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Ukraine’s Non-Violent Protests Lead To New Elections

Virtue In Action
      VIRTUE IN ACTION    FOSTERING CITIZENSHIP THROUGH CHARACTER EDUCATION



Visual symbols, posters and colors were used promi-
nently in the massive resistance movement, which cen-
tered in the Ukrainian capital of Kiev.  A clenched �st, 
a rising sun, and a clock showing �ve minutes before 
midnight were images �oating de�antly amid an ocean 
of orange � the color of the opposition party.  Thou-
sands of youths were prominently involved in these 
protests, mobilized by the Internet and cell phones.  
�Pora�, the name of the youth resistance movement in 
Ukraine, literally means �It is time!�  The young people 
of the Ukraine made it perfectly clear that it was time 
for the authoritarian governing style of outgoing Presi-
dent Leonid Kuchma to come to an end.  

Election Background 

The corrupted run off election of November 21, 2004 
slated the government�s candidate, Victor Yanukovych 
(Kuchma�s Prime Minister) against the reform candi-
date Victor Yushchenko.  Yushchenko campaigned on 
promises of �clean government� and a greater commit-
ment to western style democracy.                            

Kuchma�s government was riddled with massive 
corruption, and promoted state-controlled methods 
of economic activity.  Ukraine�s 48 million people 
are socially divided along an East/West line, with 
the Western agricultural sector leaning toward Eu-
ropean policies and market-style economics.  The 
industrialized East remains tied to the old ways of 
Soviet-like control.   

Pora was formed in the Ukraine in March of 2004, 
ahead of the elections scheduled for the Fall.  Their 
goal was clean elections and they were not aligned 
with a particular party or candidate.  Pora would be 
involved in election monitoring and get-out-the-vote 
efforts.  However, as the election drew near, abuses by 
the ruling government�s candidate, Viktor Yanokovych 
became more apparent.  People who worked for the 

government were pressured to vote for Yanokovych or 
lose their jobs.  Other employees were told to obtain 
absentee ballots and turn them over to their work 
supervisors.  Government media was overwhelmingly 
for Yanokovych and sti�ed coverage of the opposition 
candidate, Victor Yushchenko.  Yushchenko put togeth-
er a coalition of groups opposed to government cor-
ruption and open to Western alliances and economic 
cooperation.  This coalition became known as �People�s 
Strength� and Pora and other youth movements also 
became associated with this coalition.

On October 31 voting in the �rst round of the Presi-
dential election gave Mr. Yushchenko a small lead, trig-
gering a second round ballot on Nov. 21.   On Novem-
ber 22 the Central Election Commission declared Mr. 
Yanukovych the winner.  International election observ-
ers decried the second round results saying that there 
were rampant abuses:  harassment at polling places 
was common, and polling station commissioners were 
ejected by police or other authorities.  U.S. Senator 
Lugar, the American of�cial observer, said, �A concerted 
and forceful program of election day fraud and abuse 
was enacted with either the leadership or coopera-
tion of governmental authorities.�  Exit polls funded 
by Western embassies put Yushchenko ahead by about 
11%; these �gures obviously did not agree with the 
of�cial results.  In addition, unrealistically high voter 
totals were returned late from the Eastern provinces, 
Yanukovych strongholds.  One million new voters, most 
using absentee ballots, were registered on election day 
in these Eastern areas. 

The Revolt Begins 

One of the �rst acts of de�ance came quietly when a 
woman who translates of�cial news broadcasts into 
sign language for the deaf sent out her own message.  
Natalya Dmitruk signed, �I address all deaf viewers.  
Challenger Victor Yushchenko is our President.  Do not 
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During the month of January we pause to remember a great leader for civil rights, 

Martin Luther King.  During the 1960�s, Dr. King encouraged active but non-violent protest and civil 

disobedience to bring attention to unjust racial policies and practices.  Fortunately, the type of non-violent 

protest promoted by Dr. King has scored a very recent victory in the country of Ukraine.   In the Ukraine, 

students, professionals, the elderly � ordinary citizens from all walks of life, rose up and used non-violent 

means to protest fraud in their Presidential election.  By the force of their collective will and commitment, 

they have achieved dramatic results: forcing a new election and solidifying democracy in their nation.
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believe the Electoral Commission.  They are lying.�  So, 
the storm of protest was unleashed.    Thousands of 
supporters of Yushchenko began �lling Independence 
Square in Kiev, waving orange �ags and wearing orange 
clothing. The protesters erected tent cities in the snowy, 
bitter cold.  They formed human chains around gov-
ernment buildings causing work in the capital to grind 
to a halt.  They struggled to stay warm with food, often 
provided from donations of common people look-
ing to assist the protest, and kept a festive atmosphere 
with rock bands, huge puppets and a visit from famous 
reformer, Lech Walesa from Poland. 

