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Russia and the “Orange Revolution”: Response, Rhetoric, 
Reality? 
Graeme P Herd

Introduction 
The Ukrainian presidential elections, which took place during November and Decem-
ber of 2004, have been labeled the “Orange Revolution.” Within former Soviet space, 
they have been interpreted as a Western-backed “exported revolution.” As such, these 
events are perceived to be part of a pattern of Western-backed revolutions stretching 
from Tirana and Belgrade to Tbilisi and Kiev, one that is now set to unfold in a tsu-
nami-type chain reaction throughout the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). 
This article identifies the main arguments that support such a contention, questions its 
validity, and highlights key flaws and weaknesses in the assumptions that underpin it. It 
argues that the idea of Western-backed revolutions is so powerful that it has begun to 
shape foreign- and security-policy responses within the CIS, not least the Russian Fed-
eration. The “Orange Revolution” will not result in honest elections, greater transpar-
ency and accountability, better governance, and peaceful transitions of power, but 
rather the opposite. “Immunization” from the “Orange virus” may only be secured 
through the adoption of the Belarus authoritarian model, by “tightening the screws.” 
This will have negative consequences for democratization efforts and the role and 
function of NGOs (both indigenous and foreign), diplomatic missions, international 
exchanges, and other organizations in Russia and the CIS. 

The “Orange Revolution” as “Orange Virus” 
The presidential election in Kiev has been held up by analysts, politicians, and jour-
nalists in the Russian Federation as another worrying example of Western attempts to 
“manufacture democracy” in former Soviet space. Under the guise of mass popularity 
(“unpaid spontaneity” being considered a political oxymoron), Western-funded inter-
national organizations that advocate democracy—such as the OSCE, as well as U.S.-
funded NGOs such as Freedom House, the U.S. Democratic Party’s National Democ-
ratic Institute and the Republicans’ International Republican Institute, the National En-
dowment for Democracy, and the George Soros-funded Open Society Foundation—are 
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considered to have underwritten the “revolution.” Diplomatic missions are also 
perceived to play a critical role (the U.S. embassies and USAID projects and programs 
in particular) in the deployment of revolutionary technologies that have facilitated re-
gime change. This understanding of the role of national, international, and non-gov-
ernmental organizations as both capable and willing to act in concert suggests that 
other post-Soviet states will then be targeted for regime change in a systematic and co-
ordinated fashion, and in accordance with a secret strategic blueprint for change. 

For evidence, those who hold this view argue that we have witnessed a number of 
revolutions, beginning in Serbia in 2000, followed by the “Rose Revolution” in Geor-
gia in November 2003 and the “Orange Revolution” in Ukraine in November 2004. 
These “revolutions” (so the argument goes) have been linked by a series of common 
features. The driving force behind each was a youth protest movement that used catchy 
slogans and symbols or logos. In Serbia it was Otpor (“Resistance”) with the slogan 
“Gotovye” (“He is Finished!”) and the logo of a black fist on a white background. In 
Georgia, the youth movement was called “Kmara,” which doubled as the slogan 
“Enough,” and used the logo of a black fist on a yellow background. In Ukraine, the 
movement and the slogan were both “Pora” (“It is time”)—complemented by a new 
anthem, “Vstavay!,” or “Rise up!”—and accompanied by the symbol of orange scarves. 

The networks and relations between these groups were consolidated through the 
sharing of media and PR and organizational knowledge. The Belgrade Center for Non-
violent Resistance, for example, has helped train activists in Georgia, Belarus, and 
Ukraine. One of its activists, Sinisa Sikman, commented: “They [Pora] are applying 
knowledge and skills that we have previously taught them.”1 Aleksandar Maric, a 
leader of Pora who worked with Ukrainian activists as part of a Freedom House pro-
gram, stated: “We trained them to set up an organization, how to open local chapters, 
how to create a ‘brand,’ how to create a logo, symbols and key messages. We trained 
them how to identify the key weaknesses in society and what people’s most pressing 
problems were.”2

