” who “intimidate ordinary peo-
ple” by “planting myths in their heads” [Ctapi monitTuku 3ajsikaiu
npocTux Jronei. [ocisinm y 1x ronosax paa midis| (Zelensky, 2019b,
1:40-1:50).

On April 21, 2021, under pressure from international institutions
advocating for the land market (Mousseau & Teare, 2019), the Cabinet
of Ministers approved a bill on amendments to the law on the con-
solidation of agricultural land, providing grounds for the compulsory
consolidation of land shares. Now, if the owner of a small share does
not want to voluntarily sell or exchange it, the transaction can be forced
in court (Law Project, 2021). According to the new bill, the owners of
small land shares whose plots “hinder the optimization of land use” can
be offered redemption, the “equivalent exchange” of plots, as well as
changes to existing lease agreements; the bill does not explain, how-
ever, what an “equivalent exchange” would be. This and other govern-
mental decisions related to land sales have provided grounds for critics
to claim that the process of preparing land plots for sale to large buyers
had already begun, and that small owners would be forced out earlier
than planned initially.

According to Kushch (2021), the goal of current political elites is
to create uncomfortable conditions for small landowners, such as un-
affordable prices for land and exorbitant taxes for using it. Under this
pressure, peasants will be forced to sell their lands at low prices, allow-
ing profiteers to consolidate land plots into large tracts and eventually
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reap great profits by selling them to Western companies once the mar-
ket is open to foreigners. As Kushch explains,

Very large financial lobbies in the West are behind the land market
opening. Western pension funds [and] investment funds want to
invest money... Money depreciates... Investors are now actively
looking for some assets to invest in...A very large amount is at stake
to open this land market.

[3a OTKPBITHEM PHIHKA 36MJIU CTOST OUCHb KPYITHbIC (PMHAHCOBBIC
no06u  3amaga. IleHcuoHHbIE  (QOHIBI  MHBECTHULIMOHHBIE
GoHIBl 3amaza, KOTOPBIE XOTAT BIIOXKUTH ICHBIH... JleHbru
obecrieHUBaIOTCs. .. [103TOMY MHBECTOPHI celidac aKTHBHO UINYT
KaKUe-TO aKTHBBI, B KOTOPbIE MOXHO BJIOKHUTH JIEHBIHU...OUeHb
OOJIBIIINE ICHBTH TIOCTABJICHBI HA KOH. ).

(Kushch, 2021, 6:40-7:26]

“Get ready for consolidation—they will not ask you” [T'oToBbTECH K
KOHCOJIMIalIME—BAc HUKTO He OyzeT cripamuBaTh|, Kushch concludes.

Indeed, the opinions of Ukrainians, which amount to massive pub-
lic opposition to land sales—at least, in the version proposed by the
“servants’—have hardly been taken into account. It seems to have been
much more important for Zelensky and those around him to get ap-
proval from his Western “partners”—the IMF, the World Bank, EBR D,
etc.—that “have been aggressively laying the groundwork for the large-
scale privatization of land and the expansion of industrial agriculture
in Ukraine” (Mousseau & Teare, 2019). All of these “partners” have
welcomed the sale of Ukrainian soil, arguing that it “will create enor-
mous opportunities for prosperity” [CTBOPUTH BEIMYE3HI MOXKJIMBOCTI
nmst npousitaHHsa| (G7AmbReformUA, 2019)—as a tweet from G-7
ambassadors put it, suggesting prosperity for all Ukrainians despite the
various structural inequalities highlighted by the opposition. Given that
in any market there will always be losers as well as winners, the implau-
sible promises made by G-7 and other advocates of Ukraine’s neoliber-
alization appeared to be nothing more than euphemized constructions,
delinking the signifier “land sale” from any negative consequences of
the reform and connecting it instead to “prosperity for all”—a well-
known neoliberal mythology (Dean, 2009).

As the next chapter will show, the “servants” also employed this kind
of euphemized discourse—a promise of universal prosperity—to sell
their land reform plans to Ukrainians. However, it was much more
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common for them to hide their neoliberal agenda by employing the
discourse of historical progress—using, in this case, its specific anti-
Communist version. The next chapter will discuss this in more detail.

Notes

1 In the spring of 2021, a new bill on amendments to the Land Code was
adopted.

2 Article 13 of the Constitution of Ukraine states that the land, its sub-
soil, atmosphere, water and other natural resources within the territory
of Ukraine, the natural resources of its continental shelf, and the exclu-
sive (maritime) economic zone, are objects of the right of property of the
Ukrainian people”; Article 14 provides that “land is the fundamental na-
tional wealth that is under special state protection” (Constitution, 1996).

3 To be sure, Tymoshenko’s reputation can hardly be called squeaky clean.
The history of her business and political success can be traced back to the
infamous 1990s, when she founded a company controlling gas supplies
from Russia, which made her one of the richest people in Ukraine (Meek,
2004). At various times, the “gas princess” has been accused of violations
of the Criminal Code and was twice imprisoned—under the rule of Pres-
ident Kuchma in 2001 and President Yanukovych in 2011—but all the
charges were later dropped as politically motivated. Tymoshenko’s ques-
tionable reputation does not mean, however, that her arguments against
the land reform are untenable and should be dismissed.
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6 “To Bury Communism’

A Failure of the Modernization
R hetoric of the “Servants”

The Communist Specter

The Communist Party of Ukraine—one of the most influential
parties of post-Soviet times and the most strident opponent of land
commodification—was prohibited from participating in the parlia-
mentary elections after the victory of the Euromaidan. The prohibi-
tion stemmed from the decommunization legislation adopted in 2015.
By the time Zelensky’s land reform came to be approved by the parlia-
ment, the Communist Party—along with its voters who were deprived
of a channel for voicing their concerns—had lost the opportunity to
influence the parliamentary process. However, the Communist specter
still seems to haunt the “servants,” who have been promoting their
land reform predominantly as an anti-Communist/anti-Soviet civili-
zational crusade.

In their “civilizational” story line, those opposing the land sales
appeared not as political opponents highlighting the negative aspects
of a very specific proposed reform, but as people with a backward,
Soviet (“sovok”) mentality who ostensibly opposed reforms of any
kind. This is how Zelensky commented on attempts to extend the
moratorium on land sales during a conference on the land reform in

September 2019:

Sorry, but here is the Soviet Union again. This is where sovok starts.
This is where we, the citizens, allegedly got our apartments, but
could not sell them legally.

[Inakme ne—subauTe—3’aBisieThest y Hac Pansucbkuit Coros.

INounHaeThcs coBok. Kosnn Mu, rpOMaHsHM, OTpUMAIN HIOH-TO

OTPUMAJIX CBOI KBapTUPHU ajle HE MOIJIU IIPOJABaTHU IX JEeralbHO).
(Zelensky, 2019a, 9:21-9:34)
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As 1s evident from Zelensky’s discursive construction, his negative
emotions about the “sovok” condition are primarily about the fact that
Soviet citizens were unable to sell their apartments, which they had
received from the state free of charge. Apparently, he did not see the
difference between selling apartments, which can be built from scratch
or reconstructed at any time, and land, which can never be renewed or
replaced—a factor presupposing a very careful consideration of all the
possible consequences of its sale. No careful consideration was evident
in Zelensky’s speech, which presented the issue as a simple dichotomy
between “the good” (understood as “the modern”) and “the bad” (the
“outdated’/the Soviet).

Having nothing to do with reality (to put it simply, there was no way
to return to the USSR by rejecting the land reform as proposed by the
“servants”), this mythological construction, however, was supported by
Zelensky’s team unconditionally. “I support the land reform. It’s high
time to get rid of the sovok” [ miaTpumyto 3emenbHy pedopmy. Tpeda
BIKE 3aKiHUYBaTH 1Iei COBOK|, said the Minister of the Cabinet of Min-
isters Dmytro Dubilet (2019), echoing Zelensky. Like the president,
Dubilet equated the lack of a land market with Soviet rule, as if the
USSR had not ceased to exist three decades before the “servants” came
to power, and as if present-day Ukraine, after years of rampant privat-
ization and the dissolution of the Soviet welfare system, could still be
characterized as “Soviet.”

Poturaev (2019) was more eloquent. “Ukraine will finally bury com-
munism,” he shouted from the parliamentary podium:

We will finally settle accounts with this maniac Lenin, with the
cannibal Stalin, who did everything to deprive the Ukrainian peo-
ple of the main wealth—land. We will return the land to Ukrain-
ians once and for all!

[VkpaiHa OCTaTOUHO IMOXOBa€ KOMYHi3M! Mu HapemTi 3BeIeMO
PaxyHKH 3 TUM MaHbsikoM Jleninum! I3 mogoxepom Craninum! ki
3pobunu Bce, mo0 Mo30aBUTH YKpaiHIiB FOJOBHOTO OararcTBa—
3emui!]

(Puturaev, 2019, 0:08-1:57)

As is clear from this construction, for Poturaev, “to deprive Ukrainians
of the land” was equal to “not allowing Ukrainians to sell it,” while “to
return the land to Ukrainians” meant “to allow Ukrainians the right
to sell it.” The manipulative character of this construction is obvious.
Indeed, under Soviet rule, peasants were deprived of the opportunity
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to sell and buy land; they were denied many other freedoms as well. In
fact, until 1974, Soviet peasants did not have passports and required spe-
cial permission just to leave their villages. Under such circumstances,
the right to sell land would have been useless without first obtaining
more basic rights. However—a paradoxical development—it was the
Soviet system of collective farming that ultimately provided Ukraini-
ans with an opportunity to preserve their lands for future generations.
Precisely because it was forbidden to sell national land resources under
the Soviet rule, Ukrainian peasants received their land plots—free of
charge—alfter the Soviet Union ceased to exist. In the 1990s, their land
did not go to banks and financial speculators. It was only three decades
later that such a development became possible—after Zelensky’s party
machine captured full control of parliament and forced through the
new land code, amid a high level of disapproval among the public.

In the imagination of the “servants,” it was exactly the “outdated”
and “immoral” Communist-Soviet tradition—not to sell “the funda-
mental national wealth” and “property of the Ukrainian people” (Con-
stitution, 1996)—that had prevented Ukraine from “moving forward”
and catching up with more advanced societies characterized by full-
fledged markets. “The world is moving forward, and... we are lagging
behind” [Mup yxoout Bnepes.... Mbl orcraeM|—this is how Tymofiy
Mylovanov (2019a), the Minister of Economic Development, Trade and
Agriculture, commented on the lack of a land market in Ukraine. As
in the previous examples, the essence of the issue—the land sale reform
broadly opposed by the public—was euphemized in the discourse of his-
torical forward movement along the avenue of progress, in the company
of civilized elders. As outlined in Chapter 1, the narrative of civilization
and historical progress has been the main euphemizing device masking
the reality of neoliberal transformations in post-Soviet Ukraine since its
independence, and the “servants” simply used a well-worn track.

Employing the discourse of unidirectional historical progress—a
movement away from the “sovok,” with its collective ownership of na-
tional resources, to the “normal” civilizational future of buying and
selling—allowed post-Soviet reformers to present themselves as aligned
with the “progressive avant-garde of history,” signified by an imagi-
nary unitary West, as opposed to the “forces of the past” represented
by economically less-developed countries which forbid land com-
modification. During his speech at a conference on the land reform in
September 2019, Zelensky (2019a) argued:

The list of countries—you know this quite well—where there is
no land market is well known. These are North Korea, Tajikistan,
Venezuela, Cuba, Congo, Ukraine—congratulations!
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[Criucok kpalH—BH Iie TPEKPACHO 3HAETE — JIe HEMA€E PUHKY 3eMJIi,
Bcim Bimomuid. e IliBamuna Kopes, Tamxukictan, Benecyena,
Ky6a, Konro, Ykpaina—aiTaio|

(10:57-11:13)

Zelensky’s “Congratulations!” was a sarcastic jab at Ukraine’s presence
among the world’s least economically advanced countries, whose “un-
civilized” condition was illustrated by the absence of a land market.
United equivalentially, these countries comprised a totality of historical
barbarism—the radical outside of the community of progressive civi-
lized states, in which, as Zelensky acknowledged, “different models of
the market exist™

Foreigners [in “normal” civilized states] can or cannot buy the
land—>but the market nevertheless exists. Farmers may take loans
secured by their land, enlarge their farms, attract investments. ..

