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At the trial of God, we will ask: why did you allow all this?

And the answer will be an echo: why did you allow all this?

—ILYA KAMINSKY, DEAF REPUBLIC








BRIEF TIMELINE OF MODERN, INDEPENDENT UKRAINE


	
1990: The Revolution on Granite, considered the first major political protest in Ukraine against its continuation as part of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), the unitary communist state dominated by Russia and including Ukraine, that resulted from the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution.

	
August 24, 1991: The collapse of the USSR. Ukrainian declaration of independence, confirmed by popular referendum on December 1.

	
June–July 1994: First presidential election of the new Ukrainian government. Former prime minister Leonid Kuchma defeats incumbent president Leonid Kravchuk. First peaceful transfer of political power in independent Ukraine.

	
December 5, 1994: Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances. The memorandum prohibited the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom, and the United States from threatening or using military force or economic coercion against Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan, “except in self-defense or otherwise in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations.”

	
1996: The Constitution of Ukraine is enacted and the Ukrainian currency hryvnia (UAH) is adopted.

	
2004–2005: The Orange Revolution. Ukrainians hold massive protests against corruption and electoral fraud during the presidential election.

	
2013–2014: The Revolution of Dignity. Ukrainians again protest corruption and their leader Viktor Yanukovych’s refusal to sign a free trade agreement with the European Union, demanding that Ukraine join the European Union and claim its place as part of Europe. They reject Russian pressure to form closer ties with the Russian Federation. Yanukovych is deposed and goes to live in Russia.

	
February–March 2014: The annexation of the Ukrainian peninsula of Crimea by Russia.

	
April 2014: The start of the Russian military invasion of Donbas (including the two areas of Donetsk and Luhansk), which results in the Russian occupation of part of that region.

	
June 2014: The Normandy Format group is established to negotiate a settlement to end the conflict. It includes leaders from Ukraine, France, Germany, and Russia, who first meet during the events marking the seventieth anniversary of the Allied landings in Normandy on D-Day. Five meetings occur between 2014 and 2016.

	
June 8, 2014: The Trilateral Contact Group on Ukraine, a group of representatives from Ukraine, Russia, and the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, is established as a means to facilitate a diplomatic resolution to the war in Donbas, a region of Ukraine.

	
September 2014: The Minsk Protocol significantly reduces fighting in the conflict zone of Donbas. The negotiations to achieve this agreement are held in Minsk, the capital of Belarus.

	
February 2015: The Package of Measures for the Implementation of the Minsk Agreements, commonly called Minsk II, is signed, but never enforced by Russia.

	
2016–2019: Normandy Format negotiations stall for three years.

	
December 2019: The last full Normandy meeting, which includes the presidents of Ukraine, France, and Russia, and the German chancellor. There is one further meeting in Paris in April 2021, which the Russian president does not attend.

	
April 2021: Russia starts mobilizing troops along the borders of Ukraine, amassing an estimated 150,000 to 200,000 troops near the east, south, and north of Ukraine, including in the territory of Belarus that borders Ukraine in the north.

	
February 21, 2022: Russia recognizes the so-called Donetsk People’s Republic and the Luhansk People’s Republic, two self-proclaimed statelets in Donbas controlled by pro-Russian separatists.

	
February 24, 2022: Russia invades Ukraine. Multipronged offensives are launched from Russia, Belarus, and the two occupied territories of Ukraine (Crimea and Donbas). The four major fronts are the Kyiv offensive, the northeastern Ukraine offensive, the eastern Ukraine offensive, and the southern Ukraine offensive. Russian missiles hit multiple Ukrainian cities and Russian airplanes drop bombs, targeting military infrastructure and airports, and also civilian targets, while artillery and armored vehicles shell civilian infrastructure such as hospitals, schools, restaurants, malls, and homes, killing thousands of Ukrainians. The invasion triggers Europe’s largest refugee crisis since World War II, with around six million Ukrainians leaving the country and at least seven million others displaced inside Ukraine.








A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Ukraine is an ancient land, inhabited since prehistoric times. We Ukrainians can trace our European roots back more than a thousand years to a settlement where Kyiv now stands. From that first settlement, a great medieval state was born, later known as Kyivan Rus’.