One Russian commentator noted, “As proved by experience, revolutions occur in 
states with weak leaders and strong oppositions. Establishing contacts with various in-
ternational foundations and securing the funding happens according to the familiar 
scenario. One only has to remember how active the Soros Open Society Foundation is 
on former Soviet territory. Also take for example the U.S. Ambassador Richard Miles, 
who managed to do his job both in Belgrade and in Georgia. Further down the line, the 
streets get engaged in the regime change process, encouraged by business persons and 
oligarchs dissatisfied with incumbent regimes.”3 The thesis acknowledges that an at-
tempt by “the West” to stage a “velvet revolution” during the 2001 presidential elec-
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tions in Belarus failed. Although a youth movement named “Zubr” (“Bison”) was ac-
tive (and sported an orange bison as a rallying symbol), the necessary preconditions —
“weak leaders and strong opposition”—were not in place to ensure “success.” Taking a 
more global perspective, Zimbabwe under President Robert Mugabe and Venezuela 
under President Hugo Chavez (11 April 2002) have been added to the list of failed 
Western-backed post-modern coup d’etat attempts.4

Chain Reaction? 
To put it simply, the view of the progression is as follows: “The day before yesterday: 
Belgrade. Yesterday: Tbilisi. Today: Kiev. Tomorrow: Moscow.”5 With respect to this 
understanding of events in Ukraine, and as part of an effort to place the Ukraine revo-
lution in the context of other such “revolutions” in the Balkans and South Caucasus, 
many analysts have begun to examine the implications of such events for their relations 
with Ukraine and the West. They have also questioned whether such events might 
spread more broadly to the other CIS states, and have forecast some of the likely con-
sequences for foreign and security policy-making in these states. 

Russian analyst Sergei Markov is particularly specific. “I think the ‘orange revolu-
tion’ in Moldova is about 80 percent ready,” he has stated. “In Kyrgyzstan it’s 40 per-
cent ready, and in Kazakhstan it’s 30 percent ready.”6 Another analyst declared, “Rus-
sia cannot afford to allow defeat in the battle for Ukraine. Besides everything else, de-
feat would mean velvet revolutions in the next two years, now following the Kiev vari-
ant, in Belarus, Moldova, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and possibly Armenia.”7 RIA
Novosti political commentator Andrei Ilyashenko agreed, arguing that the events in 
Ukraine would have a direct impact on electoral strategies and political succession 
throughout the CIS: “We may see a series of Rose Revolutions in post-Soviet republics 
in the next few years. The former Soviet elite standing at the helm there will have to 
hold elections sooner or later. Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan may follow the 
Ukrainian example, and the West will hardly accept a smooth transition of power to the 
establishment heirs there.”8 Vyacheslav Nikonov, the President of the Politika Founda-
tion, echoes such thoughts. “In Ukraine we are seeing yet again the implementation of 
an American ‘velvet revolution’ plan or, rather, a special operation to replace a regime 
that does not suit the United States, a process that had already been successfully tested 
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in ‘banana republics’ and was then transferred to the countries of Eastern Europe and 
Georgia. In just the same way as in past instances, diverse international structures and 
institutions have now been brought in to ‘unravel the knot.’”9

Gleb Pavlovsky, president of the Moscow-based Foundation for Effective Politics, 
and a political consultant who worked for Viktor Yanukovich’s campaign team in 
Ukraine, has drawn parallels between U.S.-sponsored regimes in Latin and South 
America during the Cold War and U.S. actions in post-Soviet space, arguing that there 
is a “transfer of a certain continental model to another continent.” However, he noted 
one important difference amidst this sea of similarities: “Now this is being done in the 
era of media technologies.”10 Former Russian State Duma speaker Gennady Seleznev 
has described the situation in Ukraine as “extremely alarming,” arguing that “We have 
the impression that what is taking place on Kiev’s streets is not happening spontane-
ously—it is a well-prepared action. You can even tell from the emblems that this is a 
revolution for export. These oranges, which do not grow in Ukraine, have suddenly be-
come a symbol of liberals.”11 Sergey Mironov, the Russian Federation Council chair-
man, stated that it was possible to detect “a producer's hand” in the Ukrainian revolu-
tion, just as in Yugoslavia.12

