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Abstract

This article explores the formative role of political rhetoric in constructing and
contesting national identity in Ukraine during the post-Soviet period of 1991-2004. In a
transitional context marked by institutional fragility, historical ambivalence, and regional
polarization, political elites deployed rhetoric not only to reflect societal change but to
actively shape collective imaginaries. Situated between the ideological legacy of the Soviet
Union and the aspirational pull of European integration, Ukrainian political actors used
discourse to navigate competing visions of sovereignty, identity, and geopolitical
orientation.

The study draws upon a broad empirical base, including presidential speeches,
opposition discourse, party manifestos, electoral rhetoric, and symbolic statements. Using
a combined methodology of political discourse analysis, content analysis, and sociological
interpretation, the article traces identity narratives across four dimensions: memory
politics (e.g., Holodomor, WWII), foreign policy alignment (Europe vs. Russia), language
and cultural policy, and regional fragmentation.

Special attention is given to the contrasting rhetorical strategies of Presidents Leonid
Kravchuk and Leonid Kuchma, alongside opposition figures such as Vyacheslav Chornovil,
Viktor Yushchenko, Yulia Tymoshenko, and Petro Symonenko. The findings show that
rhetoric served as a key mechanism of political legitimation and socialization, reinforcing
generational and regional cleavages while laying the semantic groundwork for Ukraine’s
emerging European orientation.

Kravchuk’s discourse affirmed independence while maintaining symbolic continuity,
relying on notions of unity, legality, and cultural inclusiveness to stabilise the early post-
Soviet state. In contrast, Kuchma institutionalised a rhetoric of strategic ambiguity:
balancing Soviet nostalgia and economic reliance on Russia with growing appeals to
European integration and democratic modernity.

Oppositional rhetoric challenged this ambivalence by articulating alternative identity
projects. Figures such as Vyacheslav Chornovil, Viktor Yushchenko, and Yulia Tymoshenko
offered competing narratives grounded in civic nationalism, European orientation, and
historical justice. Their discourses mobilised younger generations and regional
communities in Western and Central Ukraine, particularly through the reframing of the
Holodomor, advocacy for Ukrainian as the sole state language, and emphasis on
democratic reform. These rhetorical strategies laid the semantic groundwork for
subsequent pro-European mobilisations, including the Orange Revolution. Meanwhile,
leftist and pro-Soviet actors, especially the Communist Party of Ukraine, preserved a
counter-narrative centred on Soviet achievements, Russian cultural affinity, and economic
stability.

Keywords: national identity, political rhetoric, post-Soviet Ukraine, collective
memory, FEuropean integration, discourse analysis, political
communication
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AHoTanisa

Y crarri  focmigkyerses  QOpMyBalbHA  POJb  HOJTHYHOI ~ PUTOPHKH Y
KOHCTPYIOBaHHI Ta IIEpEOCMUCJIEHHI HAaIliOHAIBHOI II[eHTI/I‘IHOCTl B VYkpaii B
IIOCTPaIAHCEKII 1epiof] 1991-2004 POKiB. Y KOHTEKCTi iHCTUTYNiiiHOi HecrabinbHOCTI,
icropuuHOi GaraTosHavYHOCTI Ta PerioHaIbHOI MOJSApU3alii YKPAIHChKI IMOMITHYHI eJtiTh
BUKOPUCTOBYBAJIM PUTOPUKY He JIUINE A BioOpaskeHHS CyCHUIBHHMX 3MiH, a U JJId
aKTUBHOTO (pOpMyBaHHS KOJIEKTUBHUX VSABJIEHb IIPO HAIli0, JlepKaBy U MaHOyTHE.
[TosiTHYHUN AUCKypC BUCTYIAB KJIIOYOBUM IHCTPYMEHTOM HAaBiramii MidK CIaIIIIHOIO
PaZTHCHKO] i71e0JI0Til Ta TparHeHHIM /IO €BPOIEHCHKOI iHTerpartii.

Y poboTi BUKOPHCTAaHO NIMPOKY eMITIipuYHy 6a3dy, IO BKJIIOUAE IIPE3UIEHTCHKI
TIPOMOBH, JAUCKYPCH OITO3WINi, mapTiiiHi MaHidpectn, BUOOPUY PHUTOPUKY Ta CUMBOJIYHI
3agBU. Ha OCHOBI NOENIHAHHA TOJITUYHOTO JHCKypC-aHATi3y, KOHTEHT-aHAJII3y Ta
iHTeprperarnii COITIOJIOTIYHMX JaHUX IIPOAHATI30BAHO YOTHPH KJIIOYOBI BUMIipH
putopuyHoro ¢GopMyBaHHs imeHTHYHOCTI: mositTrka mam aTi (F'osomomop, Jpyra cBiToBa
BiliHa), reomosiTuuHa opieHTalia (€spoma/ Pocisg), MOBHO-KyJbTYypHa IIOJIITHKA Ta
perioHasibHA pparMeHTAaIlis.

Oco0mBy yBary HpuUZiJIeHO KOHTPACTHUM PHUTODUYHHUM CTPATETiAM IPE3U/IEHTIB
Jleonina KpaBuyka i Jleomima Kyumu, a Takok ONO3HUIIHHUX AiAdiB: B’aueciaBa
YopHoBosa, Bikropa IOIueHKa IOnii Tumormenko ta ITerpa CumoHeHKa. BeraHoByeHo,
II0 PUTOPHKA He JIMIIe JIETiTHMisyBaja NOJITHYHI KypeW, a i cIIyTyBama 3ac060M
IOJITAYHOI conjamisanii, mornuGIo9n BiKOBI Ta perioHajbHi posjoMu i BOAHOYAC
(bopMyI0uM CMHCIOBI OCHOBH EBPOIIEHCHKOTO BEKTOPY PO3BUTKY.

Juckype KpaBuyka —CTBEp/UKYBaB —He3aleXHICTh, 306epiraiods  CHMBOJIYHY
0es3NepepBHICTh, CIUPAIOYNCh HA MOHATTA €QHOCTI, 3aKOHHOCTI Ta KyJIBTYPHOI
IHKJTI03UBHOCTI s CTa6iJ1i3aui'1' PaHHBOI OCTPAJAHCHKOI epkasy. Ha nporusary nsomy,
Kyuma iHcrutynioHasisyBaB pPHUTOPHKY CTPATEri4HOI HEOJHO3HAYHOCT: GaslaHCylouu
HOCTAJIBTIIO 33 PaJAHCHKIM JacoM Ta 'eKOHOMIUHY 3a/IexHicTb Bi| Pocii 3i spocrarounmu
3aKJIMKaMH JI0 €BPOIIENChKO] iHTerpartii Ta ILeMOKpaTI/I‘{HOl Cy4JacHOCTI.