By November 23 a Yushchenko aide told the crowd of 
200,000, �We are going to the presidential adminis-
tration in a peaceful way, without breaking anything.  
And either they will give up their power or we will 
take it.�   Mr. Yushchenko released a statement asking 
�the parliaments and the nations of the world to bol-
ster the will of the Ukrainian people, to support their 
will to return to democracy.�  He said the opposition 
would conduct �a campaign of civil disobedience and 
a non-violent struggle for recognition for the true 
results of the election.�    

Yushchenko asked the Parliament for a no-con�dence 
vote of the Election Commission and to annul the elec-
tion results.  During most of the protest, the momentum 
within the Parliament was with the reformers; however, 
at one point it looked like the Parliament would reverse 
and side with the government.  At this time many of the 
protestors clamored for a violent take over of Parliament.  
Yuschenko stepped in and addressed the increasingly 
impatient crowd, convincing them that force would only 
give the government an excuse to use the military or po-
lice against them, and that by staying peaceful, yet �rm, 
they could achieve their goals.  This display of leadership 
likely saved many lives and helped secure the resistance 
movement�s eventual success. 

Parliament eventually annulled the election and   passed a 
no-con�dence vote against the current Yanukovych  gov-
ernment.  The opposition in the tent city celebrated with 
�reworks.  On December 3, the Supreme Court annulled 
the results of the second round of voting, paving the way 
for a new election.   Parliament then passed a wide-rang-
ing election reform bill and set up a new election for 
December 26.

This third round of Presidential voting proceeded 
smoothly and by the 27th Mr. Yushchenko�s lead was 
insurmountable.  The protesters gained a huge victory.  

They showed discipline, restraint and courage.  At any 
time, the forces of the state could have turned against 
the protesters had they been provoked.  Yushchenko�s 
leadership was on display for the world as well, as he 
urged his supporters to remain on the streets but to stay 
peaceful.  An elderly woman wearing an orange arm-
band expressed the emotion that many felt.  �We have 
to rise up from our knees.  These past few days, I have 
really lived.  I couldn�t just sit at home.�   

The example of Pora energizes those who aspire to 
bring about democratic and human rights reforms 
through non-violent and peaceful means. The events in 
Ukraine, although tumultuous and chaotic at times, are 
a hopeful sign and an example of how ordinary citi-
zens can bring about extraordinary results. Keep watch 
in other parts of the world for non-violent protest to 
resurface.  It is time!  n

Vocabulary

Civil Disobedience � The refusal to obey certain 
governmental laws in order to in�uence legislation or policy. 
Fraudulent � Characterized by fraud, dishonesty.  
Opposition Party � The major political party opposed to the 
party in power, seeking to replace it. 
Authoritarian � A government in which authority is centered 
in one person or in a small group not constitutionally 
accountable to the people.
Soviet � being part of a hierarchy of councils at various levels 
of government, i.e. of the Soviet Union.
Coalition � A combination or alliance between groups.
Annul � to cancel, to declare invalid.
Socio-political � Pertaining to the combination of social and 
political factors.
Boycott � To abstain from buying or using.
Underground Railroad � A system for helping persons escape 
persecution or slavery.
Charismatic � A personal magnetism that enables an 
individual to attract or in�uence others.
Colonial � A policy by which one nation extends its authority 
over other peoples or territory.
Jim Crow � The practice or policies of segregating or 
discriminating against blacks.
Desegregation � To eliminate racial or other separation.
Segregationist � A person who advocates separation by racial 
factors.
Tumultuous � Disorderly, riotousness.
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Teacher’s  Guide

Lesson Goals
	Help students understand non-violent 
protest and its power in promoting 
change.  Provide the historical 
background for non-violent reform in 
relationship to India�s independence 
movement and the U.S. civil rights 
movement.