Over the centuries, the vast territory of Ukraine, with its rich agricultural land, its steppes, seacoasts, and forests, weathered incursions from both land and sea, and from nearly every direction. It endured and outlasted temporary rule by invading powers, many attempting to suppress and dominate our people. Though these empires are long gone, traces of them remain in our unique Ukrainian culture, in our proud identity as a multiethnic, multireligious European nation.

We are a proud people with a stubborn will to endure as a free, independent country. We are united in our desire to determine our own future as a democratic nation, the future that began in 1991 when Ukraine declared its independence from the disintegrating, Russian-dominated Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (the USSR) and set out boldly on its new path. That is where my own story—and the story of independent Ukraine—began.

Now we are facing a new invasion from a barbaric foe. Our very existence is at stake, but our will to be free will not die.






PREFACE “I Need Ammunition, Not a Ride”


KYIV, FEBRUARY 24, 2022

I woke up to the sounds of explosions and air-raid sirens. My boyfriend, Pavlo, an adviser to the Ministry of Energy, and I knew they were coming. The night before, our friend Anton Gerashchenko, the adviser to the interior minister, had told us that the Russians would start their invasion by morning. Anton said we had less than twenty-four hours. He was right.

My stomach went into spasms and my head filled with fog. After the first shock, adrenaline kicked in. I went online immediately to find out what was happening and saw that Vladimir Putin’s “special operation to denazify Ukraine” had begun at 4:00 a.m., reminiscent of the German invasion of Ukraine during World War II on June 22, 1941, which started at the same time. My mom called at 5:00 a.m. She was in complete disbelief. She told me that there were explosions around my hometown, Kherson, a city about four hundred miles south of Kyiv near the Black and Azov Seas where I grew up and my parents still live. Other relatives I talked to confirmed what she said. By 6:00 a.m., when Putin went on TV to officially confirm the invasion, tanks were already moving into Ukraine in the east. Russian warplanes had begun to bomb depots and infrastructure and even civilian homes in sixteen regions of the country.

I turned on the TV. Russia-24, Ukraine 24, CNN, and other online media such as Ukayinska Pravda had all erupted with stories about what was happening in our country in the east, south, north, center, and even west. Enormous amounts of propaganda dispersed through Russian media justified the Russians’ brutal and cynical invasion. They were bombing everywhere. Seeing all the disinformation on Russian media, I started tweeting in the hope of getting out the truth about what was happening. Journalists began calling me at around noon, and I did interview after interview with media from many countries. Many knew how to reach me from my time as the press secretary to the president of Ukraine, a position I had left less than a year before.

My brain still refused to accept this new reality, even as it registered the sounds of the explosions and the air-raid sirens. Pavlo and I had packed emergency bags in anticipation of this moment, but we hadn’t yet bothered to check out where the bomb shelters were in our neighborhood. Local authorities had given us a map to local shelters weeks before, but we hadn’t been able to get our minds around having to use it.

Our small studio apartment was located in the leafy southern part of the city in a student area with big apartment blocks. Outside, through our windows, we could see the park and the highway, where a traffic jam started to form almost immediately. People raced to flee the city. We decided to stay longer, using the time to fill our car with gas and make sure we packed our clothes and medicines. We could not bear to eat anything but managed to drink some water. We were so tense.

The next morning, after a troubled sleep, the explosions woke me again. I shot up and yelled, “Get up! Run! Run!” They were deafening now. It felt like rockets were about to come right through our window. The fighting sounded much closer than yesterday, and outside our window, we saw once more the long line of cars leaving the city. That is when my boyfriend and I decided we must leave Kyiv and go to the western Ukrainian city of Lviv.

We set off with our two cats, Marusia and Hooligan, and joined the long line of cars headed out of the city. It was very slow going, with traffic stopped altogether about sixty miles from Lviv because, we were told, priority had been given to the movement of military equipment. Most of the gas stations we passed were out of fuel, and there were so many checkpoints along the way. At some point we left the main route and, traveling by rural back roads, finally reached our destination—normally a five-to-seven-hour trip—forty hours later. We had arranged to stay in Lviv at an apartment with some friends. The next day, we walked around the city to see how things had held up. The streets were mostly empty, except for people lined up in front of military recruitment offices and buying supplies for the war ahead.