The implications of these events for Russian power, prestige, and image are not 
open for debate—they are perceived to be negative. The Ukrainian presidential elec-
tions have been interpreted in the Russian media in the terms of a foreign-policy Wa-
terloo, a “political Stalingrad,” Russia’s worst foreign-policy defeat in the post-Soviet 
period. One commentator has argued that recent events in Ukraine “can be seen as a 
planned strike against Russia aimed at creating ongoing instability on its southern bor-
ders. If this is pulled off, Russia will come up against a whole range of very complex 
problems: financial (the place of our capital in Ukraine), economic (linked to oil and 
gas pipelines to the West), political (questions of integration), military (the status of 
our fleet in Sevastopol), and demographic.”13

Countering the “Ukraine Scenario”: The Belarus Option? 
The implications of the Kiev election for Russia’s domestic political order and its for-
eign policy, particularly within the CIS, have been widely debated by political analysts 
and elites in Moscow. One analyst noted that, since revolutions that are 100 percent 
imported fail to take root in foreign soil, it follows that external factors can only act as 
catalysts, and that therefore “some internal prerequisites do need to ripen. Thus, the 
question in principle becomes this: Does Russia have immunity to the ‘orange virus’?” 
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The ways and means to stop the expected chain reaction of domino democratization 
have been avidly discussed throughout the CIS, with many analysts arguing that only 
stern preventative and pre-emptive counter-measures will stem the tide of revolution-
ary proliferation. 

Certainly, Russia’s Defense Minister Sergey Ivanov has stated that the CIS is 
Russia’s top foreign-policy priority. Russia subsidizes the majority of the CIS through 
energy supplies. As Ivanov argued, “These are precisely the reasons why we react and 
will react the way we do to exports of revolution to the CIS states, no matter and what 
color—pink, blue, you name it—though of course we recognize and we understand that 
Russia has no monopoly on CIS states.” He went on to note, “Yet someone has not 
abandoned stereotypes of the past, which is proven by the reaction of certain circles in 
Europe and the U.S.A. to the political crisis in Ukraine.” Even prior to the presidential 
elections in Ukraine, “there had been clear signals that the West would not recognize 
the ballot results if the wrong candidate won the elections.”14

This fear of Western-imported revolution appears to either herald a new crackdown 
or justify current policies towards opposition groups in some CIS states. NGOs, inter-
national organizations, diplomatic missions, and independent trade unions are increas-
ingly perceived to constitute threats to internal security. In response, laws on protests 
and referendums are being toughened, and independent trade unions, opposition lead-
ers, and their political parties are being squashed. Foreign and security policy is also 
influenced by such a perception, and it is likely that U.S./NATO-PfP military-to-mili-
tary contacts will be scrutinized more closely than hitherto. Some states will likely 
grow more isolated from Western influences, and the image of the West as an external 
enemy may well be strengthened. 

However, such policies may well backfire and implode under the weight of unin-
tended consequences. Stanislav Belkovsky has noted with regard to Russia politics, 
“the anxiety is evident and will be expressed in the future in the form of screw tight-
ening. The laws on protests and referendums will be toughened, independent trade un-
ions will be dispersed, unfavorable parties will be finished. Most likely, an attempt will 
be made to propagate the image of the external enemy represented by the West.” In 
Belkovsky’s analysis, such a tendency will lead Russia down the Belarus path, towards 
a more authoritarian and managed future. “However, making this a professional action 
is unlikely to be a success—the personnel and professional shortage of the incumbent 
state power is too obvious,” Belkovsky states. “Most likely, this will lead us to experi-
ence some sort of déja vu, remembering the late stagnation era, and a partial repeat of 
the path Belarus is taking now.”15

Andrey Illarionov, Russian Presidential Adviser on Economic Issues, has also fore-
cast the self-defeating nature of further “Belarusification” tendencies in Russia under 
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Putin. He argues that short-term victories over “the mass media, democratic institutions 
responsible for sending out messages, including messages of distress, crisis, and catas-
trophes to the public and to the authorities” through the “amputation of such institu-
tions” would ultimately lead “to catastrophic consequences for the country and for the 
entire public. The consequences, compared to what they could be under an open sys-
tem, occur on a much greater scale because in this situation, problems do not get 
solved. They accumulate, they become concentrated and sooner or later they are di-
rected to the center of the political system. A way out of such crises happens not 
through elections but through revolutions. If there are no normal, traditional, legal 
methods of solving the crises then nothing else short of revolution is left.”16