OnosuuiiiHa PUTOPUKA KHMHY/JIA BUKINK Ui aMO6IBaIeHTHOCTI, apTUKYJIO0YH
aJpTepHATHUBHI mpoekTu ineHTnyHocTi. Taki mocrati, ik B’auecnaB YopHosin, Bikrop
IOmenxko Ta H0mis TuMoIeHKO, MPOTIOHYBAJIM KOHKYPYIOUi HapaTHBH, L0 I'PYHTYBAJIHCA
Ha TPOMAJAHCHKOMY HAIiOHaTi3Mi, €BpONeEHCHbKI opieHTanii Ta icTropuyHii
CIIpaBeyIUBOCTI. IXHI AMCKypcw MOOLTI3yBasii MOJIOAIN IOKOJIIHHS Ta perioHaIbHi
rpomaau y 3axifHiii Ta lleHTpasnbHiii YkpaiHi, 30Kpema, 4epe3 IepeoCMUCIIEHHS
T'osofoMopy, BificTOIOBaHHS YKPAiHCHKOI MOBHU SIK €/[MHOI /lep’KaBHOI MOBHU Ta aKL|EHT Ha
JIEMOKPATHIHHIX pecbopMax IIi puTopyHi crparerii 3aKJIanM CeMaHTHYHY OCHOBY UL
ITO/TAJIBIIINX ITPOEBPONIEHCHKIX MOOLTi3anil, Bktouaroun [lomapanyeBy peBostonio. Tum
YacoM JIiBi Ta MpopaAsHChKi Aisfui, ocobmuBo KomyHictruHa maptia Ykpainu, 36eperiu
KOHTDHApaTUB, 30CEPEPKEHNH Ha PpaJAHCHKUX JOCATHEHHAX, DPOCIHCHKIH KyJbTYpHIN
CITOPiTHEHOCTi Ta EKOHOMIUHIH cTabLIBHOCTI.

Kirouosi cjioBa: HaITiOHAIbHA IZIEHTUYHICTD, MOJIITUYHA PUTOPUKA, TOCTPAISTHCHKA
VkpaiHa, KOJIEKTUBHA I1aM AT, €BPOIIEMChKA IHTErpallisi, TUCKypC-
aHaJTi3, MOJIITUYHA KOMYHIKaIlisa
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Problem statement. In post-Soviet countries, the decommunization process
emerged as a critical factor in shaping the national identity and reevaluating historical
narratives. In Ukraine, the post-Soviet period from 1991 to 2004 was marked by efforts to
distance the nation from its Soviet past, both politically and culturally. The main
mechanism of this transformation was the use of political rhetoric, which not only reflected
societal shifts but actively contributed to their construction. Political discourse, particularly
in public speeches and official statements, served as a critical tool for shaping collective
memory, legitimizing reforms, and promoting a national identity that was distinct from
Soviet ideological narratives.

A significant body of research confirms the importance of political rhetoric in
shaping the national identity. For example, R. Wodak, R. Cillia, M. Reisigl and K. Liebhart
(Wodak et al., 2009: 25-26) highlight that political discourse plays a central role in
constructing collective identities by embedding them within specific historical and cultural
contexts. P. Chilton, in turn, emphasizes that rhetorical strategies, such as the selection of
historical narratives and symbolic language, are crucial for distinguishing between ‘us’ and
‘them’ (Chilton, 2004: 15-18). Such distinctions are particularly effective when there is a
need to distance oneself from an undesirable historical legacy. However, in the Ukrainian
context, such delineation has led to the exacerbation of a security dilemma both at the
domestic and international levels. The historical experience of territorial division within
modern Ukrainian lands has resulted in a certain polarization of identities in different
regions of independent Ukraine. Each region expressed views and actions seeking to
protect its interests and security, which others perceived as threats. Similarly, in the
international arena, Ukraine’s European aspirations and its efforts to distance itself from
its Soviet legacy were perceived by Russia as a direct threat to its geopolitical interests. In
response, Russia exploited regional differences through propaganda, support for separatist
movements, and direct military intervention.

Therefore this chapter examines the political discourse of independent Ukraine in
the period 1991-2004 and its impact on the transformation of the national identity. During
this period, political rhetoric created a framework for discussing national priorities,
historical events and the geopolitical vector of the country’s development, and thus served
as a key marker in the formation and transformation of the identity of Ukrainian society.
The study uses a combined approach that includes political discourse analysis, content
analysis of public speeches, interviews and programmes of political leaders, as well as
sociological analysis of the reaction of Ukrainian society to political messages broadcast in
different periods of time from 1991 to 2004. Political discourse analysis allows us to
explore the evolution of political rhetoric and how Ukrainian political leaders have adapted
their rhetorical strategies to address new challenges and opportunities. Content analysis, in
turn, is used to identify and classify recurring motifs and key messages in political rhetoric
in 1991-2004:

— Historical memory (Soviet past, 20th-century national liberation movements);

—Geopolitical orientations (Europe/Russia);

—Regional polarization (East and West Ukraine, Crimea’s status);

—Language issues (status of the Russian language).

Sociological analysis (based on statistics of electoral support for political leaders and
independent sociological surveys on Ukrainians’ national self-identity) helps to understand
the level and nature of public support for certain narratives that were actively disseminated
in Ukraine’s political discourse during the studied period.

This combined methodological framework allows for a detailed exploration of how
political rhetoric not only reflected societal transformations but also actively contributed to
the formation of the collective memory and the ideological foundations of Ukraine’s post-
Soviet identity.

This study focuses specifically on the period capturing the rhetorical build-up to the
2004 Orange Revolution, examining the stage in which identity-building mechanisms were
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being gradually accumulated and negotiated, rather than publicly manifested through mass
mobilization. By concentrating on the formative phase of discursive identity construction —
culminating in its symbolic eruption during the Orange Revolution — the article highlights
how political rhetoric laid the semantic and symbolic groundwork for future political
realignment without yet reaching its full performative institutionalization.

Analysis of research and publications. The issue of national identity in post-
Soviet Ukraine has been the focus of substantial scholarly inquiry, both within the country
and internationally. Researchers have emphasized the pivotal role of political rhetoric as a
mechanism for negotiating identity in a state undergoing profound political, social, and
cultural transformation.