That night, Pavlo had some surprises. First, he told me he was going to try to enlist. I started to cry. I admired his courage and loved him even more. And I realized that he had waited to bring me to safety in Lviv before he told me what he felt he must do. Then he pulled a ring out of his pocket and asked me to marry him. I felt so many emotions at once. My biggest thought, though, was that this war must come to an end. We had other plans now.

But first we had to try to help our country any way we could. I began to give several interviews a day to media outlets around the world, trying to paint an accurate picture of what was happening to us in Ukraine. I needed, above all, to fight the disinformation that was being fed by our invaders, the Russian Federation and its sympathizers. Pavlo, unable at first to join the military, got to work helping with the distribution of humanitarian aid.

For many of our fellow Ukrainians this was the second time escaping to safety. In 2014, Russia had brazenly annexed the entire Ukrainian peninsula of Crimea overnight and occupied part of the east of Ukraine, in the region of Donbas. Ukrainian soldiers and volunteers rallied to defend Donbas back then, and during that conflict about fourteen thousand had died. That war rendered millions of Ukrainians homeless and turned them into internally displaced persons nearly overnight. This time, however, Pavlo and I joined the millions more pushed from their homes, on the move, fleeing toward Western Europe.

Suddenly, our nation’s very existence was imperiled. Russians were bombarding our nation’s capital. Having amassed more than 150,000 troops on Ukraine’s borders in the previous ten months, the Russian military surrounded my country from the south, east, and north and had also mobilized troops in neighboring Belarus.

It all simply would not register. Our minds raced, trying to make sense of what was happening around us. We knew Russia’s invasion had been coming and yet we didn’t. We knew of the troop buildup on the border, and the United States had shared abundant intelligence about an imminent invasion, yet for most Ukrainians, this was all but unthinkable. Less than a month earlier, on January 28, 2022, President Zelenskyy had held a news conference, urging people not to panic and to keep going to work, as our country struggled to emerge from the downturn caused by COVID-19. Ukrainian intelligence officials projected many scenarios—but a full-scale ground invasion, which was now unfolding, was never seriously considered. The army had conducted drills and was ready to fight. Local authorities had prepared bomb shelters. But little had been communicated to our citizens about what to do in the event the Russians actually invaded.

In the midst of these preparations, the U.S. military had received intelligence that the Russians planned to surround Kyiv, assassinate Zelenskyy, and install a puppet regime. It offered to help him flee Ukraine. But when I heard this, I knew that he would never agree to go. I had seen his courage when I had accompanied him on trips to visit soldiers on the front lines in Donbas, during the ongoing conflict there. He would insist on going to the most forward, dangerous positions, to chat with soldiers and shake their hands as the shells landed nearby. Once, he took the president of Switzerland to a bridge where armed Russian-backed separatists stood just on the other side. So I was not surprised when I heard his now famous retort to the United States’ offer after the invasion: “The fight is here. I need ammunition, not a ride.” The comment ricocheted around the globe, galvanized Ukrainians, and earned the world’s admiration.

On February 25, the day after the invasion started and with the Russians having already breached the city limits of Kyiv, Zelenskyy posted a reassuring video of himself with all the members of the Ukrainian leadership, standing outside on a street in downtown Kyiv as if it were the safest place in the world:


Good evening, everyone. The leader of the presidential party is here. The head of the presidential office is here. Prime Minister [Denys] Shmyhal is here. [Mykhailo] Podoliak [adviser to the head of the presidential office] is here. The president is here. We are all here. Our service members are here. Citizens are here. We are all here protecting our independence and our country, and it will stay like that. Glory to the heroes, glory to Ukraine.



President Zelenskyy’s popularity, which had been declining, soared once the war started. Perhaps he had not always been a perfect leader. There had been difficulty in mustering the necessary support around his initiatives, managing his staff, and navigating the shoals of partisan politics. But in the chaos of war he knew exactly what to do. He became our national protector. He lifted our spirits and calmed our nerves. He rallied the army, the Ukrainian people, and everyone who was appalled by the Russians’ inhumane and terrifying aggression.