One other factor that undermines the move towards a “Belarusification” of Russia’s 
domestic political landscape as an attempt to immunize Russia from the “Orange virus” 
or “plague” is the impact this would have on Russia’s relations with Euro-Atlantic 
states and institutions. “Moscow fears confrontation with the West far more than it 
fears the loss of its own influence within the former Soviet Union.” Adoption of the 
“Belarusification” option precludes G8 membership and strong EU trade relations. At 
any rate, this option is rendered very unlikely because Russia is now “too deeply in-
volved in globalization, and too greatly dependent on the West—the chief customer for 
our oil and natural gas, our chief creditor, our chief supplier of investment and tech-
nology.”17

Boris Nemtsov, leader of the political right in Russia, though not agreeing with this 
characterization of the Ukrainian presidential elections, does express concern that Rus-
sian political strategists and campaign managers will learn the wrong ‘lessons’ from the 
presidential elections in Ukraine in 2004 and apply them to the March 2008 presiden-
tial elections in Russia. “I am afraid that Russia will draw the opposite conclusions, 
namely, that censorship should be tightened, the opposition should be squeezed and so 
on. These will be fateful mistakes that may precipitate a revolution in Russia.”18 De-
spite such a prediction, at a meeting of the All-Russian Civic Congress–Russia for 
Democracy and Against Dictatorship with representatives of the liberal parties 
Yabloko and the Union of Right Forces, the speakers stated that Russian society was 
not ready for “street democracy.” Nemtsov himself noted, “There can be no orange 
revolution here. First of all because the ambitions of our politicians, including myself, 
are inordinately high and, unfortunately, have been put above Russia's national inter-
ests.”19 As another analyst noted, “The Ukrainian model of regime-toppling (through 
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elections and street revolution) may be applied to Russia. There are no problems with 
money for it. The only problem is with the people.”20

If events in Ukraine do not support tendencies toward a much more managed au-
thoritarianism on the Belarus model, what alternative lessons might be drawn? Olga 
Kryshtanovskaya, head of the Centre for Studying Elites at the Sociology Institute of 
the Russian Academy of Sciences, has argued that Ukraine is a dress rehearsal and trial 
run for the March 2008 Russian elections, and it illustrates the importance of transfer-
ring the center of power from president to parliament ahead of the election through 
amendments to the constitution or laws on government. “Vladimir Putin will assume 
the leadership of the One Russia party and a government of the parliamentary majority 
will then be elected,” she argues. “The only problem is in the choice of a candidate 
from the current Russian authorities for the post of future president without power. A 
strong personality will not do for this post, but a weak one may not get enough votes 
from the population.”21

In a similar vein, Profil magazine addressed the issue of political succession in 
Russia’s 2008 elections. In what it labeled “Operation Successor,” the magazine’s 
writers argued that the state is attempting to ensure succession by placing under its 
control financial and administrative resources (through the appointment and promotion 
of leaders who are personally loyal to the Kremlin), political parties and the electoral 
system, institutions, and the media (“the media space is docile to the point of sterility”; 
the “population is being entertained, enticed, counseled, but not informed”). It argues 
that the factors for selecting the 2008 successor are the same principles that were 
formed in 2000, on the eve of Yeltsin's resignation. The first principle is that the suc-
cessor must guarantee continuity of the elite. Second, if an economic crisis occurs, it 
must be managed without blame being directed towards Putin, tarnishing his reputa-
tion.22

Although Konstantin Remchukov, the Russian deputy minister of economic devel-
opment and trade, does not discount the possibility of such revolutions in other post-
Soviet states, he argues that it will happen only where regimes have been in place “for 
at least two terms and became hackneyed among the people.” Societies in which ex-
pectations have been shattered are susceptible to the “charismatic passionate enthusi-
asm of masses.” In Russia, by contrast, “we have a different level of popularity and 
perception of Putin,” and citizens link their expectations of public justice and order to 
the President—expectations have yet to be shattered.”23 In Russia, the Kremlin exer-
cises almost complete control over the political system, realistic political alternatives 
are absent, the Russian economy is reviving, and Putin continues to be popular (his 
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Angelemost recent approval rating was 69 percent)—but can the same be said for other 
regimes in the CIS? Analysts from Tajikistan to Armenia, Kyrgyzstan to Belarus, have 
argued that their states would also be unable to sustain such a “revolution.” 