[[HO3eM1i MOXYTh, a00 HE MOXYTh KyIyBaTH 3eMIII0. AJie cam

puHOK icHye. DepMmepu MOXKYTh OpaTH KpEIUTH BiA 3EMIIIO.

Po3mmproBatu cBO€ rocnofgapcTBO. 3alyyaTH iHBECTHILT .
(Zelensky, 2019b, 1:13-1:32)

Again, what is seen in this construction is Zelensky’s valorization of
the market, which he presents as a signature of civilization, while at
the same time he completely ignores all of its problematic aspects. The
question of how (i.e., at whose expense) farms can be “enlarged”
is left without consideration. In line with the neoliberal fantasy of
“prosperity for all,” Zelensky and those around him promised that
all Ukrainians would enrich themselves through selling land, while
simultaneously valorizing the idea of growth (“to enlarge farms”).
Given that the amount of land is limited, and that the enlargement of
somebody’s holdings will inevitably mean the diminution of another’s,
the promise of general enrichment made by Zelensky appears to be
another euphemizing construct hiding the essence of his neoliberal
reformation, which has little to do with the general well-being of all
Ukrainians.

The idea of growth, presented as an antithesis to Soviet statism, has
been central to all the discursive constructions of Zelensky’s close allies.
As Honcharuk (2019a) put it while speaking to agrarians during a con-
ference on the land reform,

For our country to be successful, we need to grow 57 percent a
year. To grow 5—7 percent a year, we desperately need to lift all the
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Soviet restrictions that we now have. The restriction that exists on
the real, legal sale of land is one of them.

[ A Toro, mo6 Haia kpaiHa OyJia yCcrilHOw, HaM Tpeba 3pocTaTi
5-7 BiIcOTKiB Ha pik. Jlyist Toro, moo 3poctaru 5—7 BiJICOTKIB HA
piK, HaM BKpail HEOOX1/IHO MO3HIMATH BCi Ti paJssHCbK1 0OMEXEeHH S,
AKi y Hac 3apa3 icHy:oTb. OOMEXEHHs, sIKe ICHye Ha peasbHui,
JerajbHUN TPOAAXK 3eMJIi—ILIe OAMH 3 HUX|.

(Honcharuk, 2019a, 11:05-11:30)

As with the examples discussed earlier, the logic of Honcharuk’s con-
struction does not hold up under critical scrutiny. There were several
years in the history of post-Soviet Ukraine when annual GDP growth
was more than 5 percent, the minimum goal set by Honcharuk; these
years were from 2000 to 2004, 2006 and 2007, and 2011. In 2006
and 2007, GDP growth was more than 7 percent; in 2001 and 2003,
more than 9 percent; and in 2004, almost 12 percent (World Bank,
n/d). Apparently, land sales were not necessary for this GDP growth
to take place, contrary to Honcharuk’s claim. What was necessary
was the development of the industrial potentiality of Ukraine, which
the country inherited from the Soviet Union—an economic sector in
which most of the “servants,” including Honcharuk, have no exper-
tise.! The decline of industrial output under the rule of the “servants”
is telling: In April 2020, when the government of Honcharuk was
dismissed, it had reached the point of =16 percent (BNE Intellinews,
2020). “Servant” discourse about moving away from the “sovok” con-
dition not only euphemized the neoliberal essence of their reforms,
but also masked the fact that—regardless of their prowess at financial
speculation (see Chapter 8)—they were incompetent at managing a
real economy.?

The Battle for Stalingrad

As for the leaders of opposition parties protesting the reform, in the
representation of Zelensky and his allies they have appeared exclusively
as crooks who have been profiting from “a large-scale thriving shadow
market” [MaciTaOHUI NPOLBITalOUMii TIHBOBUN PUHOK|, as Mylovanov
(2019a) put it. In Honcharuk’s view,

We are not old politicians who have been extending the morato-
rium for eight consecutive convocations from year to year, encour-
aging the sale of land through “gray” schemes for a pittance and
renting it for a penny.
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[MbI—He cTapble MOJUTHKH, KOTOpPBIE yXKE BOCEMb CO3BIBOB
MOJApsAl W3 Tofa B TOA IPOJJIEBAld MOpATOPUH, MOOWIpsAs 3a
OECIICHOK IpOo/IaBaTh 4epe3 “‘cepble’” CXeMbl 3eMJII0 M CJIaBaTh €€
B apeH]y 3a KONEHKH].

(Honcharuk, 2019b)

The fact that opposition politicians who protest the reform are called
“old” 1s suggestive: Whether they are involved in “gray schemes” or not,
the implication is that their time is over. All their attempts to preserve
the past and prevent the “normal” future from coming were destined
to fail, simply because “the old” always gives way to “the new”’—such
is the law of nature. According to this “natural law,” the younger gen-
eration of reformers is destined to serve as a historical avant-garde, with
its grand mission being to help Ukraine catch up with a civilizational
“norm” equated to the Western/neoliberal condition.

Presented as morally degraded, corrupted, and outdated, the “old
politicians” opposing the land reform were described by Poturaev
(2019) as:

The descendants of Yagoda, Yezhov and Beria’—the bloody exe-
cutioners of the Ukrainian people—the descendants of those who
staged the Holodomor, who killed millions of Ukrainians by de-
priving them of their land!

[Hamanku Sronu, €xoBa, bepii — kpoBaBUX KaTiB yKpaiHCHKOTO
Hapoay! Oui 7oA — BOHM HAIQJKU THUX, XTO BJIAIITOBYBAaB
Tonogomop! Xto BOMB MUJIBHOHM yKpaiHIIiB, T030aBUB 1X LeMTi|.

“Here they are! Here they are!”—screamed Poturaev from the parlia-
mentary tribune, pointing at the opposition factions in the parliamen-
tary hall:

Minions of Russia, which staged the Holodomor here and killed
Ukrainians... Here they are again trying to deprive Ukrainians
of land! They want a Muscovite boot to come here again! And
to starve everyone, but no! Today, we will end this once and for
alll Today, we will return the land to the people! Today we will
return the land to every Ukrainian! Land to the people! Land to
Ukrainians!

[Ocy BoHu! Ocpk BoHu! MinbiioHn Pocii, ska BramTyBana TyT
Tlonogomop 1 BOMa ykpainiis... Ock BOHHM 3HOBY HaMararoThCs
mo30aBUTH yKpaiHIiB 3emiii! BOHM 3HOBY X04yThb, W00 CIOAH
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MPUIIIOB MOCKOBUTHHUH camor! I MOpuB ycix rosiomom, aje Hi!
ChoroHi Mu 3 IIUM TMOKiHYEeMO pa3 i Hazapxau! ChOrogHi MU
nmoBepHeMo Hapoay 3emuito! ChOTOAHI MU MOBEPHEMO KOXKHOMY
yKpaiHio 3eMiro! 3eMitro JirosiM! 3emMiTio yKpaiHipam! |

(Poturaev, 2019, 0:08-1:57)

Not only did Poturaev equate the right to sell the land with the pos-
session of land (as in his previous message, analyzed earlier), but he also
united equivalentially the lack of a right to sell the land and the atrocity
of Holodomor—the great hunger that Stalin created by expropriating
peasants’ crops to cover needs during Soviet industrialization. From
Poturaev’s construction, it seemed as if Holodomor happened not be-
cause Stalin expropriated crops, but because peasants did not have a
right to sell their land. Given that peasants did not have the right to leave
their collective farms, it is not clear how land sales could have saved them
from Stalinism, but it is obvious that Poturaev’s performance was meant
to shift the focus of the discussion away from the essence of the issue (the
pros and cons of the specific land reform pushed forward by “servants”)
to the immorality of the Soviet regime and its “descendants.” The op-
position was presented not as people with alternative political views, but
as the heirs to Stalin’s politics of repressing peasants.

In other words, instead of defining the confrontation in political
categories, the “servants” presented it in moral terms, an intentional
tactic—clearly, none of those opposing Zelensky’s land reform had an-
ything to do with Stalinism. The mythological constructions of Potu-
raev and other “servants” presenting the opposition as “the descendants
of Yagoda, Yezhov, and Beria” are perfectly in line with what Mouffe
(2005) dubbed “the moralistic tendency of the post-political Zeitgeist”
(p- 4). By articulating the opposition as a homogeneous mass that was
essentially amoral, non-modern, and radically different from Zelen-
sky’s reformers with their “progressive” neoliberal agenda, the latter
created the conditions for “maximum separation,” to put it in Laclau
and Mouffe’s terms, where “no element in the system of equivalences
enters into relations other than those of opposition to the elements of
the other system” (1985, p. 129). When this condition is reached, “two
societies” appear in place of one, and the confrontation between these
“societies” becomes “fierce, total and indiscriminate: there exist no dis-
courses capable of establishing differences within an equivalential chain
in which each and every one of its elements symbolizes evil” (Laclau &
Moutffe, 1985, p. 129).

Indeed, the confrontation with the opposition with respect to the
land reform had come to be presented as a fight between good and evil,
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a stance which did not presuppose any political solution—only war to
the bitter end, as in the battle of Stalingrad between the Red Army and
the Wehrmacht:

The battle for Stalingrad begins... Every voice is important. Now
let’s extend the working day and fight.

[buta 3a Ctanunrpan HaunHaetcs. [Ipoury Bcex B 3ai. Kaxaplii
rojioc, Kaxablid BaxkeH. Celiuac mpoayiuM pabouuil 1eHs u Oyaem
cpaxarhcsi|.

(Kvitka, 2019)

This is how Arakhamia motivated his colleagues to vote for the new
Land Code in its first reading. He also compared the opposition to an
“insect”—a metaphor that does not presuppose the possibility of ne-
gotiation. According to Arakhamia, the opposition was like a “little
insect that flies and buzzes a lot... but does not have any influence on
the process” [MaJIeHbKa sIKach KOMaxa, SIKa JIITa€ 1 A3MKUUTH 0araro...
ajie HisSIKOro BILTUBY Ha 1ieil npouec He Mae| (Arakhamia, 2020, 0:05—
0:15). The oppositional “insect,” albeit annoying, has indeed appeared
harmless—the party machine of the “servants” has been effective at
defending them against oppositional bites.

The only thing to disappoint Zelensky amid the success of his par-
liamentary machine has been the people’s unwavering perseverance
in rejecting the party’s neoliberal initiatives. Taught by the bitter
experience of the post-Soviet reforms, most Ukrainians stubbornly
refused to believe that new neoliberal experiments would bring pros-
perity to all. The well-established narrative about “bad old politi-
cians” manipulating people turned out to be very useful here. “This
issue has been manipulated for the last 20 years,” Zelensky (2019b)
claimed:

Old politicians intimidated ordinary people. They planted several
myths in their heads. Convincing people that this cannot be done.
Aren’t you surprised that old politicians started taking care of the
people? And maybe the question is different? Maybe they are lob-
bying someone’s interests? The interests of those who simply bene-
fit from Ukrainians not owning land. Just think of it.