During those dangerous days and in the lengthening weeks of war, Zelenskyy spoke to almost every world leader and gave addresses to parliaments on nearly every continent on the planet, displaying a moral clarity that has seldom been seen since World War II. “We ask for a response. For the response from the world. For the response to terror,” he told the U.S. Congress. He echoed Winston Churchill to the British Parliament: “We shall not give up and shall not lose.” His words and actions inspired admiration and support not just from his countrymen but from people everywhere. Those who had discounted Zelenskyy in the past were amazed that this post-Soviet former comedian, the leader of the poorest country in Europe, could suddenly become the face of democracy and a beacon of freedom in the world.

Zelenskyy’s wife, Olena, rallied the country as well. She had remained in Ukraine, too, along with their two children, ages seventeen and nine, though at a different, undisclosed location apart from his. She communicated with her husband only by telephone during the first months of the war. Since the invasion began, she had been using her influence to help her fellow citizens, posting supportive messages online and appealing for aid to Ukraine’s women and children. She had added her voice to Zelenskyy’s appeals to close the skies and brought special attention to the large numbers of Ukraine’s youngest victims who had been wounded or killed by the Russians (around four hundred children in the first month of the war). She posted videos of hospitals filled with the wounded, images of women in their military uniforms, and black-and-white pictures with the names of the children who had died, in an effort to put a human face on what had been lost.

In the first weeks after the Russian tanks crossed our border, we witnessed a complete reversal of the world order that had been in place since World War II. Historically neutral Switzerland forgot its neutrality. Germany, which had previously defended the nearly completed Nord Stream 2, a pipeline bringing natural gas from Russia to Germany, halted its certification and began arms production. The Russian Central Bank came under sanctions, and the Russian banks were cut off from the SWIFT bank transfer system, restricting their access to banks across the world. All the shiny global brands were fleeing from Russia to save their reputations, and foreigners poured their Russian vodka down the drain. Russia had quickly alienated itself from Europe, the United States, and many other parts of the world community.

Nevertheless, Putin remained undeterred. He was determined to strike a blow at the West, to show his limitless power, and to avenge the supposed humiliation inflicted on the Russian people since the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. The Russian Federation continued its invasion by cruelly and relentlessly bombing Ukrainian cities, killing and maiming innocent civilians, and creating Europe’s worst humanitarian crisis in recent years. In the first two weeks of the war alone, Russia fired 710 missiles into Ukraine, bombing schools, apartment buildings, and hospitals. The Russian military shelled a theater being used as a civilian shelter filled with more than a thousand women and children.

This unthinkable catastrophe is devastating our country today and will probably continue for some months to come, but all of us in Ukraine are undeterred. We are determined to have a different future. We were given that future three decades ago, on August 24, 1991, when I was almost five years old, the day Ukraine officially declared its independence from the Soviet Union. It was a monumental achievement after seventy years of Communist rule. For me, it meant that, suddenly, overnight, I no longer had to grow up with limited choices. Instead, I could believe that anything was possible, if I was willing to work hard.

The history of independent Ukraine is therefore also my story. I am a child of the new Ukraine, the only person in my family whose native language is Ukrainian. I was lucky to be born at the right time. I had the chance to get a good education: born a provincial girl, I earned a doctorate in Ukrainian literature, worked as a journalist, and then became President Zelenskyy’s press secretary before returning to journalism. I proudly earned my place in a prosperous, thriving, free, and transparent country.

This is also the story of a generation—my generation—and those who think like us. We are determined to restore our lost Ukrainian heritage while we also construct a vibrant contemporary identity. We have plenty of ideas about where we are headed, what we value from the past, and who we will be in decades to come.