Among Ukrainian scholars, significant contributions have been made by Yaroslav
Hrytsak, who has explored the historical construction of Ukrainian identity through
competing regional narratives and emphasized the long-term effects of imperial legacies on
modern political discourse (Hrytsak, 2011). Volodymyr Kulyk has extensively analysed
language politics and the role of state discourse in shaping ethno-national belonging,
particularly in the context of media, education, and memory policy (Kulyk, 2011; 2016).
Natalia Yakovenko has underscored the role of symbolic capital and historical mythmaking
in the formation of national consciousness, arguing that the post-Soviet political elite
actively reappropriated both Soviet and pre-Soviet tropes to legitimize authority
(Yakovenko, 2000).

From a political science perspective, Mykola Riabchuk has highlighted the persistent
division between ‘two Ukraines’ as a rhetorical and structural reality, shaped by different
value systems, historical experiences, and geopolitical aspirations (Riabchuk, 2015). His
work, alongside that of Olexiy Haran (Haran, 1998), has drawn attention to the identity
differences between the ‘nationally conscious’ West/Centre and the ‘post-Soviet’
East/South, emphasizing that these were not static divisions but evolving fields of symbolic
contestation influenced by political leadership and public discourse.

On the international level, scholars such as Taras Kuzio (Kuzio, 2000) have
researched on Ukraine’s ideological pluralism and identity politics, noting the strategic
deployment of historical memory by political elites. Serhy Yekelchyk (Yekelchyk, 2007) has
examined the instrumentalisation of the Soviet past, especially through the politics of
memory around the Holodomor and World War II. Andrew Wilson (Wilson, 2015) has
explored how Ukrainian politicians manipulate regional identities and use rhetoric to
manufacture political legitimacy, while also warning of the risks posed by identity-based
populism.

Linguistic and discourse scholars such as Ruth Wodak and Paul Chilton have
provided methodological tools essential for analysing political rhetoric (Wodak et al.,
2009) Discourse-Historical Approach demonstrates how identity is embedded within
historically charged language and symbolic constructions. Chilton (Chilton, 2004) argues
that political rhetoric is fundamentally about boundary-making — an especially relevant
observation for post-imperial states redefining their sense of self.

Despite this robust body of scholarship, there remains a gap in diachronic studies
that trace the evolution of political rhetoric over time in Ukraine, especially in the pre-
Orange Revolution period. Existing literature tends to focus either on cultural identity or
geopolitical alignment but rarely analyses rhetorical strategies in a comparative,
longitudinal framework. This article addresses that lacuna by examining how political
actors from 1991 to 2004 employed rhetoric to construct, reinforce, or challenge visions of
national identity. It positions political discourse as both a site of elite contestation and a
formative influence on public consciousness and identity consolidation.

Primary purpose. The primary objective of this study is to critically analyse the
evolution of political rhetoric in Ukraine from 1991 to 2004 and its role in shaping national
identity in the post-Soviet era. The article aims to uncover how different political actors,
through public speeches, official statements, and symbolic narratives, constructed
competing visions of Ukraine’s identity, balancing between its Soviet past and European
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future. By analysing discourse across presidential terms and oppositional platforms, the
study reveals the extent to which political rhetoric contributed to the polarisation or
consolidation of national identity.

Political rhetoric of 1991-1994. The years following Ukraine’s independence in
1991 witnessed profound political, social, and economic transformations. These shifts often
resembled a state of crisis rather than deliberate reform. Nevertheless, decommunization
has become a central theme in Ukraine’s political discourse, reflecting active efforts to
distance the country from its Soviet past and pave a new path to sovereignty and
democracy (Kuzio, 2000; Yekelchyk, 2007). It is worth noting that virtually all political
leaders of independent Ukraine adopted a position of distancing themselves from the
Soviet past and emphasised the impossibility of returning to the status of a proto-union
similar to the USSR. At the same time, due to the close ties to the common economy of all
former Soviet republics, lack of resources and political experience, ‘anti-Soviet’ messages
were not reinforced by the systematic dismantling of Soviet state structures and the
development of their own national institutions, which was vital for the cultural revival and
regional unity of the Ukrainian nation at that time. As A.Wilson has noted, the
decommunization efforts of 1991-1994 were particularly challenging because the political
landscape was shaped by the competing realities of the newly formed Ukraine (Wilson,
2015). On the one hand, there was a strong push to assert the country’s independence and
develop a national identity through reforms, symbolic actions and the reassessment of
historical narratives. On the other hand, economic difficulties, historical regional
polarisation and longstanding ties with Russia have posed significant obstacles to the
implementation of this strategy.

Leonid Kravchuk, Ukraine’s first post-Soviet president, played a formative role in
redefining the national political rhetoric at a pivotal historical juncture. As a former high-
ranking member of the Communist Party, his early post-independence discourse exhibited
a deliberate ambiguity toward the Soviet past. This rhetorical strategy — marked by
reserved critique and emphasis on personal deception by the Party leadership (Interview
with Leonid Kravchuk..., 1992) — can be interpreted as an attempt to distance both him and
the nascent Ukrainian polity from complicity in the totalitarian regime. Rather than
fostering a critical reassessment of the Soviet legacy, Kravchuk’s narrative enabled a
collective self-exoneration, presenting the Ukrainian populace as passive victims of
ideological manipulation. This interpretive frame, while politically expedient, hindered
deeper societal reckoning and allowed continuity in elite legitimacy.

Kravchuk’s rhetoric consistently pivoted toward constructing a forward-looking
narrative centered on sovereignty and historical rupture. Phrases such as Ukraine’s
“transition from one era to another” (Kravchuk’s speech at the UN General Assembly,
1993) and declarations of national ownership — “We are the owners of our land...” —
signaled a symbolic break with the Soviet past (New Year's greetings from
L.M. Kravchuk..., 2015). However, this rhetorical rupture was not underpinned by a
comprehensive ideological or institutional disengagement. Rather, it was a performative
realignment aimed at establishing Ukraine’s normative orientation toward democracy and
international integration, as evidenced by Kravchuk’s emphasis on human rights and
international law in his 1993 UN speech (Kravchuk’s speech at the UN General Assembly,
1993).

The exception to Kravchuk’s otherwise restrained treatment of the Soviet legacy was
his unambiguous condemnation of the Holodomor. Labeling it a “genocide... by directive
from another centre” (60th anniversary of the Holodomor in Ukraine, 2019), he appealed
to historical justice while externalizing culpability. This rhetorical move simultaneously
solidified a victim-centered national identity and positioned the Soviet regime as the ‘other’
— a crucial discursive device in forging a post-colonial narrative. Scholars such as
R.D. Marples identify this framing as instrumental in laying the identity-forming base for
the later legal recognition of the Holodomor as genocide (Marples, 2007: 197-203).