[Crapi moniTuKH 3ansKaau npocTux maoneil. Ilocisnu y ix romosax
psa midis. IlepekoHyroun, IO IIHOTO HE MOXKHAa poOUTH. A Bac
HE JIUBYE, 110 CTapi MOJITUKH MMOYaU MiKJIYBaTHCS PO HApoa? A
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MOXKJIMBO MUTAHHS B 1HIIOMY? MOXIJIMBO, BOHM JOOIIOIOTh YHiCh
iHTepecHu? [HTepecu THX, KOMY MPOCTO BUTIHO, U100 YKpaiHIi HEe
Bostoninin 3emiero. [Ipocto monymaiite].

(Zelensky, 2019b, 1:40-2:14)

“Horror stories about Chinese, Arabs, or aliens taking our land out by
wagons is a delusion,” argued Zelensky [CTpammiku npo KUTaiLiB,
apabiB a00 1HOIJIAHETsH, SIKi BUBE3yTh HAIly 3€MJII0 BarOHaMH—IIE
MastaHsA| (2019a, 8:38—8:47), apparently forgetting his own pre-election
interviews, in which he—not “old politicians”—suggested to give away
Ukraine’s land to foreigners, hoping their investments would serve to
defend Ukraine against Russia (see Chapter 5). In line with a classic
excuse for all political failures—“dammit, we ought to have won ...
but we didn’t, so they must’ve manipulated the masses” (Hartley, 1992,
p. 26)—Zelensky explained the people’s disapproval of the land reform
exclusively in terms of the scary tales disseminated by “old politicians.”

This is how Zelensky commented on the clashes over the land reform
that took place near the building of the Rada on December 17, 2019,
when 17 law enforcement officers were injured:

I respect the opinion of Ukrainians, for months we have been lis-
tening to proposals for reforms. However, at the rally on the land
law, it was not the voices of farmers, but political slogans that were
heard. We listen to people. And this is how Ukraine will move
towards a better life, despite the resistance of the old ‘elites,” I guar-
antee you this.

[ yBaxaro MHEHME yKPAaUHLEB, B TEUEHUE MECSLEB Mbl CILYLLIAEM
npenoxkenus no pepopmaM. OJHAKO HA MUTHHTE OTHOCUTENIBHO
3aKOHA O 3eMJIe 3ByuaT He rojoca (pepmMepoB, a MOIUTHUYECKUE
103yHru. Ml npucnymubaemcs K ronam. M umenno tak Ykpauna
OyIeT IBUTAThCS K JTyUIlIel 5KU3HU, HECMOTPS Ha CONPOTUBIICHUE
CTapeIX “3MUT”’. DTO s BaM rapaHTUPYIO|.

(Focus, 2019)

What is astonishing in this construction is Zelensky’s refusal to accept
the obvious: Most Ukrainians have always been against land sales, and
the protesting farmers were representing this popular opinion. “Not the
voices of the farmers, but political slogans”—in the clearest possible
terms, this presidential claim reflected Zelensky’s antipathy toward the
political, which he imagined exclusively in negative terms—as a perfor-
mance staged by “old politicians” trying to prevent him from “moving
Ukraine to a better life.”
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From the discursive constructions of the “servants,” the “good life”
promised by Zelensky appeared inconceivable without land sales. In
their collective view, the permission to sell land would serve as a magic
carpet that would bring Ukrainians:

— The restoration of justice: “The law reform is not about land sale—
it is about the restoration of justice” [3emenpHas peopMa—>TO HE
0 pacnpojiake 3eMJIM, 3TO O BOCCTAHOBJIEHUU CIPABEIIUBOCTH].
(Honcharuk, 2019b)

— The restoration of law and order: “Deregulation, anti-raiding,
transparency, protection of the rights of the landowner...”
[deperymnsius, aHTU-PEHIEPCTBO, MPO3PAUHOCTh, 3aLIUTA MPaB
coOCTBEHHHUKA 3eMIIH. ..]. (Mylovanov, 2019¢)

— Economic development: “[It] will give impetus to economic devel-
opment, farming, agriculture in Ukraine” [SIkuil JacTh NOMITOBX
PO3BUTKY €KOHOMIKH, (EpMEpPCTBY, arpapHOMy KOMIIJIEKCY B
VYkpaini|. (Shmyhal, 2020, 26:31-27:24)

— Economic growth: “We need a reform that will maximize economic
growth” [Ham Hy>Ha Ta peopma, KoTopasi 1acT MaKCUMaJIbHBIN
SKOHOMMYECKUi poct|. (Mylovanov, 2019a)

— Enrichment for the people: “The price of land will increase, and
people will become richer” [LliHa Ha 3eMJIt0 301JIBIITUTHCS 1 JTIOAH
cTaHyThb Oaratie]. (Mylovanov, 2019b)

— Democracy: “I also [like Margaret Thatcher]| believe in a democracy
based on property...Just as we are fighting sacredly for the right of
citizens to dispose of their vote, we must give them the opportunity
to dispose of their land” [ Tex Bipto y AeMOKpaTiio, 3aCHOBAaHY Ha
BiacHOCTi. Tak camo, ik MU CBSITO OopeMocs 3a IPaBO I'POMaSH
PO3MOPAKATUCS CBOIM T'OJIOCOM, MU Ma€MO JaTH iM MOXXIUBICTh
po3nopsiKaTics cBoero 3emiiero]. (Mylovanov, 2019d)

Later, with the advent of the novel coronavirus and the economic dete-
rioration associated with it, a final argument was deployed: The open-
ing of the land market was necessary not only for saving the economy
of Ukraine, but to save Ukraine itself. On March 29, 2020, on the eve
of the adoption of the new law, Zelensky addressed the nation by out-
lining the situation as a matter of life and death:

Our country is off the road due to the coronavirus and has two
paths. The first is the adoption of two vital laws. We will then
receive support from our international financial partners of at least
$10 billion. This is needed to stabilize the country’s economy and
overcome the crisis. Otherwise, the second way. This is a failure
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of these laws. After this—the decline of the economy and even the
threat of default.

[Hama kpaiHa uepe3 KOpoHaBipyC (GaKTUYHO OMUHUIIACA Ha
po3nopixoki 1 mae aBa uuisixu. Ilepmie. Ile yxBaneHHs aBOX
JKHUTTEBO BAXJMBHX 3akoHiB. [licis 1bOro MM OTPUMAEMO
NUATPUMKY BiJl HallMX MIKHApOAHHX (iHAHCOBUX MapTHEPIB
y po3mipi moHaiimenme 10 mupn gonapie CHIA. Lle motpidHO
Juist  crabumizamii eKOHOMIKM KpaiHu Ta TMOAOJaHHS KPH3U.
Inakme apyruit musx. Le npoBan nux 3akoHiB. [licna—3anenan
€KOHOMIKH 1 HaBiTh 3arpo3a nedonry|.

(Zelensky, 2020, 3:40—4:16)

Concluding his speech, Zelensky addressed the “servants,” many of
whom, under pressure from their constituents, hesitated to vote for the

law:

Dear People’s Deputies. All the responsibility tomorrow falls on
your shoulders. Tomorrow, the people of Ukraine will clearly see
whether you are ready to defend their interests. And, although to-
morrow you will all be wearing masks, people will understand
who is who. Society will understand whether you are servants of
the people or servants of other people’s interests. Realize your re-
sponsibility. Be aware of the possible consequences for each of you.
Choose the right path tomorrow. You were elected by the people
of Ukraine. Now it is your turn to choose the people of Ukraine.

[[llanoBHI HapoAHi AeyTaTU. Best BiANOBIAAaNBHICTD 3aBTPa JIATa€e
Ha Bai miuedi. 3aBTpa HapoJ YKpaiHH 4iTKO M0OAa4YUTh, YU TOTOBI
BU 3aXHUIIATH HOTO iHTepecH. | xoda 3aBTpa BU Bci Oy/ieTe B MacKax,
TIOASIM CTaHe 3pO3yMiJIo, XTO € XT0. CyCHiIbCTBO 3pO3yMi€, BH
CIIyT'H Haponxy, Y MPUCIY>XHUKH UYyXXUX IHTEpeciB. YcCBigomTe
CBOIO BIAIOBIJAJIBHICTE. YCBIAOMTE MOKIMBI HACIIAKU IS
KOXKHOTO 3 Bac. O0epiTh 3aBTpa MpaBMIBHUN HUIsIX. Bac oOpas
Hapon Ykpainu. Tenep Baia uepra oOpatu Hapol YKpaiHu].
(Zelensky, 2020, 3:40-5:18)

Astonishing as it may sound, this excerpt clearly testifies that, de-
spite most Ukrainians opposing land sales, Zelensky and those around
him expressed absolute confidence that the reform was in the people’s
best interests. In their representation, there was no alternative to the
land market, which, as the discursive constructions of the “servants”
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demonstrate, was linked inextricably to the following signifiers, all
united equivalentially: the people’s interests—democracy—justice—
law and order—economic growth—prosperity—progress—Westerni-
zation—civilization. Apparently, in the eyes of Zelensky and his allies,
the masses of manipulated Ukrainians simply did not realize what was
best for them. It was the “white man’s burden” of Zelensky’s progres-
sive team to enlighten the “savages” who stubbornly refused to be
“civilized.” These “barbarians,” however, have turned out to be com-
pletely powerless to resist the onslaught of the neoliberal machine of
the “servants.”

Moralizing the Political

As is evident from the examples discussed in this chapter, Zelensky
and his “servants” depoliticized the process of the adoption of the
land reform by avoiding political negotiations under the premise that
there was nobody to negotiate with on the issue: The opposition was
portrayed as outdated, corrupted, and immoral; people opposing the
reform as manipulated. Measured on the civilizational scale of progres-
sive development, both the opposition and those who fell victim to its
manipulations appeared as “barbarians” unable to recognize the high
civilizational aspirations of the reformers. It is exactly this vision that
has allowed Zelensky to ignore millions of people who opposed his
reforms. In this sense, he has turned out to be no better than his pre-
decessor Poroshenko, who, along with other Maidan leaders, ignored
the millions of anti-Maidan Ukrainians because he perceived them as
historical “ignoramuses.”

People needed to be “corrected” and “old politicians” should be re-
moved from the political field—this approach stemmed logically from
such a vision of historical progress pushed forward by its avant-garde.
As a result of this historical imaginary, the opponents of the reform had
come to be imagined not as adversaries striving to organize the com-
mon symbolic space in a different way, but as enemies existing outside
of the symbolic space shared by progressive “servants.” The latter did
not see the difference between themselves and their opponents posi-
tively, as a condition of possibility for the democratization of Ukrainian
society; rather, they treated it in exclusively negative terms—as an ab-
normal historical condition in need of correction or eradication.

In “servant” articulations, the empty signifier “Soviet”/“sovok” has
been linked primarily to a “lack of freedom” associated with people
being unable to sell their land. The collective “sovok,” standing in
opposition to land sales, came to denote an evil that hampered free
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development, innovation, and the spontaneous course of history. In line
with the classic neoliberal belief that justice is not about equal distri-
bution but about universal rules common for all, the “servants” have
remained deaf to the concerns of those warning that many Ukrainians
will lose their resources for survival amid the market forces unleashed
by the new law on selling land. “Sovki,” “slaves,” “modernization’s
losers,” and the like will, if supported by state, slow down the advance
of civilization—this has been a hidden message of the “servants” eu-
phemized by their rhetoric of historical progress.

The collective “sovok” has been denounced so vehemently by the
“servants” precisely for its rejection of the pure market, in which the
fittest survive and catalyze progress while the weak and unfit (mod-
ernization’s losers) are left behind. This dark side of the modernization
story has been highlighted by the “servants” extremely rarely; only in
occasional, subconscious slips has it been revealed, as in the case of
the “servant” Galina Tretyakova who blurted out that the children of
those dependent on welfare appear to be of “very low quality” [myxe
HU3bKOI sikocTi| (Tretyakova, 2020, 00:08—00:11). Perfectly in line with
the social Darwinism underlying some versions of neoliberal think-
ing (Leyva, 2009), the implication of this argument was that the state
should abandon welfare so that such “low-quality” children could not
be born. Because such sentiments cause backlash and resentment, they
are rarely vocalized. The bitter dish of neoliberalization has been served
with the sweet sauce of “civilization” and “prosperity for all.”