The story of Ukrainian society can teach others a great deal. Our identity is complicated, multifaceted, multiethnic, multireligious, and tolerant, and it melds both ancient wisdom and romantic ideals. We have endured so much: slavery under the tsars, discrimination, and poverty. We have suffered extreme hardship, surviving both the Holodomor, a Soviet state-sponsored famine in the 1930s that killed millions, and the Holocaust and World War II, which together killed several million more. For these past three decades, it has not been easy to live in constant crisis, to lose territories, to be subject to security guarantees, and at the same time to speak about a country of possibilities and opportunities, of our rich history, our national heroes, and the culture of our ancestors. But that’s the way it is. We know who we are, and we will not let others define us.

We are not victims.

We are a country where people manage to live together with their grudges and completely different pasts, sometimes with polar-opposite worldviews, but with a determination to create a rich mosaic of cultures.

Yet these traumas have taken their toll. Psychologists Carol Dweck and Lauren Howe at Stanford University have written about the “trauma of the rejected”: how, after rejection, a person may question his or her own right to exist. Remember how in school, arriving late, some students would knock politely at the door, timidly look around, and apologize, attempting to avoid attention? And others would burst in like a whirlwind, completely confident that they had a place? Ukrainians resemble those timid pupils. Our lack of confidence is in response to the numerous attempts to erase Ukraine as a nation. The time has come for us to have faith in ourselves.

Volodymyr Zelenskyy showed us that we can be different: confident, powerful, with a seat at the table. He ran for president and won by showing us that we belong in this twenty-first century. We exist. Here and now. Independent and strong. And we will have a role in the future of our planet.

Working with President Zelenskyy during the first two years of his administration, I had a ringside seat at some of the most dramatic moments in the history of modern Ukraine. I watched as a popular young TV comedian and his colleagues were swept into power after a landslide election victory, promising to make real change in Ukraine. While these untested leaders had a rocky start, eventually they began to challenge the power of the oligarchs who controlled the Ukrainian economy and curb some of the rampant corruption at every level of society. They pushed back against Russian interference in Ukrainian politics and tried to end the war of Russian aggression in eastern Ukraine. But then a much bigger war came, the one we had long feared—an existential threat, not just for Ukraine but for the project of democracy throughout the world.

This book is a record of what I observed during these turbulent, horrific, and ultimately hopeful years in our history, taking into account all that I and other Ukrainians like me have experienced until now and what we see as our legacy as we battle against the Russian invaders each day. It’s also a heroic tale about confronting a brutal dictator and his savage army, a David-and-Goliath struggle for freedom and democracy. While I can’t be sure yet, I hope it will have a happy ending.






CHAPTER 1 Zelenskyy’s Landslide Victory


It was 7:00 a.m. on a sleepy morning in December 2020. The Wi-Fi in my apartment in Kyiv wasn’t working, so I used my cellphone’s 3G connection. Scrolling through the YouTube Music playlist on my phone, full of vintage post-Soviet hits, I picked Yevgeniy Belousov’s “Girly Girl,” a hugely popular song from the early 1990s. My master plan for sticking to my diet all day was boiling two eggs for breakfast and having buckwheat for lunch.

The playlist smoothly switched over to ten- and twenty-year-old hits, interspersed with irritating commercials for cheap local real estate. The water I’d put on for my morning tea reached a boil, steam curling up toward the ceiling, but in an instant all this turned into something unreal, unimportant. It was as if everything had entered a different dimension and no longer concerned me at all.

Suddenly, at the forty-seventh second of the Russian pop king Philipp Kirkorov’s song about how April was awakening in his soul, Volodymyr Zelenskyy shot into view on my phone screen, running at full speed. Long before Zelenskyy had thought about going into politics, he was an actor, and here he was, in a 2009 music video, shown in a clip taken from one of his most popular films: young, laid-back, sincere, diligent, and in love. He was wearing a tie and a light gray suit—things I knew him to almost never wear in real life. The unexpected “visit” from my boss automatically jumped me from a relaxed state into full work mode. Those few seconds shook me out of my sleepiness and brought the day’s political realities into sharp focus.

I finished my boiled eggs with sliced avocado, put the buckwheat and smoked Norwegian fish into a container for lunch, and went through my morning routines. But I did all this mechanically, as if my body were moving without my conscious participation: a shower in a stall without a waterproof door, a face cream from a new cosmetologist, black slacks and a black sweater, and a mountain of messages in WhatsApp.