Fedor Lukyanov, editor in chief of the magazine Rossiya v Globalnoy Politike
(Russia in Global Politics), has argued that Russia’s integration into the West “has 
been virtually frozen.” CIS states increasingly realize that Russian patronage no longer 
guarantees that incumbents can hold onto power, which will further undermine the CIS 
and the bilateral relations between Putin and post-Soviet leaderships. In addition, “the 
de facto curtailment of a Single Economic Space project, which … becomes pointless 
after Ukraine’s withdrawal, will be far more painful.” He predicted that Moldova could 
be “the Ukraine of 2005”—that is, the geopolitical asset whose loss will result in new 
costs to Russia. It was feared that the 6 March 2005 Moldovan Parilamentary elections 
might result in a “Grape Revolution”24 - but such a scenario did not emerge.  

Reality Check 
Does the CIS face a wave of Western-backed revolutions-for-export that will wash 
through former Soviet space, demolishing incumbent regimes and implanting pro-
Western candidates from among the disparate counter-elites and opposition parties in 
these states, and so encircle Russia? Such an interpretation appears overblown, dis-
torted by our proximity to the present, and lacking more considered judgment. Opposi-
tion movements throughout the CIS may well have been emboldened by the events in 
Tbilisi and Kiev, but the prospect of a more level playing field during election periods 
is less likely due to foreign interference, and more likely due to the emergence of 
stronger civil societies and institutions of democratic political culture than incumbents 
expected and believed would be possible after little more than a decade of post-Soviet 
governance. 

What then of the “revolution for export” thesis? This idea, though weak in its es-
sentials, is grounded in fact: Euro-Atlantic states and institutions do actively support 
the process of free and fair elections and political pluralism both in theory (for exam-
ple, democratization underpins the U.S. National Security Strategy of September 2002) 
and in practice. There is a case to be made that Western security services did actively 
attempt to undermine the Milosevic regime following the Kosovo conflict, and that the 
overthrow of Milosevic in 2000 was partially orchestrated by external powers. How-
ever, the assertion that international organizations, states, and NGOs act in concert to 
achieve a grand strategy of transforming the CIS states into democracies through the 
export of catalytic revolutions rests on assumptions that are hard to credit. 

First, it assumes that disparate organizations, institutions, and states are able to 
think strategically, exhibit high degrees of discipline to achieve a consensus of ap-
proach and division of labor, and then implement such a strategy. Such an understand-
ing assumes homogeneity in outlook and orientation among, for example, the full 
spectrum of unruly NGOs, as well as the ability of governments and NGOs not only to 
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cooperate but also to work in lock step. While they do both support human rights and 
democratization efforts, these two groups hardly present a monolithic bloc. How are 
we to square George Soros-funded “regime change” in the U.S. (he supported the 
Kerry candidacy to the tune of $15m) with his alleged cooperation with the Republican 
Institute for International Affairs in fomenting the “Orange Revolution” in Ukraine? 

Second, what of the contention that covert security services use unwitting NGOs as 
dupes or proxies, and are able thereby to effectively outsource the “revolution” and run 
it by remote control? To argue thus is to invest far more confidence in the power and 
ability of security service analytical and operational capacities than recent evidence of 
their miscalculations (in cases where real national interests were at least professed to 
be at stake) would suggest is warranted. The outsourcing of revolution through NGOs 
can never be as careful, systematic, and controlled as the proponents of this thesis 
would characterize the progress events; contingency, personalities, and the ability of 
civic organizations to set their own agendas should not be overlooked. The unification 
of three respective opposition blocs into one in Ukraine to push the opposition move-
ment forward could hardly have been imposed from the outside. 