The “servants” have never clearly articulated that traditional moral-
ity, which prescribes taking care of the weak, should be abandoned for
the sake of neoliberal progress. They euphemized this idea by attacking
the USSR, but the real target of their attack—the “sovok” ambition
to eradicate inequality—was hidden under the rhetoric of attacking
Soviet totalitarianism. In their discursive constructions, “lack of free-
dom” came to be a substitute for “equality’”: The link between “so-
vok” and “lack of freedom” was strengthened, while the link between
“sovok” and “equality” was made invisible. This kind of euphemism
allowed the “servants” to pretend they were attacking not equality, but
totalitarianism.

This is why the dismantling of society through the privatization of
all public services and goods has moved forward under the premise of a
necessary dismantling of the totalitarian Soviet legacy; and this is why
all oppositional attempts to defend society through preserving land—
“the fundamental national wealth,” as the Constitution of Ukraine de-
fines it—have been perceived by the “servants” as attempts to preserve
the “sovok.” One would infer from the discursive constructions of the
“servants” that no alternative society could exist—it is only their way
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or a return to the Soviet past. Seen this way, otherwise inconceivable
interpretations by “servants” who take people’s nostalgia for the welfare
state as a sign of outdatedness, slavishness, uselessness, amorality, total-
itarianism, and so forth begins to make sense. Whatever remains from
the Soviet welfare legacy—such as free education, free health care, free
housing—is attacked in the name of civilization and freedom, where
the latter is interpreted in extremely narrow terms—predominantly, as
the freedom to buy and sell. Calls for equality and inclusion come to
be perceived as tyrannical; freedom comes to be associated exclusively
with neoliberalism.

Notes

1 Oleksiy Honcharuk (born July 7, 1984) has master’s degrees in law and
public administration. Before starting his political career, he worked as
a junior lawyer for the Horodnyansky food products plant, and later as a
lawyer in the investment company PRIOR-Invest. Since 2015, Honcha-
ruk has headed the Better Regulation Delivery Office (BRDO), which is
funded by the European Union (112 Ukraine, 2019).

2 There are different views as to whether the “servants” actually lack com-
petence at managing a real economy, or if they are intentionally seeking to
deindustrialize Ukraine (see, for example, Kushch, 2021).

3 Genrikh Yagoda, Nikolai Yezhov, and Lavrentiy Beria were the leaders
of the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs, infamously known as the
NKVD. Yagoda was one of the organizers of the dispossession of peasants
in Ukraine, Russia, and Kazakhstan in the 1930s; under his leadership,
the General Directorate of Forced Labor Camps (GULag) was organized.
Yezhov acted as one of the organizers of the mass repressions of 1937-1938.
Under the leadership of Beria, a mass deportation was carried out from
Belarus and Ukraine as well as the Baltic states in 1939-1940. In 1944,
Beria led the operations to deport Chechens, Ingush, Karachais, Kalmyks,
Tatars and other peoples from the Caucasian republics and Crimea.
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7 The Post-Political Tyranny
of the Integral

Does Reality Exist?

Does not the whole story of Zelensky’s ascent to power through his
fictional character on Servant of the People provide a perfect illustration
of Jean Baudrillard’s (2005) “integral universe” in which “reality is dis-
appearing at the hands of the cinema and the cinema is disappearing
at the hands of reality” (p. 125), and where “there are no actors or
spectators anymore” (p. 135)? Is this not a game “on the fringes of the
real and its disappearance” (Baudrillard, 2005, p. 69) in which “we
are all immersed in the same reality, in the same revolving responsi-
bility, in a single destiny that is merely the fulfilment of a collective
desire” (Baudrillard, 2005, p. 135)? These questions have been raised
on Ukraine’s political programs that discussed Zelensky’s route to the
presidency and whose analysts have been asking each other: “Is this
reality? Or another joke? Is this still a performance? Are we already in
a simulacrum?” (Channel 5, 2021). Here is an interesting excerpt along
these lines from a TV program:

KARASYOV: This is a cinematic reality that gave Zelensky the oppor-
tunity to go to the second round. To win the first round. Because
what is a TV show? It is not Zelensky who promises—Holoborodko
promises... The actor promises! The character promises!

[OTo xuHeMarorpaduueckas peanbHOCTb, KOTOpas Jaia
BO3MOXKHOCTH 3€JIEHCKOMY BBIUTH 10 BTOpoil Typ. IlobGeauTs
B mepBoM Type. Iloromy 4ro uro Takoe kmHO? Obemaer xe He
3enencknii — obemaet ['onobopoasko... Axtep obemaet! [Tepconax
oOemaer!|

HOST: Then, against whom will the impeachment be—against Zelen-
sky or Holoborodko—if anything happens?
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[Hy Tax a mpotu koro Oyje IMIIYMEHT, HPOTH 3€JIeHCHKOro Yu
T'onoGoponrka, y pa3si 4oro?]
(Karasyov, 2019, 10:43-11:13)

Although this was not a serious question, it drew a big laugh in the
studio because it evoked the country’s experience of blurred realities,
which was also in line with what Baudrillard observed. “‘Does reality
exist? Are we in a real world?’—this is the leitmotiv of our entire pres-
ent culture,” he claimed more than a decade before Zelensky’s triumph
(Baudrillard, 2005, p. 26).

In Zelensky’s case, the line separating the real from the virtual was
blurred from the very beginning; it was not exactly clear where the per-
formance ended and democratic deliberation began, or what political
course would actually be taken. Election promises were euphemized
to the point of the unreal, but no one could be held accountable or
even take responsibility for this because the promises had been made
within a fictional TV series. Everything turned out to be simulacrum:
Zelensky’s election pledges performed by Holoborodko, his “party,”
the “democratic” procedure of adopting laws through a party machine
created exclusively for this purpose, the “people’s needs” as constructed
by Zelensky, and so forth. Because the virtual and the real blurred,
Ukrainians found themselves in a grey zone with no boundaries, no
truth, and no lies—a zone that “devours both actors and counteractors
in its huge belly and even feeds off resistance: it cuts the ground from
under the feet of resisters by eliminating the principle of opposition”
(Beck, 2007, p. 290). The dismantling of the political—a logical out-
come of the dismantling of the principle of opposition—is one of the
main features of Zelensky’s neoliberal authoritarianism that has been
forged on the fringes of the virtual and the real.

Ignoring the tremendous complexity of the real, Zelensky in his
show created a phantom world of virtual reality—an “integral,” flaw-
less universe with “all psychological or emotional pathology removed”
(Baudrillard, 2005, p. 28). Following a utopian “impulse to resolve
the ambivalence of good and evil and jump over one’s shadow into
absolute positivity” (Baudrillard, 2005, p. 51), Zelensky created “the
absurdity of a total truth from which falsehood is lacking—that of ab-
solute good from which evil is lacking, of the positive from which the
negative is lacking” (Baudrillard, 2005, p. 34). The utopia of absolute
positivity, created by Zelensky in the show, removed all “pathology”
oligarchs, corrupted politicians, enemies, conflicts, etc. All complexi-
ties were eliminated; all contradictions removed; all “others” abolished.
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Holoborodko’s perfect society—an artificial paradise with ideal living
conditions—was sterile, not infected with politics. This integral utopia
was totally transparent and liberated from any evil force, like a ge-
netically engineered social heaven. Transferred into absolute positivity,
the real was totalized and virtualized. At the cost of an extraordinary
simplification, the entire system of integral power, created by Zelensky,
has been pushing the real toward totality and unification—a totalitarian
dream.

There is no political struggle in Holoborodko’s flawless society;
everything is perfected by the will of an “enlightened” ruler and the
non-corrupted officials around him. In this “radiant universe ready to
pass over into the next world” (Baudrillard, 2005, p. 147), society is al-
ready saved, with nothing lacking in either politics or democracy. There
is not even a need for representation—"‘the principle of representation
itself disappears beneath the calculation” (p. 41). Indeed, did the party
of “servants”—the product forged on the fringes of the virtual and the
real—represent those who voted it into power? Within the coordinates
of the flawless integral utopia created by Zelensky, this question appears
senseless. As Baudrillard’s (2005) theory maintains, and as the analysis
in this book suggests, “there is no longer ultimately any possible rep-
resentation” (p. 97). What appears instead is the integral calculus of
reality. Everybody is set to zero in the name of integral happiness.

The banality of the show has merged with the banality of reality—
the product of Zelensky’s virtual world. The real has immersed itself
in the digital, and the digital in the real. Zelensky’s party machine has
become the virtual reality of his show—"an ectoplasm of the screen,”
as Baudrillard (2005, p. 81) put it. The distinction between man and
machine has been erased, and machines have appeared on both sides of
the interface. After all, “machines produce only machines,” as Baudril-
lard (2005, p. 80) observed—all that can come out of the digital world
is a machine product.

But the problem with this integral universe created by Zelensky is
that Ukrainians took the virtual for the real and applied the catego-
ries of the latter to the former, while “the specificity of the Virtual
is that it constitutes an event in the real against the real and throws
into question all these categories of the real, the social, the political”
(Baudrillard, 2005, p. 83). When the virtual is confused for the real,
politics disappear—only virtuality remains. Zelensky’s integral creation
could not create democracy; it could only produce its simulation. Un-
der such circumstances, public opinion has only virtual significance—
Ukrainians seem to have finally realized this after the launch of the land
reform against their will. Instead of the accession of all Ukrainians to
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political participation, the integral machine created by Zelensky only
strengthened the privileged status of elites; in the virtual world of sim-
ulacra invented by the comedian in a playful gesture, ordinary Ukrain-
ians can no longer find their place. The comedian’s integral creation has
delivered Ukrainians from the boring and troublesome responsibility of
sharing power. In the absence of any representativeness or credibility,
Zelensky’s party machine has been making its way toward neoliberal
paradise despite people’s disapprobation.

Because the power bulldozer created by Zelensky has little to do
with political representation, public opinion has been disregarded
completely. By ignoring people’s resistance to land sale, the machine
demonstrated their political insignificance—their actual non-existence.
This is the crux of the issue. Power can only be challenged if it derives
its sovereignty from representation. The lack of representation makes
power uncontrolled and cruel—a product of the integral times, when
power is exercised “in the pure state with no concern for sovereignty or
representation” (Baudrillard, 2005, p. 120).

An integral system, liberated from representation and opposition,
has established a monopoly over the rules by uniting equivalentially
Westernization, evolutionism, neoliberalization, and progress, thus
setting the ultimate limits of the thinkable, the finality of imagina-
tion. Characterized by extreme banality, Zelensky’s integral creation
has presented neoliberalization as progressive development and market
fundamentalism as a historical advance. Reducing a “complex and dif-
ferentiated global political economy to a race for economic and political
advance” (Ferguson, 1999, p. 16), its narrative has not been about neo-
liberal transformations—the dismantling of the social and the debilita-
tion of the political—but about progress. According to this story line,
simplified to the extreme, Ukraine has been moving along the avenue
leading to “civilization,” “Westernization,” and “modernization.”