There was more than enough work to do, and I knew that Zelenskyy was paying close attention to the communications team’s work. The man in the music video in the role of a romantic hero did not bear much resemblance to the President Zelenskyy I knew, who placed exacting professional demands on himself and on his team. The same perfectionism that he had shown in his past TV production work, asking his team to shoot scenes over and over again, was now evident in how he oversaw our office’s output of news, photos, and videos addressing persistent controversies that appeared in politics and vexed our young democracy.

That morning my team faced a lot of challenges at the office. There was a fight going on between the Ministry of Defense and a dogged opposition journalist, and activists were in the midst of a crusade against the deputy to the presidential office, accusing him of corruption. Also, we were approaching the anniversary of the Normandy Format meeting, where leaders of Ukraine, Germany, France, and Russia had tried but failed to resolve the conflict stemming from Russia’s invasion of the Ukrainian region of Donbas in 2014.

This had not been an easy week. In fact, it had been one of the toughest of the year. By the tail end of 2020, the failures were piling up. Internal discord had led to petty conflicts among our leadership team, and irritation hung in the air. The national budget had not been passed or even approved yet by the various parties. And even if it was approved, all we could hope for was a deficit of more manageable scale. The specter of default hovered over Ukraine for the umpteenth time. We could not manage without our Western partners. They always grumbled about providing the next tranche of funding to Ukraine, but they knew that they could not abandon a country of forty million people in the heart of Europe.

Ukraine was suffering. Conflict in Donbas, delayed reforms, and deep-rooted corruption all had become part of the country’s mental outlook over the past thirty years, since the breakup of the Soviet Union and the founding of our independent state. Our society was fragmenting into two groups: those who were inclined toward a Western mindset, and those who were more pro-Russian. This process had been going on year after year. Generations changed, but Ukraine still had not succeeded in assembling the “package” of values from which it could construct a really strong state. It was a few weeks before New Year 2021.

I cannot say that I hadn’t been warned about the challenges of this job. I’d arrived in the President’s Office after a decade in journalism, spent mostly in Ukraine and then later in Brussels. I had seen up close how things were going in Ukraine and how difficult it was to make changes when there was little political will in leadership.

In 2016 in Brussels, where I had worked as an international telejournalist, I became acquainted with Matthew Kaminski, an editor at Politico Europe, the publication that was read by politicians in all the European Union capitals. Before that he had worked as an international correspondent, having reported for decades on several continents. He also covered events in Russia, Ukraine, and other post-Soviet countries.

“Nowhere are there such lousy politicians as in Ukraine,” he once observed, so bluntly and unexpectedly that it felt like a revelation. “Of course, there is also corruption in Russia, violation of human rights, and poverty and difficult living conditions. But their politicians there still possess some core values.” We were speaking in English, but he added one word in Russian that he had learned during his assignment in Moscow: gosudarstvennost’, “statehood.” He emphasized the word. “This is what the Russian politicians believe in; it is their ideology. Ukrainian politicians have no values. They are ready to promise anything, even contradictory things, if that helps them stay in power.”

If you looked closely enough, though, there were already some small cracks in that corrupt Ukrainian edifice. The Euromaidan protests—demonstrations against Viktor Yanukovych, the pro-Russian president—began in late 2013 and evolved into what became known as the Revolution of Dignity, when millions of Ukrainians rose up against corruption and rapprochement with Russia. More than one hundred people died in the crackdown that followed, sacrificing their lives for fundamental human values. In 2014, Yanukovych was forced from power and left the country. That year, and the years that followed, seemed to usher in a new political spirit. Ukraine asserted its desire to be a part of the European family of nations by signing the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement, which made the EU Ukraine’s main trading partner. In 2017, Ukrainians gained permission to travel visa-free to EU countries for short stays. We undertook new reforms, and the Western press began to take note of our desires. It seemed that, given the right leadership, a great deal could change, and soon.