Third, are we to believe “the West” has an overarching active policy and strategy 
with regard to this region? What of the failure of Western policy towards Ukraine, 
which at best might be described as “benign neglect”? As one analyst has pointed out, 
“Since President Leonid Kuchma took office in 1995, USAID has dumped close to 
$1.5 billion into Ukraine. The destination of every penny of those funds is a matter of 
public record. Most of that money has gone to support reforms within the Ukrainian 
government. Only a few million dollars a year has gone to support a free press, free 
elections and other civil society-building initiatives. The bulk of USAID funding defi-
nitely did not end up with the opposition. Rather, it ended up with Kuchma’s corrupt 
government. One could thus argue that the United States did more to prop up the Ku-
chma regime than it did to support the opposition.”25

Fourth, even in an age of omnipresent information technologies, are PR firms and 
pollsters really all-powerful? Gleb Pavlovsky, in classic poacher-turned-gamekeeper 
mode, cautions against “exaggerating the importance of political technologies and the 
revolutionary technologists as they are called. In fact, these are advisers or their sup-
port services. They may offer advice and consultations, and the most they can do is of-
fer a scheme.”26 Other analysts have discounted the extent to which the events in Kiev 
are ‘exportable’ within the CIS, arguing that not all CIS states can be considered pliant 
“victims of the West's democratization techniques,” since not all of them possess the 
preconditions necessary to support successful “revolution”: “weak, closed-off regimes 
with authoritarian leanings, incapable of either sharing power or suppressing attempts 
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to encroach on their monopoly of power.”27 The internal political environment must be 
suitable for the import of revolution. If, for example, the popularity of the incumbent 
president is high, civil society is weak, the political elite is prepared to promise change, 
elections are not stolen in such blatant fashion, and the incumbent lacks a credible ri-
val, then imported revolution will not take root. The failure of a “Grape Revolution” to 
take place in Moldova during the March parliamentary elections is a case in point. 

Fifth, the ineptness of Putin’s counter-productive “Ukraine policy” has also been 
identified as a factor in shaping the “Orange Revolution.” The policy itself constituted 
a self-inflicted wound: “Moscow with its technology of interference has deepened the 
split in Ukrainian society—but to its own detriment. The Russian presence allowed 
radicals to resurrect elements of the national liberation struggle and to return—at least 
a section of citizens—to 1991, that is, to Ukraine’s struggle for independence from 
Russia. Putin became the factor that helped to unite Ukrainian nationalists, liberals, 
and socialists against the authorities and against Moscow. Having taken part in the 
Ukrainian struggle, Moscow has not only excluded for itself the role of arbitrator in the 
Ukrainian process, but has also narrowed the field for domination in the post-Soviet 
space. To our eyes, an event has taken place that in terms of its consequences for Rus-
sia may turn out to be more serious than the expansion of NATO and the EU.”28

In short, “the West” lacks the ability—never mind the political will—to conduct 
such “special operations,” while incumbents in the region usually have both the will 
and ability to suppress internal dissent. Where such “revolutions” do occur, they are 
characterized by the presence of unpopular incumbents that have lost control over both 
their popular support and substantial parts of their own state apparatus. The real threat 
to authoritarian regimes is not that foreign NGOs work in concert with Western secu-
rity services, but that they work at all. Under certain conditions, self-determination can 
occur, and peoples can assert their rights. Teaching the principles of democracy to citi-
zens in a semi-authoritarian system will inevitably empower the incumbents’ opposi-
tion and work to the disadvantage of pro-government parties. It remains a reality that 
“[p]eaceful popular protests backed by OSCE standards on elections can bring down 
entrenched corrupt regimes that rely on vote fraud to remain in power.”29 But while 
highlighting shortfalls in transparency and democratic accountability does undermine 
authoritarian regimes, replacing “imitation” with “electoral” democracy hardly consti-
tutes a postmodern coup d’etat.

                                                          
27 Vladimirov, “An Exportable Revolution.”  
28 Liliya Shevtsova, “A test with Ukraine. Will Putin and the regime created by him pass it?” 

Novaya Gazeta, 6 December 2004; available at www.novayagazeta.ru. See also: Mikhail Zy-
gar, “Working on success: Sergey Lavrov congratulates himself on ‘positive’ year,” Kom-
mersant, Moscow, 20 January 2005, 9 (in Russian). 

29 Christopher Smith, “Democracy in the CIS,” The Washington Times, 12 January 2005. Rep. 
Christopher Smith (R-NJ) is the U.S. Helsinki Commission Chairman. 