Social perfection has come to be imagined exclusively in terms of
unification modeled according to “Western standards” and technical
advance. It is pertinent to recall here Zelensky’s dream about “the
reduction of all the functions of the state to the size of a smartphone”
[3BemeHHS BChOrO (DyHKIIOHANY AEp:KaBH 10 po3MipiB cMapThoHy]
(Zelensky, 2019). Importantly, these “progressive” “civilizational”
aspirations have been devoid of any claim to cultural specificity or
originality of thought. “To Westernize,” “to be like they are,” “to
reach their level,” “to transform ourselves into them,” “to become
different and to scramble out of our skins”—these mantras, known
from perestroika times, delimited the final frontier of the thinkable for
the “servants.”
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Even if, following postmodern critical thinkers, we assume that the
whole intellectual project of the Enlightenment was rather naive in its
incapability “of thinking beyond an ideal version of man” (Baudrillard,
2005, p. 141), Zelensky’s version of historical progressivism is the utmost
emasculation of Enlightenment ideas—a “second-hand” appropriation
of them. It is not about the unlimited progress of the human spirit, but
about growth limited by preestablished frontiers—not an unleashing of
human creativity, but rather a leashing of it with preestablished stand-
ards of Westernization, imagined in extremely simplified neoliberal
terms. This is what Baudrillard (2005) called “the fall of imagination”
(p. 70)—the lack of any necessity to think creatively, as the track has
already been trodden: the track of progressive linear development with
the established horizon of standardized improvement, where good is
measured in terms of economic liberalization and technical mastery
and where the “state in a smartphone” is seen as “the kingdom of ends.”
The complexity of the political has been replaced by the simplest possi-
ble solution: the appropriation of Western modernity (imagined in the
primitive terms of a linear economic advance) with ready-made neolib-
eral fixes for all problems. It is this extreme limitation of the imaginary
that explains the utter naivete in Zelensky’s view of current events and
his inability to realize the complexities of global issues in all their eco-
nomic, political, and social dimensions.

There Is No Alternative to the Integral

As long ago as 1985, Laclau and Moufle theorized that a truly demo-
cratic condition could be achieved only if the link between the evolu-
tionist paradigm and democratic theorization were broken. According
to Laclau and Moufle (1985), it is only through this radical break that
any totalizing ideology, which transforms a conjunctural state of affairs
into a historical necessity, can be deconstructed. This break would make
it possible to see that any given historical conjuncture is not the natural
order of things, but rather the expression of certain power configura-
tions; it would also enable the imagining of alternative ways to organize
the social, which could foreground unexpected historical turns.

To open up the imagination toward new democratic possibilities,
we need to “withdraw the category of ‘necessity’ to the horizon of
the social,” Laclau and Mouffe (1985, p. 13) argued, because neither
a fixed path of linear development nor the application of “inexorable
laws” for social transformation are compatible with open democratic
imagination. The logic of necessity operates through fixed meanings
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and limitations that restrain the work of the symbolic; it creates “total-
izing contexts which fix a priori the meaning of every event” (Laclau &
Moutfte, 1985, p. 34). To avoid totalization, therefore, we need to avoid
thinking in terms of “normal” stages of historical development and
“normal” models of historical change.

In Laclau and Mouffe’s view, authoritarian methods of government
are intrinsically connected to the evolutionary imagination that pre-
sents historical conjuncture as inevitable historical necessity. Anti-
democratic authoritarian tendencies inherent in “progressive” historical
endeavors stem from “essentialist apriorism, the conviction that the so-
cial 1s sutured at some point, from which it is possible to fix the mean-
ing of any event independently of any articulatory practice” (Laclau
& Mouffe, 1985, p. 176). It is this “essentialist apriorism” that, in the
view of Laclau and Moufte, “galvanized the political imagination”
of Jacobin-style revolutionaries whose thinking is incompatible with
democratic government. According to Laclau and Moufte (1985),

Sticking to the evolutionary paradigm of democratic theorizing
will inevitably lead to polarizing political effects since the progres-
sive imaginary presupposes the existence of strict dividing lines
between “progressive” and “regressive” forces of history with
“military relations” between them.

(p- 70)

In Laclau and Moufle’s view, non-military relations—that is, inclusive/
pluralistic democratic politics—can only come to life if there are no
rigid boundaries between identities and if the category of “objective
interest” from a predetermined historical agent is abandoned, since it
only holds meaning within an eschatological conception of history.
The basic precondition for a radically libertarian conception of pol-
itics 1s the refusal to dominate—intellectually or politically. It is this
precondition that is unachievable if the project of liberation is conceived
in unidirectional evolutionary terms, as a movement toward a “more
advanced” societal condition under the domination of self-proclaimed
“progressive forces of history.” In Laclau and Moufte’s view,

This point is decisive: there is no radical and plural democracy
without renouncing the discourse of the universal and its implicit
assumption of a privileged point of access to ‘the truth’, which can
be reached only by a limited number of subjects.

(Laclau & Moutfte, 1985, pp. 191-192)
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To be inclusively democratic, the discourse of a universal history should
be replaced with the discourse of a variety of historical projects artic-
ulated by “a polyphony of voices, each of which constructs its own
irreducible discursive identity,” Laclau and Mouffe assert (1985, p. 191).

In her later works, Moufle developed these ideas further, arguing
that “we should stop presenting the institutions of liberal western soci-
eties as the solution that other people will necessarily adopt when they
cease to be ‘irrational’ and become ‘modern’ (Moufte, 2009, p. 65).
Pluralist democracy should recognize that there cannot be one single
project suitable for governing different societies: This question cannot
be conceived in singular and universal terms. The world should be con-
ceived as a “pluri-verse,” which acknowledges “a plurality of regional
poles, organized according to different economic and political models
without a central authority” (Mouffe, 2013, p. 22) and a multiplicity of
interpretations of “democracy.”

In Moufle’s (2013) view, democracy, understood as rule by the
people, “can take a variety of forms, according to the different modes
of inscription of the democratic ideal in the variety of contexts” (p. 29).
The possibility of interpreting “democracy” in a variety of ways stems
from the pluralism of cultures, forms of life, and different understand-
ings of “human dignity.” Rather than insisting on the path followed
by the West as the only possible and legitimate one, we should ac-
knowledge that “non-Western societies can follow different trajectories
according to the specificity of their cultural traditions and religions,”
as Moutffe claims (2013, p. 35). Any political project on a global scale
should be conceived with an open-ended horizon that allows for unre-
stricted possibilities of hegemonic articulations.

According to Moufte, only through this radicalization of the global
democratic imaginary can we challenge the “there is no alternative”
dogma of neoliberalism, which transforms a contingent historical ar-
ticulation from a specific cultural context into a historical necessity. To
subvert the neoliberal hegemony that arrests imagination, she argues,
one needs to “question the dominant narrative about the superiority of
the Western form of development” (Moufte, 2013, p. 36), “challenge
the dangerous thesis that democratization requires Westernization”
(Moutfte, 2013, p. 40), and deconstruct the “naturalness” of the univer-
sality of the Western developmental path:

Such a hegemony is the result of a discursive construction that
articulates in a very specific manner a manifold of practices, dis-
courses and language games of a very diverse nature. If it can be
perceived as the natural consequence of technological progress, it
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is because, through a process of sedimentation, the political origin
of these contingent practices has been erased; they have become
naturalized, and the forms of identification that they have produced
have crystallized in identities which are taken for granted.
(Moutfte, 2009, p. 89)

This is why, according to Moulffe, neoliberal transfromations appear as
a natural historical process—"as a fate that we have to accept because
‘there is no alternative’” (Moufte, 2013, p. 89).

This is exactly what we observe in the case of Zelensky’s project.
Through his utopia of absolute positivity—an “integral,” flawless
universe existing without pathology, complexity, or contradictions—
Zelensky has created a perfectly sterile integral space not infected with
politics and liberated from political antagonisms. In line with Moufte’s
(2005) observation regarding “the post-political Zeitgeist” where “the
political is played out in the moral register” (p. 4), the political contes-
tation of alternative views has been substituted with the moralism of
the belief in neoliberal salvation, presented as a historical inevitability
and advancement.

The forces that ended up in opposition to neoliberal transformations
have been attacked not politically (based on opposing opinions) but
morally (based on the accusation of “hampering historical progress”).
“In place of a struggle of ‘right and left,” we are faced with a struggle
between ‘right and wrong’” (Moufle, 2005, p. 4)—this has been the es-
sence of “politics” within Zelensky’s integral project. While the “serv-
ants” have been vehemently attacking the Soviet project, they have
done so not on ideological but on moral grounds. Presenting linear de-
velopment as natural, universally legitimate, and—most importantly—
morally superior, Zelensky’s power machine has fostered a Jacobin
revolutionary imaginary incompatible with democratic governance. It
has reduced the polyphony of voices opposing neoliberalization to the
uniformity of a “there is no alternative” stance.
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8 Democracy-to-Come

A Perpetual Promise

Dismantling the Political

As outlined in Chapter 1, by means of his policy of glasnost, Gorbachev
consciously unleashed the democratic energy emanating from the people
s0 as to suppress opposition to his reforms aimed at “updating socialism.”
The release of this energy brought unpredicted results: Gorbachev was
removed from power and his socialist agenda was derailed, leaving un-
fulfilled all the best intentions to create a society in which social justice,
equality, and prosperity would reign. Zelensky (or those surrounding
him—see below) seem(s) to understand that unconstrained democracy
can bring unexpected outcomes—after all, Zelensky himself came to
power on a wave of popular love that may be characterized as irrational.
It is quite possible, therefore, that keeping democratic energies leashed
by means of “servants” party machine was a conscious desire to protect
Zelensky’s unpopular reforms from “the abuses of democracy,” to put it
in Friedrich Hayek’s words (Farrant et al., 2012, p. 513).

To be sure, the post-Soviet Ukraine before Zelensky was also im-
perfect in terms of its democratic condition. This was evident in the
unequal access to economic and political resources—the oligarchic leg-
acy of the 1990s—or in election manipulations, which came to be the
main reason for the Orange Revolution of 2004.! What Zelensky has
brought to this tradition of excluding the people from sociopolitical
processes 1s the sophistication of simulacra. He came to power through
an ostensibly democratic procedure—free elections. No manipulation
of the vote count such as occurred in the case of Yanukovych in 2004
was necessary since most Ukrainians supported Zelensky. The trick
required finesse on a level Yanukovych never would have imagined:
The voters simply did not know what they were voting for. But the
result was the same—the exhaustion of democracy, as well as people’s
trust in it.
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Of course, a perfectly democratic condition measured in terms
of political equality is an unachievable dream in any capitalist soci-
ety. As Wendy Brown (2018) put it, “democratic capitalism is also an
oxymoron... Capitalism can be modulated in more or less democratic
directions, and states can do more or less to nurture or quash the polit-
ical equality on which democracy depends” (pp. 25-26). The direction
chosen by Zelensky has put the country squarely on a “less democratic”
path. To achieve a better democratic condition, the government would
need to adopt very specific policies aimed at reducing the inequalities
among citizens in terms of their ability to influence political decisions.
In contrast, Zelensky has been acting to create power mechanisms that
prevent the people from influencing political decisions.

The principle of equality—the main principle of democratic
government—has been undermined by Zelensky at every turn. The
equal right of every citizen to speak and be heard on matters of pub-
lic policy was violated with the closure of oppositional TV channels,
which had been expressing the views of a growing number of Ukrain-
1ans unsatisfied with Zelensky’s rule. The equality of citizens under
the law was violated when the NSDC initiated extrajudicial reprisals
through the imposition of sanctions. Equality in terms of opportunities
to serve in political office was violated when Zelensky’s friends assumed
public positions, and so on.