While Kravchuk’s rhetoric signalled a discursive rupture with the Soviet past, it
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simultaneously reflected a realist understanding of Ukraine’s structural dependencies,
particularly in relation to Russia. His inaugural address in December 1991 framed bilateral
relations with former Soviet republics, especially Russia, in terms of shared geopolitical
legacy, economic interdependence, and cultural proximity (Kravchuk, 1991). The repetition
of this motif in Kravchuk’s public statements during the early 1990s reveals a conscious
effort to manage the security dilemma inherent in Ukraine’s geopolitical position. The
establishment of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) was, in this context, not
merely a political compromise but an instrument for de-escalating potential post-Soviet
conflict. As V. Tretyakov (Tretyakov, 2013) noted, the CIS was conceived as a mechanism
to avert ethnic and territorial confrontation, an objective consistent with Ukraine’s
emphasis on regional stability over bloc reformation.

Kravchuk’s rhetorical support for the CIS, however, was contingent on the premise
of sovereign equality — a vision that increasingly diverged from the reality of Moscow’s
centripetal ambitions. His 1992 statement rejecting Ukraine’s subordination to CIS
supranational structures underscored this tension, highlighting the limits of
interdependence when confronted with asymmetrical power dynamics. His insistence on
Ukraine’s psychological decolonization — challenging both Ukraine’s inherited peripheral
status and Russia’s self-perception as a post-imperial center — was part of a broader
discursive strategy to reframe regional hierarchies (Interview with Leonid Kravchuk..,
1992).

Despite rhetorical affirmations of sovereignty, Kravchuk remained acutely aware of
the material constraints facing Ukraine. His assertion that severing ties with Russia ‘in one
spirit’ would entail socioeconomic harm reflected not only a pragmatic calculus but also an
understanding of the depth of societal entanglement between the two states (Transcript of
the plenary session, 1992). Public opinion data from 1993 confirm this ambivalence: while
a significant share of Ukrainians perceived Russia’s foreign policy as imperial (35%) and
bilateral relations as tense or hostile (65%), a parallel majority reported deep
interpersonal, familial, and cultural ties to Russians (Poll on relations between Ukraine
and Russia in 1993, 2017). This duality — geopolitical caution amidst societal closeness —
exemplifies the discursive complexity of early Ukrainian identity construction, caught
between the legacies of Soviet integration and the aspirations of sovereign nationhood.

Kravchuk’s geopolitical strategy was grounded in a rhetorical and institutional
commitment to a multi-vector foreign policy, in which European integration occupied a
symbolically privileged position. From the outset of his presidency, Kravchuk consistently
framed Ukraine as a “great European power” — a discursive gesture that transcended mere
diplomatic orientation and sought to anchor national identity within the civilizational
framework of Europe. His inaugural statement that “Ukraine is a European state... [with]
political, economic and humanitarian ties” to the continent (Kravchuk, 1991) not only
articulated foreign policy priorities but also performed an act of normative positioning,
aligning Ukraine with democratic and post-imperial narratives prevalent in Central and
Eastern Europe at the time. This rhetorical Europeanism was substantiated through
tangible diplomatic moves. Ukraine’s accession to the Conference on Security and
Cooperation in Europe (January 1992), its application to the Council of Europe (July 1992),
and the 1994 signing of the EU Partnership and Cooperation Agreement — the first among
post-Soviet republics — functioned as institutional anchors for Kravchuk’s westward vector.
These steps, although constrained in material impact, were symbolically significant: they
positioned Ukraine not as a peripheral post-Soviet state, but as an aspirant member of the
European community of values. In this regard, Kravchuk’s leadership must be viewed not
only as transitional but also as constitutive in shaping a long-term trajectory of European
integration.

Domestically, Kravchuk’s political rhetoric exhibited a careful balancing act between
affirming Ukrainian sovereignty and maintaining interethnic stability in a linguistically
and ethnically diverse polity. His discourse on Russians in Ukraine, particularly in relation
to Crimea and Donbas, was marked by conciliatory pragmatism. Referring to territories
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historically populated by Russians as ‘common’ lands and explicitly rejecting the label
‘national minority’ in favor of “friendly fraternal people” (Tretyakov, 2013), Kravchuk
sought to de-escalate ethno-political tensions through inclusive language. This approach
reflected an early attempt to construct a civic model of nationhood that could encompass
multiple identities without undermining the legitimacy of the Ukrainian state.

Similarly, his stance on the Russian language was framed through legal and symbolic
gestures of accommodation. By endorsing parliamentary decisions that allowed for the
functional coexistence of Ukrainian and regional languages, Kravchuk attempted to defuse
the politicization of language and promote societal cohesion. His own use of Russian in
public addresses further reinforced this strategy, presenting it not as a concession, but as a
pragmatic communicative bridge — especially in the post-Soviet context where Russian
remained a lingua franca.

The question of Crimea’s status emerged as a litmus test for Ukraine’s internal
cohesion and territorial integrity during Kravchuk’s presidency. As separatist sentiment
gained traction on the peninsula and Russian geopolitical interests intensified —
particularly around the Black Sea Fleet — Kravchuk’s rhetoric articulated a vision of
autonomy that simultaneously acknowledged regional distinctiveness and reaffirmed
national unity. His consistent emphasis that Crimea’s autonomous status was legitimised
by popular will reflected a strategic invocation of democratic principles to counter both
external claims and internal fragmentation (Tretyakov, 2013).

This position was situated within a broader rhetorical project that framed Ukraine as
a multinational polity bound by legal equality and civic allegiance, rather than ethnic
homogeneity. Kravchuk’s assertion that “we must build a state where all people are equal...
but there are certain nuances regarding the indigenous people” (Leonid Kravchuk in
Ternopil.., 2017) reveals the tension between ethnocultural recognition and the imperative
of inclusive citizenship. His reluctance to codify ethnonational primacy in constitutional
terms suggests a prioritisation of social stability over identity-based statecraft.

Taken together, Kravchuk’s domestic and foreign policy rhetoric reveals a coherent
strategy of identity construction based on pluralism, moderation, and geopolitical
flexibility. While this conciliatory stance can be seen as a delay in the consolidation of a
distinct Ukrainian national consciousness, it can also be seen as a deliberate strategy by the
first Ukrainian president to accommodate internal diversity without sacrificing coherence.
Nevertheless, it should be noted that Kravchuk’s rhetoric functioned not merely as
transitional narrative but as a foundational element in the reconfiguration of Ukrainian
national identity within a post-Soviet discursive field.