SUMMER 2005

25

Prospectus, 2005–2008: Rhetoric Trumps Reality? 
However, the “exported revolution” thesis cannot be dismissed so lightly; it will have a 
political impact. A belief in the thesis, whether sincere or fabricated, will shape do-
mestic and foreign policies in CIS states, particularly in how post-Soviet elites safe-
guard power and manage political successions. Just as in some Central Asian states the 
allegation that the political opposition is linked to Al-Qaeda has been used to legiti-
mize a crackdown by authorities on legitimate parties, so too in the rest of the CIS the 
allegation that opposition parties are backed by Western security services will prove to 
be both a powerful and perhaps even a popular mobilizing tool for the incumbents and 
a clear means of justifying greater state control over political opposition. Incumbent 
authorities are now able to play the “Ukrainian card” during elections: “What is bet-
ter,” they ask, “stability and inter-ethnic accord or confrontation that threatens a split in 
society?”30

Following the Parliamentary elections in February 2005, President Askar Akayev 
of Kyrgyzstan faced anti-government protests. He declared in a speech to parliament 
that the “opposition is directed and funded from the outside.” Akayev went on to as-
sert: “The events in Kyrgyzstan are not isolated from any of the so-called color revolu-
tions that have been staged in other . . . countries over the last 18 months. Such revolu-
tions, which are nothing more than coups, go beyond the framework of the law.”31 Rus-
sia's Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov, denounced as “counter-productive” and “tact-
less” the E.U.’s public criticism of the parliamentary election. In particular, he criti-
cised a statement issued by the E.U. foreign policy and security chief, Javier Solana, 
expressing concern that the parliamentary vote “fell short of OSCE (the Organization 
for Cooperation and Security in Europe) commitments and other international stan-
dards.”32

It is not beyond the realm of possibility that many post-Soviet elites might even 
sincerely believe such a thesis, particularly those who view security issues through the 
prism of their Soviet experience, drawing on Stalin for notions of encirclement and on 
Leninist/Bolshevik ideology to shape their understanding of the phenomenon of 
‘revolution.’ The 1917 October Revolution highlighted the fact that revolutions need 
vanguard parties consisting of intellectuals, ideologists, and organizers. If Russia has 
not supplied them, then “the West” must have done so. It therefore follows that the 
monolithic West has a strategic approach to post-Soviet space that allows for a care-
fully coordinated, systematic approach to regime change: after all, that is how the So-
viet Union approached its international relationships during the Cold War. Max Boot, a 
well-known U.S. neoconservative, has argued that a little external help goes a long way 
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in supporting democratic opposition movements to overthrow anti-democratic 
incumbents: “We need to apply elsewhere the lessons of Ukraine, which are also the 
lessons of Georgia, Serbia, Indonesia, South Korea, Taiwan, South Africa, Poland, 
Lithuania and other countries where despotic regimes have been toppled since the 
original ‘people power’ revolution swept the Philippines in 1986. An obvious candi-
date for a similar transformation is Iran.”33 Such statements can only reinforce current 
fears and paranoia among stakeholders within the CIS and Middle East, as illustrated 
by Syrian responses to the “Cedar Revolution” in Lebanon. 

The “Orange Revolution” poses policy questions for CIS states, foreign and do-
mestic security services, diplomatic missions, NGOs, and other actors in civil society 
within the CIS. There are three constants that we can accept. First, all of these actors 
increasingly compete or cooperate to occupy the same policy arena in the CIS. Here 
agendas, initiatives, issues, goals, objectives, policy instruments, and tools are created, 
pursued, and utilized. Second, it is generally accepted that it is legitimate for foreign 
diplomatic missions to support the efforts of the government and peoples of their host 
state to build a modern, prosperous, stable, and democratic country in accordance with 
the laws of the state and international practice. To this end, a focus by foreign states on 
the legitimacy of the process of free, fair, and transparent elections is not a breach of a 
state’s sovereignty or interference in its internal affairs, unless the diplomatic missions 
explicitly support one particular candidate or faction. Third, a hallmark and one meas-
urement of democratic political culture is the acceptance by state authorities of the idea 
that NGOs and civil society are free to support both a democratization process and 
particular candidates or parties, even if this undermines the power of incumbents. 