Zelensky’s power machine managed to limit and contain the political
by sapping its democratic energies and thus de-democratizing it. Poli-
tics has been reduced to authoritarian administration, and technocratic
solutions have come to replace democratic deliberation that involved
the contestation of ideas, arguments, and the working out of political
decisions for the public good. Instead, what has been put into motion—
as 1s necessary for the implementation of neoliberal reforms—is a depo-
liticized and technocratic state machine, safeguarded from “democratic
excesses” of all sorts. In this sense, Zelensky’s tendency to see opposi-
tional movements as staged by oligarchs, rather than as genuine man-
ifestations of discontentment among the people, is revealing. This is
how he imagines democratic processes—as staged, orchestrated, and
controlled.

There is a significant difference between the version of a neoliberal
state designed by Zelensky and the one envisioned by Soviet neoliberals
of the early 1990s. For the latter, the invisible hand of the market was
assumed to put things in order by itself; but for Zelensky, the state has
been deemed necessary to create all the necessary conditions for neo-
liberal governance. His design for such a state presupposes its safeguard-
ing from the demands of the masses. By means of his parliamentary



Democracy-to-Come: A Perpetual Promise 111

machine, he has been able to find a new and unconventional solution to
the old problem haunting the greatest neoliberal minds: how “to inoc-
ulate capitalism against the threat of democracy, to create a framework
to contain often-irrational human behavior” (Slobodian, 2020, p. 2).
Seen this way, Zelensky’s project (or somebody else’s project called by
his name) does not appear as funny and naive as it seemed at first glance.
The attempts of his team to create an authoritarian state liberated from
“democratic excesses” is in line with classic neoliberal thought, reject-
ing full-fledged democratic governance and the expansive notion of the
political in which such governance rests.

On the Shoulders of Neoliberal Giants

In his book Globalists, Slobodian (2020) challenges a widely shared
assumption about neoliberals’ ostensible belief in global laissez-faire,
self-regulating markets, and shrunken states. In his account, “the neo-
liberal project focused on designing institutions—not to liberate mar-
kets but to encase them, to inoculate capitalism against the threats of
democracy” (p. 2). According to Slobodian, thinking about how to
safeguard the world economy (to insulate the market) from democratic
pressures has been a general tendency among “ordoglobalists”—the
term coined by Slobodian to designate the continental school of neolib-
eral thinking (Geneva School), which has been much more attentive to
the issues of global governance than its Anglo-American counterparts.

In Slobodian’s account, because democracy became an influential
global factor only in the 20th century, the idea of “democracy con-
straint,” which would have been unthinkable for classical liberals, came
to distinguish the neoliberals of the post-war order, which was char-
acterized by the ruin of empire, decolonization, and the emergence
of new nation-states. “The confrontation with mass democracy was
also at the heart of the century for neoliberals... [for whom)]... [t|he
tension was always between advocating democracy for peaceful change
and condemning its capacity to upend order,” Slobodian (2020, p. 14)
claims. In other words, in Slobodian’s view, neoliberals valued dem-
ocratic governance as a means of peaceful organic change stemming
from open competition and free innovation; therefore, democracy
should not be destroyed—rather, it must be limited so as to prevent it
from destroying itself.

Slobodian is in line with numerous other scholars who see the creation
of supranational governing institutions such as the IMF, the World Bank,
and the WTO, and international treaties such as NAFTA, as attempts
to insulate markets from democratic pressures coming from sovereign
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nation-states (e.g., Babb, 2009; Chorev, 2005; Harmes, 2006). According
to this outlook, the creation of a parallel global legal system, the spread
of offshore tax havens, and the foundation of various other types of spe-
cial economic zones are similar developments in one sense—they are all
designed to safeguard capital from the risks of progressive taxation, equal
redistribution, and other manifestations of the democratic ambition of
achieving social equality. From this perspective, neoliberalism appears
as a project aimed specifically at building institutions to protect markets
from democratic interventions of all sorts—to find “a legal and institu-
tional fix for the disruptive effects of democracy on market processes”
(Slobodian, 2020, p. 11). What is essential in this view is that the neolib-
eral goal is not about liberating markets from the state and making them
self-regulated or “disembedded,” to use Polanyi’s (2001) terms, but about
protecting the market through the creation of a suitable legal-institutional
framework while redesigning the state. It is assumed, in other words, that
markets are not given from nature—they are constructed purposefully
through the creation of extra-economic conditions.

It stems logically from such an understanding of neoliberalism that
it should be suspicious not only about democracy but also about the
strong sovereignty of nation-states. As Slobodian (2020) put it, “Or-
doglobalism was haunted by two puzzles across the twentieth century:
first, how to rely on democracy, given democracy’s capacity to destroy
itself; and second, how to rely on nations, given nationalism’s capacity
to ‘disintegrate the world”” (p. 13). Nation-states, ordoglobalists be-
lieved, should be incorporated into the global institutional regime of
safeguarding the free market; ideally, they should all be guarded by
the same laws. In other words, “the excesses of sovereignty should be
abolished,” as Wilhelm Ré&pke put it (cited in Bonefeld, 2015, p. 868).
Searching for an adequate balance between the global economic or-
der and national political regimes so as to reconcile global dependency
with national self-determination has been the main neoliberal problem
of post-colonial times. The neoliberals of the Geneva School did not
envisage the dissolution of nation-states; rather, they imagined struc-
tured relations between them and the global institutions of economic
regulation, with the ability of supranational institutions to override
national legislation threatening to violate the global rights of capital.
Nation-states, this outlook holds, may be useful in terms of maintain-
ing political legitimacy and stability. Global institutions should work
with them to ensure the effective functioning of the global economic
system. But if the latter is threatened by popular decisions, the suprana-
tional system must be able to override them.
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To sum up, neoliberal thinking, at least in its “ordoglobal” ver-
sion, 1s primarily about coming up with an institutional framework—
encompassing both global and local power structures—to preempt
national-democratic opposition to the development of free capitalist
markets on a global scale in the form of demands for social justice un-
derstood as egalitarian redistribution. I find this insight very helpful to
make sense of Zelensky’s project. If evaluated from the ordoglobal per-
spective, his course of action appears logical and even successful: Hav-
ing mobilized the democratic energy of the people through his populist
Servant of the People’s real-virtual power machine, Zelensky was able to
effectively curb it after winning the election.

“Servants’ of Globalism

Democracy is about organizing political life in such a way so that the
people can govern themselves. Zelensky’s power machine has been
designed such that people cannot do this. The future of Ukraine’s
agricultural land was decided without regard to the opinion of
Ukrainians—a nod of approval from “Western partners” (a catch-
phrase used by Ukrainian neoliberal reformers) was enough to bring
Ukrainian black soil under the hammer. The World Bank, the EBR D,
the IMF, the G-7, neoliberal think-tanks, lobbying groups, financial
speculators, etc.—all the advocates of neoliberal globalism have wel-
comed the Ukrainian land reform and pushed for the opening of the
land market despite the mass disapproval of Ukrainians. Under pres-
sure from global neoliberal institutions, in addition to the “excesses” of
Ukraine’s democratic condition, its “excess” national sovereignty has
also been eliminated.

To be sure, Ukraine’s incorporation into the global neoliberal
network started long before Zelensky. It can be traced to the early
1990s, when the law On Foreign Investments and the decree On the
Regime of Foreign Investment were adopted, which “provided state
guarantee to foreign investors on investment return and protection

from changes to investment and taxation legislation for ten years”
(Yurchenko, 2018, p. 93). However, since global hegemony of capital
cannot be guaranteed by mere market penetration of transnational
capital into a client state, the whole process has been coordinated by
global neoliberal institutions such as the IMF, the World Bank, the
EBRD, etc. Ukrainian legislation has been subject to continual revi-
sion in accordance with the requirements of these and numerous other
neoliberal guardians.
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The complete story of Ukraine’s neoliberal transformation is long
and complex, but for the purposes of this book, suffice it to say that the
process of establishing foreign control over Ukraine has intensified sig-
nificantly since the 1990s. In the early years of Ukraine’s independence,
one could hardly imagine the country appointing foreign citizens to
top ministerial posts—a development that became possible two decades
later. It was after the victory of the Euromaidan that foreign presence
in Ukrainian governmental structures started to be perceived as nor-
mal. Natalie Jaresko—a citizen of the US—was appointed Ukraine’s
Minister of Finance (2014-2016).? Aivaras Abromaviéius—a citizen of
Lithuania—became Ukraine’s Minister of Economy and Trade (2014—
2016)’; Alexander Kvitashvili—a citizen of Georgia—was the Minister
of Healthcare (2014-2016)*; and Ulana Suprun—a citizen of the US—
served as the acting Minister of Healthcare (2016-2019).> Other for-
eigners assumed offices of lower ranks (Tyshchuk, 2017). Some of them
became Ukrainian citizens as soon as they occupied governmental po-
sitions; however, this does not negate the fact that their appointments
resulted not from the will of Ukrainians but from the recommendations
of the global institutional regime of safeguarding free market, as Slobo-
dian might have called this.

Although there have been no foreign citizens serving as ministers
in the two governments under Zelensky’s presidency, his officials have
been closely connected with global centers of neoliberal power (Vish-
nevsky, 2020). It is these people who have sought to reconcile global
dependency with Ukraine’s sovereign ambitions, working to strike
a balance between the global economic order and Ukrainian socio-
political realities. A leaked audio recording in which Prime Minister
Honcharuk (2019-2020) discusses with his colleagues how to delude
Zelensky is very interesting in this respect. Here 1s Honcharuk’s direct
speech:

Zelensky has a very primitive, in this sense, simple understanding
of economic processes. There is a balance of payments. The bal-
ance of payments has not improved much, and the hryvnia [UAH,
Ukrainian currency] has strengthened a lot... He is looking for an
answer to this question.

[V 3enenckoro ecTh OYeHb MPUMHUTHBHOE IOHHMAHUE
SKOHOMHYECKUX MporeccoB. EcTh muarexHslii 0amaHc. A OHH
HACUJIBHO yKpernmin. OH HINET OTBET Ha 3TOT BOMPOC. A y HETO
HET OTBETA Ha 3TOT BOIPOC]|.

(Delo.ua, 2020)
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Honcharuk instructs his colleagues on what they should tell Zelensky
to persuade him that everything is under control and that the govern-
ment’s policy is for the benefit of Ukraine:

He needs to explain the following: at the beginning of the year,
the population did not believe in the hryvnia... Then a new strong
president blah blah blah... The level of trust in the authorities is
unprecedented. The hryvnia continues to strengthen.... We need
to speak very convincingly.... Because until the president has an
answer to this question in his head, he will have an empty space
there, and crap about bonds will fly there. It only hits his head be-
cause there is a fog in it.

[EMy HYXHO OOBSICHUTH CIEAYIOIICE: B HaUalie roja HACEICHUEC
HE BEPWIO B TPHUBHIO... [IOTOM HOBBIM CHJIBHBIA MPE3UACHT
Ona-6na-06mna... YpoBeHb J0BepHUsi OeCHpele/eHTHBI K BIIACTH.
'puBHS TPOMOIKAET YKPEIIATHCS... BylnemM TOBOpPUTH OYCHB
peanuctuvHo... [loToMy 4TO MOKa y HAac He OyIeT y Mpe3uiieHTa
B TOJIOBE OTBETA HA ITOT BOIPOC — Y HEro OyJeT IMyCTOe MECTO
taM. U x Hemy OyJeT mpuieraTh 3Ta XPeHb Ha TEMYy OOJHTraIuii.
Omna momaaaeT B TOJIOBY TOJIBKO TIOTOMY, YTO Y HErO €CTh TyMaH].

(Delo.ua, 2020)

By “bonds,” Honcharuk means government securities that, starting
from December 2019, have been actively purchased by global financial
speculators and, according to rumors, by Ukrainian officials connected
with them. The great profitability of the bonds and rapid growth in
demand for them boosted the exchange rate of the UAH against the
USD and radically reduced the profits of Ukrainian exporters, which
negatively influenced budget revenue. As a result, by the end of 2019,
the government had to suspend most of its payments since there was
not enough money in state cofters. To plug the growing public finance
deficit, the government continued issuing the bonds, which strength-
ened the hryvnia even further, threatening the whole economic system
(Kozak, 2020).