But progress came slowly and was barely noticeable inside the country. One-quarter of the Ukrainian population lived below the poverty line. Many villages in regions across the country still lacked indoor plumbing and gas. The average Ukrainian worker received monthly wages equivalent to $150. The press found seemingly endless stories to report about bribery and scandals involving multimillions of dollars. In just one example, in March 2017, our anti-corruption bureau detained the head of the State Tax Service of Ukraine, Roman Nasirov. He was accused of embezzlement of state tax revenues. The damage amounted to more than $74 million. He faced six years in prison, and yet he avoided jail entirely. After his arrest, his wife paid a bail of around $4 million. Nasirov was brought to trial but never went to jail. Since he was never convicted, the Central Electoral Committee allowed him to run for the presidency in the 2019 election. This brazen move, however, did not win him much support; he finished last among the thirty-nine recognized candidates. Nasirov, like many of Ukraine’s old political elites, proclaimed his pro-European orientation, but not for even a minute did he want to become European himself, or accountable to anyone.

In 2019 those who surrounded Ukraine’s then incumbent president Petro Poroshenko were mired in corruption scandals and hypocrisy. They embraced outmoded, conservative ideas and resisted change. Just as before, the strong became stronger, and the supercilious elites reveled in their privileged status. The rest of us watched wearily and with increasing irritation. Becoming more like Europe remained beyond reach for us without European-style politicians. President Poroshenko’s team were still the same Soviet swindlers we had endured before, feeding at the budgetary trough, enriching themselves and impoverishing the rest of us. Pretentious slogans could not conceal their Soviet-style habits. The political elite had long since become rotten, and a change of faces changed nothing.

In almost thirty years of independence, Ukrainian political parties had failed to come up with either a unified state ideology or their own ideological values. The durability of each new political party was entirely dependent on the personal appeal of its leader. The values professed, the promises made, and the actions taken were entirely determined by the profits that could be gained. No one would refuse political payoffs in order to uphold ideological values.

No political group could manage to define our Ukrainian identity, either. Poroshenko attempted to do that during his 2019 presidential campaign by returning to conservative ideals from the early twentieth century. In Poroshenko’s telling, the Ukrainian army stood at the center of the nation’s identity—the same army that his cronies preyed on for their own enrichment. Another focus of his was the Ukrainian language, which Poroshenko’s own family did not speak. And a third was religious faith and the Ukrainian Orthodox Church’s demand for autocephaly, or independence, from the Russian Orthodox Church. There were other elements of Ukrainian identity, too, that were trotted out to define us. Western journalists continued to equate Ukrainian culture with the legends of the brave Cossacks—self-governing, semimilitary communities that flourished from the fifteenth to the eighteenth century—as well as the home-baked bread that village maidens made for their weddings, and Christmas caroling from peasant house to peasant house described in Ukrainian classics. In short, for Western observers, Ukraine was identified with the peasantry and remained in their minds a post-Soviet province.

Poroshenko bought into that stereotype and chose to push the same picture of Ukraine to the world, denying the scale, multiple meanings, complexity, diversity, mixed character, and contradictory nature of contemporary Ukrainian society. The more he pushed this overly narrow definition of Ukraine, the more unnatural it seemed.

Toward the end of 2018, few were excited by the prospect of a second Poroshenko presidential term when it became clear he would run again in 2019, and another political old-timer, Yulia Tymoshenko, also declared her candidacy. The absence of real alternatives to the status quo suddenly opened up an enormous space for new possibilities. It was then that Volodymyr Zelenskyy, a TV star with no prior political experience, decided to enter the political arena.

Zelenskyy was not a politician, although he had registered his political party a year and a half earlier, using the same name as his wildly popular TV show, Servant of the People. In his show, Zelenskyy portrayed an ordinary schoolteacher, Vasyl Petrovych Holoborodko, who gets elected president by accident. It was art imitating life and life imitating art at the same time, and it was brilliant. The TV show aired weekly, right up to the election, and it functioned as a showcase for Zelenskyy’s political ideas. And everyone watched it.