In contrast, Kravchuk’s main electoral opponent in 1991, Vyacheslav Chornovil,
espoused a more radical national agenda rooted in his dissident past and rejection of Soviet
imperialism. His characterisation of the USSR as a ‘rotten Russian empire’ exemplified a
confrontational narrative that privileged rupture over continuity (Vyacheslav Chornovil
“The rotten Russian empire is collapsing”, 2014).

Chornovil’s political project focused on eliminating the remnants of Soviet rule by
denationalizing public life and replacing administrative centralism with democratic
pluralism (Vyacheslav Chornovil: Election speech on television, 1991). His dichotomy of
‘reformers’ versus ‘stabilisers’ framed the election not merely as a contest of policy, but as a
struggle over competing visions of post-Soviet statehood.

Despite his association with national dissent and political radicalism, Vyacheslav
Chornovil articulated a surprisingly moderate stance on issues of language and minority
rights during the 1991 presidential campaign. His rejection of retaliatory ethnolinguistic
policies — despite acknowledging the long-standing Russification of Ukraine — reflected an
effort to distance Ukrainian national-democrac position from exclusionary or retributive
narratives. By drawing a distinction between the Russian language and communist
ideology, Chornovil affirmed the legitimacy of Russian linguistic presence in Ukraine,
aligning his position with liberal-democratic principles of pluralism.

Chornovil’s rhetorical sensitivity to identity-laden terms (rejection of such terms as
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‘moskal’ and ‘banderivets’) — demonstrates his awareness of the dangers posed by
ethnoregional polarization in the newly independent state. His proposal to substitute these
divisive markers with the term ‘soborni people’ was more than semantic; it constituted an
attempt to forge a unifying civic identity rooted in mutual respect and regional diversity
(Presidential candidate televised debates.., 1991). Nevertheless, his valorization of Eastern
Galicia — framing it as the Ukrainian ‘Piedmont’ and the epicenter of national revival —
inevitably reinforced perceptions of his candidacy as representative of Western Ukraine,
with Lviv positioned symbolically as its political capital (Vyacheslav Chornovil “The rotten
Russian empire is collapsing”, 2014).

In foreign policy, Chornovil’s categorical rejection of renewed alliances with Russia
and other post-Soviet republics represented a decisive normative stance. His insistence
that Ukraine should ‘enter Europe’ (Presidential candidate televised debates.., 1991)
marked a sharp contrast to Kravchuk’s more pragmatic multi-vectorism. While Chornovil
acknowledged the necessity of economic cooperation with Russia, his rhetoric emphasized
equal footing and national sovereignty, prioritizing integration into European structures as
both a geopolitical and civilizational imperative.

The divergent electoral support for Kravchuk (61,59%) and Chornovil (23,27%) in
the 1991 presidential elections offers insight into the ideological contours of early post-
independence Ukraine. The electorate’s preference for Kravchuk’s moderate, continuity-
inflected rhetoric suggests that Ukrainian society — while overwhelmingly supportive of
sovereignty (as confirmed by the 90,32% in favor during the 1991 independence
referendum) — remained ambivalent about abrupt ruptures with the Russian sphere.
Kravchuk’s more measured rhetoric arguably resonated with a broader electorate
unprepared for radical rupture. This contrast illustrates the discursive fault lines of early
Ukrainian politics, shaped by divergent responses to the Soviet legacy and divergent
strategies for national reconstruction.

At the same time, empirical data on national self-identification illustrate an
unambiguous positive dynamic in the development of the national identity of Ukrainians.
The April 1991 survey conducted by the National Academy of Sciences showed that only
42% of respondents identified as Ukrainians, a figure that rose to 69% by 1992 (How has
the identity of Ukrainians changed, 2023; Lukanska, 2021). This shift suggests a rapid
reconfiguration of national consciousness catalyzed by institutional developments such as
the referendum, the symbolism of independence, and the rhetorical framing advanced by
political elites. The discursive emphasis on Ukrainians as ‘masters of their own land’
helped to legitimize new governance institutions and facilitated a broader sense of political
belonging. The coalescence of external transformations (e.g., the Soviet collapse) with
internal nation-building measures produced a fertile context for the emergence of a
consolidated civic identity in the early 1990s.

Political rhetoric during the presidency of Leonid Kuchma (1994-2005).
Leonid Kuchma, like his predecessor Leonid Kravchuk, emerged from the Soviet political
system, though his ascent was primarily catalysed by the political liberalization of
perestroika. His tenure as a deputy in the Ukrainian SSR and later in the first convocation
of the Verkhovna Rada (1990-1992) was marked by near-complete rhetorical abstention
(Shurkhalo, 2024), a factor that contributed to his public image as a politically passive and
administratively dependent figure. This perception, though later revealed to be misleading,
likely facilitated his nomination to the post of Prime Minister by Kravchuk in 1992. His
technocratic profile—non-partisan and ideologically non-committal — positioned him as a
politically adaptive actor capable of navigating the fluid post-Soviet landscape.

Kuchma’s 1994 presidential campaign capitalized on a growing public
disillusionment with Kravchuk’s economic stewardship amid an acute systemic crisis. His
electoral rhetoric centered on the imperative of change and the promise of decisive
economic reform, reflecting a deliberate pivot to pragmatic populism. He effectively
mobilized the industrial electorate in eastern and southern Ukraine by advancing a
platform of economic restoration through reinvigorated ties with Russia, the protection of
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industrial interests, and the elevation of the Russian language to co-official status. This
strategic positioning enabled him to construct a discursive identity as a results-oriented
‘businessman with pro-Russian inclinations’, in contrast to Kravchuk’s portrayal as a
traditional political figure unable to deliver rapid solutions.

Pre-election polling data confirm Kuchma’s success in capturing the so-called
‘protest electorate’ — a demographic driven more by dissatisfaction with incumbent
governance than by coherent ideological alignment (Ostapets, 2016). His victory thus
marked not merely a leadership turnover, but the emergence of a deeper structural
cleavage in Ukrainian political life.

The 1994 presidential election laid bare the regional polarization within Ukrainian
society. The electoral geography revealed a bifurcation of the polity along both cultural-
historical and geopolitical axes. Kuchma’s support was concentrated in the eastern and
southern regions, where post-Soviet industrial decline had heightened receptivity to
promises of stability through renewed cooperation with Russia. In these areas, cultural
affinity with the Russian language and lingering identification with the Soviet legacy
reinforced electoral alignment. Conversely, Kravchuk found his electorate in the western
and parts of the central regions, where political identity was more closely tied to the
Ukrainian language, historical narratives of independence, and aspirations for European
integration.