This is the essence of the story, which Honcharuk tried to hide by
inventing a legend about people’s trust in the hryvnia—a fairy tale
concocted specifically for Zelensky. A nuance worth noting about this
meeting, whose leaked audio caused a scandal, is that its participants
included the country’s Minister of Finance Oksana Markarova® and
Minister of Economic Development, Trade and Agriculture Tymofry
Mylovanov’—two other key figures in the Ukrainian government (in



116 Democracy-to-Come: A Perpetual Promise

addition to Honcharuk) connected with global neoliberal institutions
(Vishnevsky, 2020).

This story is interesting because it clearly demonstrates how those
surrounding Zelensky manipulates him to achieve their goals. Many
experts believe that Zelensky’s unshakable conviction that the opening
of the land market will bring prosperity for all Ukrainians is a result of
similar manipulations, when Zelensky’s naivety in economic affairs is
simply “used blindly,” as Kushch put it:

Zelensky in this case is simply being used blindly. His entourage
has successfully persuaded him that he will go down in history as a
great reformer—almost like Tsar Alexander II, the liberator, who
abolished serfdom... He has been persuaded that this is his histor-
ical mission. Accordingly, he has this element of messianism—he
wants to fulfill this mission, and he is successtully used in this.

[3eneHCKOro B JaHHOM CIydae IPOCTO UCTIONB3YIOT BCenyto. EMy
OUYEHb YJJAUHO €r0 OKPYKEHUE BHYIIIUJIO, YTO OH BOMJET B UCTOPUIO
KaK BeNMKHUIl pedopmMarop—uyTh NM HE KakK LApb AJEKCaHIp
Bropoit ocBoOOaUTENE, KOTOPBIII OTMEHUIT KPETIOCTHOE IMPaBo...
To ects, ero yoeaunu. COOTBETCTBEHHO, y HETO €CTh BOT 3TOT
3JIEMEHT MECCHUAHCTBA—OH XOY€T 3Ty MUCCHIO BBIIOJIHUTH, U €r0
YJAAQ4HO UCIOJIb3YIOT].

(Kushch, 2021, 7:33-8:40)

Indeed, after the parliamentary meeting at which the new Land Code
was adopted (it was dubbed “Walpurgis Night” because the deputies
voted in masks), Zelensky (2019) posted a video in which he says that
serfdom is over, and this is a historic event. Kushch’s observation re-
garding Zelensky’s belief in his progressive historical mission is in line
with the basic argument of this book regarding the progressive histor-
ical imaginary behind every stage of Ukraine’s neoliberalization since
the collapse of the USSR.

When Zelensky dismissed Honcharuk’s Cabinet in March 2020, he
acknowledged the external influence on sovereign Ukrainian matters
by arguing that the Cabinet had “become overly solicitous of West-
ern nations that financially support Ukraine by appointing foreigners
to the boards of state companies” (Kramer, 2020). Zelensky’s remark,
however, did not put an end to the system in which decisive roles on
the supervisory boards of state enterprises are given to foreigners.
Among them are individuals such as Jost Lyngman—Permanent Rep-
resentative of the International Monetary Fund in Ukraine, a citizen
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of the Kingdom of Sweden; Matteo Patrone—Managing Director of
the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development in Eastern
Europe, an Italian citizen; Jason Pellmar—the head of the regional of-
fice of the International Finance Corporation (IFC) in Ukraine and
Belarus, a US citizen; and Marcin Swie;cicki—a Polish politician, for-
merly his country’s Minister of Foreign Economic Relations and Dep-
uty Minister of Economy, who has been the Business Ombudsman’ in
Ukraine since 2019 (Gubrienko, 2020). It is noteworthy that the glo-
balists receive local remuneration. Although the question of foreigners
receiving exorbitant wages for serving on advisory boards has been
considered by both the Ukrainian parliament and the Supreme Court,
nothing has changed.

Moreover, foreign control of Ukrainian affairs has not been limited
to the appointment of so-called “sorosyata”!' to governmental or man-
agerial positions at state companies. If one looks at the tweets of G-7
ambassadors to Ukraine, the extent of this control becomes evident.
Here are just a couple of examples of such tweets published in May
2020—the month following Honcharuk’s resignation:

During a meeting with Rada Chairman Dmytro Razumbkov, the
G7 Ambassadors noted the importance of securing a new IMF pro-
gram and of continuing to move forward on legislation in support
of reforms that will strengthen Ukraine’s economy and democracy.

G7AmbR eformUA, 2020a)

During a meeting with the supervisory boards of the state-owned
banks and the Ministry of Finance, the G7 Ambassadors recog-
nized the role these independent boards have played in strength-
ening Ukraine’s financial system... In particular, they emphasized
the importance of continuing reforms to improve corporate
governance.

(G7AmbR eformUA, 2020b)

Such “encouraging” tweets are published regularly. What is easily dis-
cernable in them are the subject-position of the powerful Western states
as represented by the G-7 Ambassadors, who “underscore” and “em-
phasize”—give instructions, in other words—and the object-position
of Ukraine, which, according to the logic of the tweets, is supposed to
accept these instructions and obey them without question.

The topic of Ukraine falling under the control of the global insti-
tutional regime of safeguarding the free market is inexhaustible, given
that such influence is carried out in many different ways—from grants
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that allow “servants” of globalism to be educated in Western univer-
sities to the lobbying groups of global corporations that help to shape
governmental decisions. If all the factors of this influence were ac-
counted for, the “global institutional regime” would look like a spider’s
web in which Ukraine is entangled. However, what is important to
acknowledge with respect to the topic of this book is that Ukraine’s
entanglement in the global neoliberal web has not been exclusively a
matter of foreigners with evil intentions.

The entrapping looks quite logical given Ukraine’s proclaimed goal
of Europeanization/ Westernization/neoliberalization presented as a
“no alternative” developmental pathway. Ukraine has been transformed
into a passive object of globalists' neoliberal mission by the internal
logic of its own discourse of unidirectional progress, as its own pro-
gressive imaginary sees development exclusively in the unidirectional
terms of Westernization. Acting as Edward Said’s (2003) “willing intel-
lectuals” who always have “calming words about benign and altruistic
empires, as if one shouldn’t trust the evidence of one’s eyes watching
the destruction and the misery and death brought by the latest mission
civilizatrice” (p. xx1), Ukrainian “servants” of globalism have been do-
ing their best to diminish Ukraine’s sovereignty and democracy for
the sake of neoliberalization. From their perspective, there has been
nothing wrong with this—on the contrary, it has been seen as a course
of action taken for the good of Ukraine, in line with David Harvey’s
(2005) observation that:

Even the most draconian of IMF restructuring programmes is un-
likely to go forward without a modicum of internal support from
someone. It sometimes seems as if the IMF merely takes the re-
sponsibility for doing what some internal class forces want to do
anyway.

(117)

But in Ukraine’s case, the “internal class” which Harvey mentions is
not entirely “internal”—many advocates of Ukraine’s neoliberalization
have been educated abroad and are closely connected with global ne-
oliberal institutions. In this sense, they represent not an internal class
so much as an international one—a class of globalists whose unity has
been forged by the discourse of unidirectional progress which places the
West in the leading role. As outlined in Chapter 1, all of the neoliberal
reformers of post-Soviet Ukraine have been employing this discourse,
and in this sense Zelensky is not an exception.

What distinguishes Zelensky among post-Soviet neoliberals and
makes his case exceptional is his populism forged on the fringes of the
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virtual and the real. Founded on the rigid juxtaposition of “the good
people” and “the corrupted elites,” Zelensky’s populism has turned out
to be very handy for the further incorporation of Ukraine into the global
neoliberal project. If all local politicians are stupid and corrupt, it is only
natural to ask for foreign advice and accept guidance from beyond the
nation’s borders. Both the logic of his unidirectional progressive imagi-
nary and Zelensky’s Manichean division of the social into an irreconcil-
able dichotomy have created a fertile soil for this dependency to flourish.
As a result, the democratic energy of the Ukrainian people, which made
Zelensky’s progressive-neoliberal machine a success, has been exploited
to ensure that this energy would be contained and that democracy
would still be “to come” (Derrida, 2002, p. 105)—a perpetual promise
throughout all of Ukraine’s post-Soviet transformations.

Notes

1 The Orange Revolution began on the eve of the second round of the presi-
dential election of 2004, when the official count differed substantially from
the results of exit polling that gave Victor Yushchenko—an oppositional
candidate—up to an 11 percent lead. The official results gave the election
win to Victor Yanukovych—the protégé of then incumbent President Le-
onid Kuchma—by 3 percent. Huge protests against what was seen by the
protesters as “massive fraud” resulted in Yushchenko’s victory.

2 As Minister of Finance of Ukraine, Jaresko implemented “the largest IMF
program in the institution’s history” (FOMB, n/d). After her tenure in
Ukraine, she was designated Executive Director of the Financial Over-
sight and Management Board for Puerto Rico.

3 As a minister, Abromavi¢ius advocated for deregulation, privatization,
austerity, and a reduced role for the state in economic processes (Brian &
Verstyuk, 2014). After leaving his ministerial position, he was appointed
Director General of Ukroboronprom, Ukraine's biggest defense industry
company (2019-2020).

4 Before coming to Ukraine, Kvitashvili was Minister of Health of Georgia
(2008-2010). During his ministerial tenure in Ukraine, Kvitashvili was
wanted by the Georgian government—he had been accused of destroying
the Georgian healthcare system (Civil Georgia, December 20, 2014).

5 Suprun’s healthcare reform, provided under the slogan “money follows
the patient,” presupposed shutting down ineffective clinics with a small
number of patients. Opposition called this monetized healthcare policy
“genocide of the Ukrainian people”; Suprun was nicknamed “Dr. Death”
(Pimm, 2018).

6 Oksana Markarova holds a master’s degree in international public fi-
nance and trade from the University of Indiana (USA). Before assum-
ing her governmental position, she worked as an economic policy advisor
and manager for external and corporate communications at Western NIS
Enterprise Fund, a US direct investment fund, and as head of the board
(President) of ITT-Invest company. Markarova was also an intern at the
World Bank, where she worked in the group in charge of the banking
sector and financial markets in Europe and Middle Asia (Markarova, n/d).
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7 Tymofiy Mylovanov, PhD, got his doctoral degree in economics at the
University of Wisconsin—Madison (USA). During his professional career,
he has been teaching at European and American universities including
Rheinische Friedrich—Wilhelms—Universitit Bonn, the University of
Pennsylvania, and the University of Pittsburgh. Before assuming his gov-
ernmental position, Mylovanov was elected to the board of the National
Bank of Ukraine and served as the board’s deputy chairman from 2016 to
2019 (Mylovanov, n/d).

8 After his resignation, Honcharuk became a distinguished fellow of the
Atlantic Council—a think tank whose website, in keeping with the core prin-
ciples of neoliberal thought, states that “market economies underpinned by
the rule of law and stable democratic systems generate prosperity for their cit-
izens, drive innovation, and create global opportunities for growth” (Atlantic
Council, n/d). What distinguished Honcharuk, according to the Council’s
website, was precisely his merit in the field of Ukraine’s neoliberalization—
among other things, the site states, Honcharuk “initiated the adoption [of]
legislation that aided the introduction of land reform; commenced the im-
plementation of medical and educational reforms... [and]... launched wide
privatization processes” (Atlantic Council, n/d). Needless to say, the bond
affair was not listed among Honcharuk’s achievements.

9 The mission of the Business Ombudsman Council is to provide “greater
transparency of business practices in Ukraine” (Business Ombudsma
Counciln, n/d).