When Zelenskyy formally announced just before midnight on New Year’s Eve that he was running for president in 2019, many people sighed with relief. Zelenskyy was a breath of fresh air. He provided hope that had not existed for a long time. Perhaps the only person who was unhappy with Zelenskyy’s decision was his wife, Olena, a screenwriter, who did not want to live in the spotlight. She could foresee what it would mean for her and her family if Zelenskyy won the election. As she observed in 2019 in Vogue Ukraine, “I prefer staying backstage. My husband is always on the forefront, while I feel more comfortable in the shade.” And though she was able to keep much of her family life private, after Zelenskyy’s election, she grew to appreciate how she could use her influence for good. During my years as press secretary, I saw how attentive Zelenskyy was to her, often checking in with her on official trips and making sure to keep her by his side. In fact, he wanted her to be there with him at those crucial moments, his partner in all things.

During the presidential campaign, possibly for the first time in his life, Zelenskyy felt what it meant to be unloved. He was accustomed to being idolized like a pop star, first as an ardent and active university student, then as a cheerful and quick-witted comedian on a post-Soviet show (cleverly named KVN, the Russian abbreviation for Club of the Funny and Resourceful) and, more recently, in every new comedy program and film.

For four fast-moving months, Zelenskyy experienced what it felt like to have political opponents sling mud at him, constantly and sometimes successfully looking for compromising information. He also learned what it meant to debate in public without a teleprompter, a skill he soon mastered, thanks to his many years of stage experience.

This neophyte politician quickly rose to the challenge, reassuring crowds of voters, taking stock of his competition, and examining the new world around him. His empathy and command onstage served him well when it was time for the one-on-one debates with the incumbent, Poroshenko. His political inexperience appealed to people. I observed among my family members that Zelenskyy aroused feelings of compassion—an almost parental desire to protect him.

In Ukraine, elections can be decided in one round if someone gets 50 percent plus one vote, but with thirty-nine candidates taking part, such an outcome was virtually impossible in 2019. Only Zelenskyy and Poroshenko had enough votes to make it to the second round.

Poroshenko assumed that Zelenskyy would be intimidated by a face-to-face debate with a career politician like himself. For that reason, he insisted on holding debates in 2019, a change from his strategy in the 2014 election, when he refused to grant his opponent the same opportunity.

Either choice—participating or not participating in the debates—posed a risk for Zelenskyy. When they learned of Poroshenko’s challenge, Zelenskyy’s team posted a video invitation to Poroshenko that proposed conditions for an as yet unplanned debate. Zelenskyy stipulated that each candidate would have to undergo a drug test beforehand in order to show he was clean, that Poroshenko had to apologize for smearing dirt on Zelenskyy, and that the debate must be held in the Olympic Stadium—Ukraine’s national sports complex—in front of a live audience and with mass media, not in a television studio as the law prescribed previous debates be held.

The video went viral. Forced to respond, Poroshenko agreed to all the conditions apart from issuing an apology for his attacks on Zelenskyy’s character. His response, “Stadium? Okay, stadium,” became a meme in Ukraine. This reply attempted to disguise his anxiety and demonstrated a paternalistic condescension, as if he didn’t care on what platform he would “demolish” the newcomer. And it served to drive interest even higher in the two men’s contest.

Until then, my aunt had been negative about Zelenskyy and the odds of him becoming president. She didn’t like his bawdy humor, and she was put off by his lack of political experience. The debates changed her attitude and opinion 180 degrees. Zelenskyy’s speech was fresh, and his harsh judgments about the quality of the people running the Ukrainian government seemed fair. Most people agreed with him.

“I am not your opponent,” he said to Poroshenko. “I am your verdict.” With every sentence, Zelenskyy the actor and businessman hammered nails into Poroshenko’s political coffin. He did not boast, and he did not promise much; his instinct told him that this was the successful script he should follow.

My aunt watched the debates anxiously, increasingly convinced by the young, disarming novice standing beside the coarse and self-confident oligarch. Poroshenko had bused in throngs of people to make sure he had a crowd of supporters.

“I want Zelenskyy to win,” she said after the debates. “He should become the servant of the people.” My parents agreed. For the first time, without consulting each other or quarreling, my parents and I voted for the same candidate. We all wanted to live better. And if not better, then at least we wanted to live with hope, not without it.
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