This specialised divergence reflected not only contrasting voter preferences but
deeper historical trajectories. Western Ukraine, shaped by experiences of foreign
domination and national revival, articulated a vision of the state rooted in cultural
sovereignty and normative alignment with Europe. The East and South, by contrast,
remained embedded in industrial infrastructures and symbolic imaginaries inherited from
the Soviet project. The election thus functioned as a discursive arena in which two
competing models of Ukraine’s development — European and post-Soviet — were publicly
and electorally staged.

More than a one-time political contest, the 1994 presidential race set a rhetorical
precedent for subsequent political campaigns. The regional polarization it revealed would
become a stable axis of political mobilization thereafter. This foundational moment
institutionalized a pattern wherein electoral success hinged not solely on ideological
coherence or policy platforms, but on the ability to articulate regionally resonant narratives
of national identity, sovereignty, and geopolitical belonging.

Leonid Kuchma’s presidency inaugurated a discursive shift from the symbolic
rupture of the early 1990s to rhetoric of strategic continuity. Rather than engaging in
normative delegitimation of the Soviet past, Kuchma deployed a controlled ambiguity that
allowed him to dissociate the legitimacy of Ukrainian sovereignty from the need to
renounce its Soviet institutional origins. This approach enabled a dual function: securing
post-Soviet nationhood internally while managing geopolitical expectations externally.

A recurring motif in his rhetoric was the historicization — but not condemnation — of
the Soviet Union. In his 1999 address to the Verkhovna Rada, Kuchma asserted that
Ukraine would never return to the Soviet model but simultaneously insisted on preserving
‘all pages’ of its past (Kuchma, 1999). Such framing served to neutralize polarizing
historical debates while validating the post-1991 polity as a pragmatic continuation rather
than a radical break. His later statement — “there is no such thing as only black or only
white in history” (Kuchma, 2004) — eliminated moral binaries from political discourse,
enabling a depoliticized engagement with collective memory.

This rhetorical moderation was particularly salient in relation to the Holodomor.
Kuchma avoided framing the famine within accusatory or juridical narratives; instead, his
UN address in 2003 emphasized memorialization as a global preventative imperative
(Kuchma admitted that he does not want to..., 2003). This allowed the national trauma to
function as an instrument of international moral alignment without disrupting his policy of
regional equilibrium.

Simultaneously, Kuchma’s discourse on sovereignty was structurally defensive and
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strategically elastic. Amidst growing Russian influence and persistent institutional fragility,
he repeatedly affirmed the non-negotiable nature of Ukrainian independence. Yet this
affirmation was embedded within a language of cooperative interdependence. The formula
‘equal and mutually beneficial cooperation’ reinterpreted asymmetric dependence as a
chosen modality of international conduct, thereby mitigating perceptions of vulnerability
(Signing of the “Treaty on Friendship..., 1997).

His pragmatism was particularly pronounced in the economic domain. While
promoting diversification of external partnerships, Kuchma continued to articulate the
necessity of sustained economic ties with Russia — particularly in energy and heavy industry
— as structurally inevitable. This rhetorical realism not only acknowledged material
constraints but actively mobilized support among electorates in Ukraine’s East and South,
where economic identities remained intertwined with the post-Soviet industrial complex.

Kuchma’s multi-vector foreign policy discourse was not an ad hoc compromise but a
carefully structured rhetorical technology. While his early presidency included engagement
with the Eurasian space (Kuchma, 1994), he progressively reframed foreign alignment
through a European lens. His 1995 Berlin speech defined integration into OSCE, NATO,
the EU, and WEU as strategic imperatives (Vidnyanskyj, 2016: 15-17), initiating a
discursive reorientation without immediate institutional rupture.

This reconfiguration culminated in a full rhetorical embrace of European identity by
2004. The formulae ‘Europeanisation is our national idea’ and ‘Ukraine is not Russia’
(Kuchma, 2004) recast geopolitical choice as a question of civilizational belonging. Citing
sociological data to show that Euro-Atlanticism prevailed among the professional elite and
youth, Kuchma linked geopolitical alignment with generational renewal and social
modernization. This turn served to project European integration not merely as a strategic
necessity, but as a teleological endpoint in Ukraine’s identity trajectory.

Notably, even at the peak of his Europeanist rhetoric, Kuchma retained discursive
space for cooperation with Russia, consistently describing the bilateral relationship in
terms of ‘partnership’. This parallelism was not a contradiction but an intentional
synthesis. It allowed him to accommodate Ukraine’s internal cultural heterogeneity and
geopolitical dependencies while sustaining a coherent narrative of sovereign agency.

Kuchma’s domestic rhetoric was oriented toward the symbolic production of
national unity, a strategy that mirrored and supported his emphasis on state sovereignty.
His 1999 address to the Verkhovna Rada stressed the shared responsibility of central and
regional authorities to ensure the “unity and integrity of the state” (Kuchma, 1999),
articulating unity not as a normative given, but as a task of political engineering. This
rhetoric served as a stabilizing response to structural regional divisions, which were
exacerbated by economic asymmetries and divergent historical legacies.

Rather than constructing unity through an assertive nationalist paradigm, Kuchma
adopted a model of rhetorical containment — eschewing over identification with national-
patriotic narratives that could alienate electorates in the East and South. The differential
symbolic valence of OUN-UPA across regions made overt engagement with such
movements politically costly. For Western Ukraine, they functioned as markers of anti-
Soviet resistance and national revival; in the East and South, Soviet-era interpretations
rendered them suspect or antagonistic. By avoiding emphasis on these polarizing historical
symbols, Kuchma preserved rhetorical flexibility while limiting the potential for
interregional confrontation.

Crimea represented a specific discursive challenge. Throughout his presidency,
Kuchma consistently reaffirmed Ukraine’s sovereignty over the peninsula, invoking the
formula ‘Crimea is an integral part of Ukraine’ (Ukraine — President Kuchma on market
reforms, 2015). This formula functioned less as a performative assertion of national
sentiment than as a discursive mechanism for containing separatist tendencies and
signaling the non-negotiability of territorial integrity. While lacking a transformative
agenda for integration, this consistency contributed to the temporary neutralization of
open contestation over Crimea during his tenure.
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Kuchma’s treatment of language policy illustrates the calculated ambivalence of his
domestic discourse. In contrast to campaign promises of formal bilingualism, his later
rhetoric emphasized the primacy of Ukrainian as the sole state language. “There is no
oppression of the Russian language in Ukraine... Ukrainian is the state language”
(Ukrainian President Leonid Kuchma declared..., 2001), he stated in 1996, striking a
balance between formal constitutionalism and cultural accommodation. This shift marked
a repositioning of language from a mobilizing tool to a stabilizing one. While he refrained
from granting Russian official status, he repeatedly acknowledged the importance of
linguistic diversity, rhetorically signaling continuity with his earlier base in the
Russophone regions.