10 The term “sorosyata”—a popular meme in Ukrainian political discourse—
is derived from the surname of the famous American billionaire investor
George Soros. “Sorosyata” are widely believed to represent the interests of
global neoliberal institutions or simply the West as a whole (Demyachuk,
2021).

)
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Conclusion

The story of Zelensky’s ascent to power and realizing of unpopular
neoliberal reforms consists of several parts, each of which provides se-
rious grounds to reflect on established modes of thinking about con-
temporary political communication. To start with, Zelensky’s show
served as a virtual election platform, with the comedian explaining to
Ukrainians through his performances as President Holoborodko what
should be done to modernize Ukraine so that it could make “civiliza-
tional” progress. Using a TV show as an informal political platform is
an unusual development. It suggests that scholars of communication
should not restrict themselves to the scholarly hegemonic framework
when analyzing contemporary political processes. We should not limit
ourselves by analyzing only conventional election platforms, official
speeches and interviews, media coverage of election campaigns, so-
cial media exchanges, and so forth. Attention should be paid to new,
unconventional forms of political communication, where “political”
is understood in broad terms of contesting and negotiating meanings
(Laclau & Mouffe, 1985)—an incessant process permeating all aspects
of collective life within our highly stratified and digitalized societies.
If meanings are contested, negotiated, and hegemonized in both real
and virtual realms; if they are constructed both verbally and performa-
tively; if the borders between politics and entertainment blur; then all
the complexity of discursive-material assemblages should be accounted
for—the hybridization of the imagined and the real, the artistic and the
political, the digital and the tangible, and so forth.

In this respect, it is important to underline that in spite of all its
originality, Zelensky’s case has one obvious aspect in which it is not
unique: In our highly digitalized social environment, almost all po-
litical promises are made “virtually.” George W. Bush’s “Windsurf-
ing” (2004), Barack Obama’s “Yes We Can” (2008), Donald Trump’s
“Argument for America” (2016), and all other political ads get their
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viewers through the materiality of the interface ostensibly separating
“the virtual” and “the real.” Not only conventional political ads, but
ads of any kind—whether nonprofit or commercial—are produced and
distributed digitally these days, with a major question being to what
extent they “reproduce” analogue “reality” and to what extent they
create it by acting as power agents of their own. Zelensky has gone
further than others—mixing together the virtual, the real, the political,
and the artistic in ways that leave little chance to differentiate between
them—->but this does not negate the fact that hybrids of all sorts inhabit
contemporary societies, communicating with each other across estab-
lished boundaries and breaking them down. This reminds us of the ne-
cessity to update conventional analytical tools that can no longer make
sense of the complexity of such boundless communication processes.
New analytical perspectives are needed, and this book has offered just
one of them—Carpentier’s (2017) Discursive-Material Knot enriched
with the dimension of digital materiality.

Connecting the virtual and the real through recognizing the mate-
riality of the former makes analysis richer. But this is not only about
richness or simply “doing justice to the agential material,” as Carpentier
(2021, p. 112) claims; this is also a matter of comprehension. In the highly
digitalized contemporary world, it is simply impossible to separate the
digital/intangible/virtual into an autonomous realm ostensibly differ-
entiated from the “real” world, as scholars working in digital discourse
studies readily acknowledge. Increasingly, such scholars have been chal-
lenging the distinction between the offline/real/tangible and the online/
virtual/intangible as well as highlighting the impact of multi-modality
on the production of meanings (e.g., Bolander & Locher, 2020). As their
research suggests, most Internet users do not see the online and offline
spheres of their activities as distinct; rather, the online is seen as an ex-
tension of the offline—a prolongation of the social.

Second, Zelensky’s unprecedented electoral success, forged on the
fringes of the virtual and the real, enabled him to create a parliamentary
machine capable of rubber-stamping laws for neoliberal reform under
the guidance of global neoliberal institutions and their agents, without
regard for Ukraine’s political opposition or public opinion. A lesson we
can draw from this is that Hayek’s ideas still endure and prevail, despite
the widely shared belief about “the old” that “is dying” (Fraser, 2019).
As early as 1944, in his historic work The Road to Serfdom, Hayek wrote:

Free trade and freedom of opportunity are ideas which still may
arouse the imagination of large numbers, but a mere ‘reasonable
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freedom of trade’ or a mere ‘relaxation of controls’ is neither in-
tellectually respectable nor likely to inspire any enthusiasm. The
main lesson which the true liberal must learn from the success of
the socialists 1s that it was their courage to be Utopian which gained
them the support of the intellectuals and therefore an influence on
public opinion which is daily making possible what only recently
seemed utterly remote.

(2013, p. 129, emphasis added)

As Zelensky’s case demonstrates, Hayek’s disciples took his recommen-
dation seriously. It was the utopia of an ideal Ukrainian society, cre-
ated by Zelensky on his show, that made possible “what only recently
seemed utterly remote™: using a local comedian to entrench global ne-
oliberalism, utilizing a fictional TV series to dislocate the normality of
the hegemonic political discourse, operating a virtual-real party ma-
chine to control the excesses of democracy, etc. The lesson we should
learn from this part of Zelensky’s story is that one should not forget
about capitalism’s “incredible resilience... its remarkable capacity to
survive its own periodic crises and find new spatial and technological
fixes,” as Lara Monticelli (2018, p. 503) put it.

In this respect, the value of Fraser’s (2019) observation that, to gain
broader appeal, neoliberalism needs to repackage itself—to deck itself
out as progressive—is hard to overestimate. To be successful, Zelensky’s
neoliberal project had to be euphemized through articulating links not
with mass privatization, budget cuts, land sales, and so forth, but with
civil peace, social justice, Europeanization, and modernization—in
other words, “progress.” A remarkable capacity to adapt was demon-
strated by switching links between the primary signifiers of the progres-
sive discourse when it was tactically necessary. As outlined in Chapter 3,
during the pre-election period, while acting as Holoborodko, Zelensky
equivalentially linked “modernization” with anti-corruption efforts,
de-oligarchization, and social justice (de-privatization of collective
property and redistribution of public wealth); in the post-election pe-
riod (2019-2020), while acting as the real president of Ukraine, Zelen-
sky connected “modernization” with neoliberal reforms: privatization
of public property, reducing the power of trade unions, making labor
laws more flexible, and so forth. Later, amid a collapsing approval rating,
Zelensky “returned” to promises he had made to Ukrainians as the fic-
tional Holoborodko, pursuing de-oligarchization and re-privatization
in a bid to revive his popularity. This is a good illustration of how, to
survive, a neoliberal project can “change its skin” back and forth.
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Accordingly, it is worthy highlighting that as a tool for selling a ne-
oliberal pig in a populist poke, humor came to be indispensable. A
passage from Slavoj Zizek (2018) about Donald Trump can easily be
applied to Zelensky in this regard:

The problem is not that Trump is a clown. The problem is that
there is a programme behind his provocations, a method in his
madness... [that is]... part of their populist strategy to sell this pro-
gramme to ordinary people, a programme which (in the long term,
at least) works against ordinary people: lower taxes for the rich,
less healthcare and workers’ protection, etc. Unfortunately, people
are ready to swallow many things if they are presented to them
through laughter.

This is exactly what we observe in the case of Zelensky. Making fun of
the “exploiters” of the Ukrainian people—placing these powerful fig-
ures in an object-position—created a cathartic moment of enjoyment
shared by Zelensky’s viewers. It is this moment of enjoyment that was
exploited by Zelensky to create a broad populist front of Ukrainians
against the nation’s “parasites.”

Finally, we should not lose sight of the fact that Zelensky’s project,
amid all its artistic originality, drew its strength from unprecedented
popular support. It is important to recognize that Ukrainians liked
Zelensky’s program of authoritarian “normalization” as presented on
his show: the imprisonment of oligarchs and the confiscation of their
property with no trial; the firing of officials without any hearings in
court; the blackmailing, threatening, and intimidating of corrupted
politicians, and so on. By supporting this virtual program, Ukrainians
seemed to be reveling in the possibility of such autocratic governance,
which Zelensky started to implement in reality in early 2021 as he at-
tempted to salvage his popularity. Cannot we interpret this as a sign of
popular fatigue with the discourse of rule of law and democracy, under
the guise of which all post-Soviet neoliberal experiments were set into
motion? Is this not an indication of people’s secret awareness that un-
der the rule of the market, the notion of equality for all before the law
is an illusion? Cannot this be interpreted as the people’s reaction to a
neoliberal onslaught against the common good, which they have been
experiencing since the advent of post-Soviet neoliberal times? Is this
not a reaction to the market forces that, since being unleashed, have
damaged society by eroding people’s belief in justice (Brown, 2019)?
These questions—only reformulated with respect to the specifics of
other societies—require more scholarly attention as support among
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electorates for populists who euphemize their neoliberal agendas by
wrapping them in enticing covers is a significant factor contributing to
neoliberalism’s incredible ability to survive.

Discussing this issue in the context of the “deepening divisions, even
hatred” existing between Trump supporters and progressives, Fraser
argues that a substantial part of the misunderstanding between the for-
mer and the latter is due to “reactionary impulses” stemming “from a
ressentiment against progressive-neoliberal moralizing” (Fraser & Jaeggi,
2018, p. 219, emphasis original). Fraser’s observations regarding U.S.
progressives who are confident “that they represent the advance guard
of humanity’s progression to moral cosmopolitanism and cognitive en-
lightenment” (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018, p. 208) are in line with my own
findings from Russia and Ukraine. Analyzing the emancipatory rhet-
oric of local social movements, I found that their activists habitually
diminished and marginalized their presumably “underdeveloped” and
“unenlightened” compatriots, and excluded their voices from deliber-
ation on important issues within “progressive” public spheres (Baysha,
2018). If this is a global trend, then we need to open our minds not only
to suppressed possibilities for development—a typical aim within the
exercise of critical thinking—but also to those “deplorables” (Hillary
Clinton’s expression) whom we seem to be intellectually unequipped
to understand.

Asaresult of this inability to see another perspective, “progressives’—
who have “devolved all too easily into moralizing, finger-pointing, and
talking down to rural and working-class people, with the insinuation
that they were culturally backward or stupid” (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018,
p- 208)—draw solid dividing frontiers between themselves and “retro-
grade” forces, deepening existing antagonisms and giving rise to new
ones. By fostering these divisions through unproductive moralizing,
social activists and critical scholars may inadvertently contribute to the
entrenchment of global neoliberalism.

To end the prolonged era of global neoliberal governance, those
striving for social justice, understood in democratic terms of social
equality, need to equip themselves intellectually so that we might fi-
nally begin to avoid homogenization, hierarchization, essentialization,
and moralization—all the aspects of antagonistic discourse (Carpentier,
2017) that the term “deplorables” and its synonyms (“sovki,” “vatniki,”
“serfs,” etc.) embody. As Fraser put it, “That these movements focus
their ire on immigrants does not prove the overwhelming majority of
their supporters are incorrigible racists, although some of them undoubt-
edly are” (Fraser & Jaeggi, 2018, p. 197). In a similar fashion, we can
argue: “That the admirers of Holoborodko supported his authoritarian
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methods of government does not prove that none of them value le-
gality, equality, and social justice, although some of them do not.” In
other words, we need to be able to see the internal diversity of “cultural
others”—to make porous the apparently solid and impermeable barriers
between the self and our potential allies. This will allow the activation
of a diversity of positions, the forging of connections between former
“enemies,” and the creation of alliances across borders. Without the
development of such anti-neoliberal alliances, neoliberalism will hardly
die, despite all the popular discontentment it engenders. Rather, it may
reappear again and again in different guises around the world. This is
the main lesson to be learned from the story of Zelensky-Holoborodko.
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