	Encourage appreciation for the value 
of democracy by examining the 
motivations of participants in the 
Orange protest movement    

	Foster a sense of hope that average 
people can make a difference, even 
when powerful forces are aligned 
against them.

	Help students to understand and 
see the power of virtues such as 
leadership, courage, perseverance, 
respect for others and discipline in 
working for reform.   

This lesson has one part, including 
student text, discussion question options 
and extended learning activities.  If you 
want to lead your class in further study of 
non-violent protest, an additional section 
on the history of non-violent reform is 
presented on a separate page. 
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Discussion Question Options 
1.	 How are each of the virtues below illustrated in the recent events in the 

Ukraine? 
Courage � the capacity to meet danger without giving way to fear; to be willing 
to put one�s opinions into practice 
Discipline � self-control; training expected to produce a speci�c character trait, 
moral or mental improvement 
Leadership � to inspire or motivate others in their conduct; to play a guiding role 
Respect for Others � acknowledging the value and dignity of every person 
Perseverance � trying hard and continuously, despite obstacles and dif�culties

 
2.	 The following is a statement from a BBC news article.  �Pora also gave the 

frustrations of the young people a non-violent discipline and focus, without 
which they might have petered out in uncoordinated protests or worse.�  What 
does this statement mean?  What could have happened in the �worse� scenario?       

3.	 Dr. King stated �In no sense do I advocate evading or defying the law�.That 
would lead to anarchy. An individual who breaks a law that his conscience tell 
him is unjust, and who willingly accepts the penalty of imprisonment in order to 
arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is in reality expressing 
the highest respect for the law.�   What message is Dr. King expressing here? Do 
you agree? 

4.	 Do you believe there is injustice or corruption in your community or within our 
country, which should be countered?  If yes, what kind of non-violent resistance 
methods might be successful? 

5.	 Symbols, colors, public artwork, posters, public comedy and satire, etc�were 
used extensively in the protests in the Ukraine.  Spend some time online or in 
publications looking at these images.  Are these images powerful? Effective?  Why 
or why not?  

6.	 (Challenge) �Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall 
we endeavor to amend them, and obey until we have succeeded, or shall we 
transgress them at once?  Men�think that they ought to wait until they have 
persuaded the majority to alter them�Why is it not more apt to anticipate and 
provide for reform?� 
 
These statements were written by American Henry Thoreau in his essay �Civil 
Disobedience�.  Take some time to think about what his statements mean.  When 
have Americans acted in the way Thoreau recommends?  Do you agree with his 
�nal question?
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Extended Learning Projects 
A.	Group Research/Presentations on Non-Violent Reform.  

Study the following reformers; their lives, beliefs, actions.  
How did each of these men promote and use non-
violent resistance?  (Did they all employ only non-violent 
techniques? If not, why?) 

A. Mahatma Ghandi - India
B. Martin Luther King � United States
C. Lech Walesa � Poland
D. Nelson Mandela � South Africa

Other Ideas for group research:  Danish resistance 
WWII (1940), Larzac French farmers (1971)

B.	Ukraine was formerly part of the Soviet Union and not an 
independent nation until 1991.  On December 1 of that 
year, 90% of Ukrainian voters chose to be independent 
from the USSR in a popular referendum.  Seven days later 
the entire Soviet Union was dissolved.  What forces caused 
this breakup of the Soviet Union and allowed former Soviet 
satellite states, like the Ukraine, to become independent 
nations? (Trace the leadership of Mikhail Gorbachev from 
1985 to 1991.) 

C.	The recent events in the Ukraine have strained relations 
between Vladimir Putin of Russia and President Bush of the 
United States, as well as with other Western leaders.  Research 
Russia�s connection to the election and how this caused 
tension between some of the world�s prominent leaders. 
(Research why Putin has special concern for the Ukraine.) 

Web Resources 
Wikipedia  
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non-violent_resistance
	 Many research links are available from this website.

Pictures of the Orange Revolution 
http://orangeukraine.squarespace.com/pics

Also see:  Non-Violence Training Project Case Studies
http://www.nonviolence.org.au/studies.html
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