These rhetorical recalibrations were integral to Kuchma’s electoral strategy, which
increasingly relied on the management of regional expectations through controlled
symbolic differentiation. His 1994 campaign mobilized southeastern industrial voters by
foregrounding Russian ties and pragmatic economic cooperation. By contrast, the 1999
campaign, staged against the backdrop of a challenge from Communist Party leader Petro
Symonenko, recast Kuchma as a defender of a European and democratic Ukraine. This
realignment allowed him to mobilize support in the West and Center by positioning his
opponent as a proxy for Soviet authoritarianism and regression.

The repeated use of regional polarization as an electoral mechanism during both
campaigns entrenched a divisions that would become a structural feature of Ukrainian
politics. As A. Aslund notes, this strategic exploitation of geopolitical and ideological
binaries became central to securing electoral support, often overriding coherent policy
orientation (Aslund, 2002: 290-293).

Kuchma’s ability to adapt his rhetoric to shifting political contexts was a key factor in
his political resilience. However, this flexibility bordered on inconsistency, and his
balancing between incompatible narratives — Ukrainian national identity, post-Soviet
legacy, European integration, and Russian partnership — produced rhetorical dissonance.
While designed to neutralize opposition and sustain broad appeal, this ambivalence
contributed to public distrust and sharpened ideological fault lines.

The opposition landscape in Ukraine between 1994 and 2004 reveals a dual
trajectory: ideological pluralism and fragmentation during 1994-1999, followed by
consolidation and intensified contestation in 1999-2004 in response to growing
authoritarian tendencies. Central to this process was the role of the Communist Party of
Ukraine (CPU), led by Petro Symonenko, whose rhetorical strategy combined nostalgic
reaffirmation of Soviet legacies with selective adaptation to post-Soviet political conditions.

Symonenko’s discourse consistently framed the Soviet past not as a liability but as a
resource. In public addresses, he celebrated Soviet achievements in industry and social
welfare, advocating for their reinterpretation rather than rejection: “The Soviet Union gave
us the basis of industrial power and social justice. We should not abandon this heritage,
but adapt it to modern realities” (Symonenko, 1998). This position positioned the CPU as
the custodian of a ‘functional memory’ — linking sovereignty to stability, and social justice
to integration with Russia. While often accused of pro-Russian bias, Symonenko
rhetorically reaffirmed Ukraine’s independence, but on terms rooted in socialist economics
and historical continuity.

This model of sovereignty emphasized state viability through strategic alignment
with Russia. In a 1999 interview, Symonenko argued for intensified bilateral cooperation as
the only viable path to crisis recovery, asserting that “Ukraine must unequivocally get
closer to Russia in economic cooperation and cultural exchange” (Here and now (1999)...,
2022). His economic proposals and cultural references constructed a geopolitical
imaginary in which Russia remained both a normative reference point and a practical
guarantor of stability. European integration, by contrast, was framed as ideologically
incompatible and economically detrimental — a rhetorical inversion of Western-oriented
modernization narratives.

Symonenko’s rhetoric on NATO and the Holodomor further entrenched this
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antagonism. His rejection of the Holodomor’s classification as genocide — “a tragedy, but
the result of socio-economic policy, not an attack on the Ukrainian people” — aligned with a
class-based interpretation that positioned the famine within a broader socialist framework,
displacing nationalist historiography (Symonenko, 1998). Likewise, his call for security
alliances among ‘Slavic peoples’ sought to construct a cultural-political bloc that bypassed
Western security architectures and reaffirmed post-Soviet solidarity.

Although Symonenko supported Ukrainian territorial integrity, including over
Crimea, his rhetoric framed unity through the lens of shared Soviet identity. His advocacy
for official bilingualism — “Russian is not a threat, but a means of overcoming artificially
fuelled regional confrontation” (Here and now (1999)..., 2022) — underscored his strategy
of discursive de-escalation. However, by tying national unity to Soviet heritage, the CPU’s
rhetoric alienated regions invested in post-imperial reorientation. The commemorative
invocation of the October Revolution as a ‘holiday of unity’ epitomized a counter-
hegemonic narrative in which identity was grounded not in rupture, but in restored
continuity (Meeting of Ukrainian and Russian diplomats, 1995).

Electorally, this discourse proved effective. Between 1994 and 1999, the CPU
garnered the highest levels of parliamentary support, peaking with 38% of the presidential
vote in 1999. The party’s resonance was strongest in central and eastern Ukraine, where
Soviet-era social imaginaries remained salient. The CPU successfully mobilized these
affective reserves, offering a rhetorical alternative to the disruptive effects of market
reform, governance crises, and perceived Western imposition.

Yet this rhetorical success came at the cost of national integration. The CPU’s
discourse, although legitimate for a significant portion of voters, deepened symbolic
fragmentation. In a context where Western and central regions oriented toward
Ukrainianization and European alignment, the Communists reinforced a Soviet-affiliated
identity in the East and South. This linguistic, cultural, and geopolitical bifurcation —
reproduced and amplified through electoral discourse — eroded the possibility of a shared
national project and institutionalized regional polarization.

The Socialist Party of Ukraine (SPU), under Oleksandr Moroz, represented a more
adaptive strand of the left. Drawing on socialist traditions, the SPU articulated a program
that merged social justice with national sovereignty and post-Soviet reformism. Unlike the
CPU, the SPU acknowledged the need for structural transformation, and positioned itself
against authoritarianism and corruption under Kuchma’s administration. Its participation
in ‘Ukraine without Kuchma' and the Orange Revolution positioned the SPU as a
transitional actor — bridging Soviet-era values with emerging democratic aspirations.

The SPU’s rhetorical shift — from ideological orthodoxy to rights-based, anti-
corruption populism — enabled limited convergence with national-democratic movements.
This pragmatic recalibration, however, did not yield dominance; in parliamentary elections
of 1994 and 1998, the SPU ranked third in popular support, reflecting both the durability of
leftist appeals and the limits of their transformation.

By the early 2000s, the appeal of explicitly communist rhetoric began to decline, due
to generational change, political pluralization, and the CPU’s failure to innovate
discursively. The party’s opposition to the Orange Revolution and support for Viktor
Yanukovych in 2004 marked its retreat into ideological retrenchment and its alienation
from broader civic mobilization. While the CPU remained electorally relevant, it
increasingly functioned as a rhetorical artifact of a fading paradigm — simultaneously
symptomatic of unresolved post-Soviet identities and a barrier to national consolidation.