In some states in post-Soviet space, these constants are barely acknowledged as le-
gitimate. Cooperation and coordination between diplomatic mission and NGOs as an 
end in itself is increasingly perceived in a negative light. This link is not viewed as 
pursing the goal of building a vibrant and democratic civil society, but as a means to 
another more sinister and threatening end—regime change. Some regimes in the CIS 
have understood only too well the complexity and power of Western-style NGOs and 
civil society as actors; they can have simultaneously competing and cooperative agen-
das, with significant implications for domestic, foreign, and security policy. However, 
the possibility that such influence can occur not only outside the formal control or in-
formal influence (or even knowledge?) of Western diplomatic missions/security ser-
vices is not countenanced. 

Moreover, the growing power of civil society—particularly when an expression of 
popular protest sparked by the intense frustration and disappointment of a stolen elec-
tion and a brake on change—is underestimated by most of the ruling elites in the CIS. 
An exception is Russian MP Aleksandr Lebedev, deputy head of the Duma CIS com-
mittee and co-chairman of the Russo-Ukrainian inter-parliamentary commission. With 
reference to the “Orange Revolution,” he noted, “In the final analysis, it was not the 
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administrative levers and not interference in Ukraine’s affairs by one state or another, 
or for that matter by any other forces, that was crucial there. It was the fact that three 
million people took to the streets in Kiev that was, in my view, the more important 
development. Indeed, one would be hard pressed to imagine that three million people 
could by means of some sort of political spin be induced to take to the streets in 
temperatures that were as low as minus 12 Centigrade and stay there for weeks on end. 
It was an expression of the will of Kievans and Ukrainians who had flocked to Kiev.”34

Lastly, this begs the question of whether democracy as a political system is a uni-
versal concept. President Akayev, for example, has argued that “national democracy” 
and the securing of stability is a first prerequisite that must be attained before Western-
style democracy can follow. Interestingly, Anatol Lieven has argued something similar 
with regard to Russia in a recent issue of Foreign Policy: only a semi-authoritarian 
government now will allow for the possibility of liberal democracy in Russia in the 
future; therefore, President Putin is to be supported.35 If this is so, then to what extent 
can the goal of “stability first” in support of higher national goals (“national democ-
racy”/traditional values) be pursued by regimes, before diplomatic missions and NGO 
observers conclude that despotic authoritarianism is the real goal and that incumbents 
are determined to hold on to power at any and all costs? What levels of torture, impris-
onment, and harassment in pursuit of “stability first” are permissible? Where should 
diplomatic missions draw the line between achieving strategic security partnerships 
and upholding their democratic values? Although these difficult questions have no uni-
form answer across the CIS, it appears that Western tolerance levels and cost/benefit 
analyses are still measured in the terms of realpolitik and national interest. Tolerance is 
low when perceived national interests are at stake, high when they are not: for exam-
ple, on 26 December 2004 there were around 25 OSCE monitors in Uzbekistan, 
10,000 monitors in Ukraine. 

After the events of the “Orange Revolution,” new considerations might now focus 
and shape thinking on the subject of strategic power distribution and continuity among 
post-Soviet incumbent leaders. Can incumbents finesse a transfer of power to their 
chosen successors on the Yeltsin-Putin model, or will they increasingly run the risk that 
this attempt is more prone to break down along the lines of the Kuchma-Yanukovich 
variant? Would the use of constitutional courts, securing two-thirds majorities in par-
liaments, or popular referendums secure the same goal, or could this goal precipitate 
the very expression of mass people power that it sought to avoid? Might incumbents be 
more inclined to allow for a more or less democratic transfer of power to counter-elites 
in return for immunity from prosecution for corruption while in office? The treatment 
of Shevardnadze and particularly Kuchma will be closely watched in this respect. In 
the final analysis, are the military and security forces to be relied upon as a loyal 
prætorian guard that will obey presidential orders and suppress popular discontent, or 
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might they refuse to respond or be sufficiently divided that incumbents run the risk of 
execution, as was the case in the 1989 Ceausescu Romanian instance of “revolution”? 