The national-democratic opposition in Ukraine underwent a discursive and
organizational transformation between 1994 and 2004. Initially represented by the
People’s Movement of Ukraine (PMU) under Vyacheslav Chornovil, the opposition
articulated a rigidly anti-communist and pro-European rhetoric, which framed Ukrainian
sovereignty not merely as political autonomy, but as a civilizational rupture from Soviet
and Russian influence. Chornovil’s post-1994 rhetoric, while retaining the foundational
nationalist narrative, reoriented its focus toward systemic critique of the ruling elite. His
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denunciation of the ‘corrupt communist nomenklatura’ (Suspilne Media, 1995¢) functioned
as both a delegitimizing device and a marker of institutional continuity with the Soviet
regime.

Chornovil’s opposition to Kuchma’s multi-vectorism was grounded in a discourse of
exclusive Europeanism. His statement to Russian diplomats in 1995: “We would not want
Ukraine to be seen as a different country, different from England, France and Germany” —
rejected cultural relativism and embedded Ukraine within a teleological European
trajectory (Vyacheslav Chornovil: Rally on European Square, 1995). This rhetorical
absolutism reinforced identity boundaries between East and West and contributed to the
semantic polarization of Ukrainian politics.

Following Chornovil’s death in 1999, the PMU’s electoral base and ideological
framework were partially absorbed by new formations, most notably Viktor Yushchenko’s
‘Our Ukraine’ bloc. Yushchenko’s rhetoric inherited the Europeanist legacy but modified its
register. As a technocratic figure, he recalibrated the national-democratic message to
appeal to a broader constituency, including centrist voters, the business community, and
moderate Russophones. Unlike the PMU’s exclusivist discourse, ‘Our Ukraine’ deployed
unifying language aimed at bridging regional divides, while sustaining a normative
commitment to European integration, democratic consolidation, and anti-corruption
reform.

Yulia Tymoshenko’s political rhetoric introduced a populist and socially charged
variation of opposition discourse. Emerging from the same post-Kuchma opposition front,
the Yulia Tymoshenko Bloc (YTB) articulated a critique of oligarchic governance not from
an ideological-national standpoint, but from a moral-economic one. Her emphasis on
social justice and public mobilization, combined with emotional appeals and strategic use
of media, constructed an affective counter-hegemonic narrative. While her positioning was
partially aligned with national-democratic forces, it was less anchored in identity politics
and more oriented toward redistributive populism and regime delegitimation.

These rearticulations of opposition discourse signaled a broader shift: from
ideological binary (nationalist vs. post-Soviet) to a more complex matrix that combined
geopolitical orientation, generational identity, and class-based appeals. Political rhetoric
during this period functioned as a principal mechanism of political socialization,
particularly for youth formed in the context of post-1991 independence. The divergence in
identity narratives — between those raised in the Soviet system and those formed within an
independent Ukraine — translated into differentiated receptivity to political messages.
While older cohorts responded to stability-oriented, pro-Russian discourses, younger
generations increasingly identified with pro-European, reformist agendas.

This generational and regional cleavage was not merely a reflection of social
attitudes, but a product of rhetorical construction. The discourses of political elites
reinforced, amplified, and institutionalized these divides, shaping not only electoral
outcomes but the very architecture of political belonging. Rhetoric thus played a
constitutive role in Ukraine’s political development — simultaneously fostering democratic
pluralism and deepening societal segmentation.

By the early 2000s, the cumulative effect of these rhetorical strategies contributed to
a reconfiguration of Ukraine’s political field. National-democratic discourse ceased to be
the property of a narrow western electorate and became the dominant language of reform-
oriented opposition. At the same time, the semantic legacy of Chornovil — particularly his
articulation of European identity as a moral imperative — continued to inform opposition
rhetoric, even as its tone softened and its range broadened.

Conclusions. The period from 1991 to 2004 in Ukraine was defined by the
discursive construction of a contested national identity, forged amid historical
ambivalence, regional asymmetries, and geopolitical uncertainty. This study confirms the
central hypothesis: political rhetoric during this formative decade did not merely reflect
pre-existing divisions — it actively produced, structured, and legitimised competing visions
of Ukrainian nationhood.
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Presidents Leonid Kravchuk and Leonid Kuchma, both embedded in the Soviet
institutional legacy, employed divergent rhetorical strategies to manage Ukraine’s post-
imperial transition. Kravchuk’s discourse affirmed independence while maintaining
symbolic continuity, relying on notions of unity, legality, and cultural inclusiveness to
stabilise the early post-Soviet state. In contrast, Kuchma institutionalised the rhetoric of
strategic ambiguity: balancing Soviet nostalgia and economic reliance on Russia with
growing appeals to European integration and democratic modernity. This flexibility
enabled him to manage domestic fragmentation and legitimise a multi-vector foreign
policy, while preserving the appearance of ideological coherence.

Oppositional rhetoric challenged this ambivalence by articulating alternative identity
projects. Figures such as Vyacheslav Chornovil, Viktor Yushchenko, and Yulia Tymoshenko
offered competing narratives grounded in civic nationalism, European orientation, and
historical justice. Their discourses mobilised younger generations and regional
communities in Western and Central Ukraine, particularly through the reframing of the
Holodomor, advocacy for Ukrainian as the sole state language, and emphasis on
democratic reform. These rhetorical strategies laid the semantic groundwork for
subsequent pro-European mobilisations, including the Orange Revolution.

Meanwhile, leftist and pro-Soviet actors, especially the Communist Party of Ukraine,
preserved a counter-narrative centred on Soviet achievements, Russian cultural affinity,
and economic stability. This rhetoric, resonant in Eastern and Southern Ukraine,
contributed to the entrenchment of identity cleavages that were not merely elective but
existential — dividing visions of the state’s historical legacy and geopolitical future.

Beyond the ideological poles, political rhetoric during this period became a primary
vehicle of political socialisation. Public speeches, electoral campaigns, and media discourse
created a symbolic arena in which sovereignty, democracy, and cultural belonging were
contested and codified. A new rhetorical vocabulary — featuring terms such as ‘European
choice’, ‘sobornist’, ‘historical justice’, and ‘independent development’ — restructured
public understanding of the nation. Importantly, this discourse also marked a generational
shift, with youth increasingly aligning with reformist and Europeanist values, in contrast to
older cohorts anchored in Soviet cultural memory.

Ultimately, the decade did not produce a unified national identity. Instead, it
exposed the plural and dynamic character of identity formation in Ukraine, structured by
regional differentiation. Yet, the cumulative effect of political rhetoric was not neutral. It
contributed to the institutionalisation of key themes — sovereignty, democracy, memory,
and Europeanism — that would shape Ukraine’s political trajectory in the years to follow.
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