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Much has been written on the 1917–1920 revolution in Ukraine, on the national movement, the 
Makhnovists, and the Bolsheviks. Yet there were others with a mass following whose role has 
faded from history. One such party was the Borotbisty, the heirs of the mass Ukrainian Party of 
Socialist-Revolutionaries, an independent party seeking to achieve national liberation and social 
emancipation. Though widely known in revolutionary Europe in their day, the Borotbisty were 
decimated during the Stalinist holocaust in Ukraine. This text by Ivan Maistrenko, the last survi-
vor of the Borotbisty, provides a unique account of this party and its historical role. Part memoir 
and part history, this is a thought-provoking book which challenges previous approaches to the 
revolution and shows how events in Ukraine decided the fate not only of the Russian Revolution 
but the upheavals in Europe at the time.

“This book is an important and a timely contribution to the reinvigorated discussions on the con-
tested history of Ukraine and trajectories of its indigenous social movements against imperial 
rule. In his meticulous genealogy of Borot’bism, Maistrenko shows that the Russian revolution 
was not Russian alone, that it—among others—absorbed the Ukrainian revolution. His text 
articulately reminds us how the powerful shape and colonize history—something that is so im-
portant for our understanding of Ukraine-Russia relations as they still unfold today. This text on 
Borot’bism—an indigenous communist movement—brings to the fore an important narrative of 
the country’s struggle against Russian imperialism, a struggle for national self-determination as 
a socialist republic of an independent Ukraine. The new foreword and introduction by experts 
on Ukraine’s fight for self-determination, Marko Bojcun and Christopher Ford, explain the sig-
nificance of the text and historicize the movement and Maistrenko’s role in it. A very important 
text for anyone trying to see Ukraine’s emancipation struggle as experienced by those who 
fought it, spoke its language(s), felt its pulse; something that will be of benefit for many western 
readers.”

Yuliya Yurchenko, author of Ukraine and the Empire of Capital, 
Lecturer at the Department of International Business and Economics, University of Greenwich

The author:  
Ivan Maistrenko was a leading figure in the generation that participated in the revolution of 
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cultural renaissance of the 1920’s. A survivor of the gulag and the Nazi’s he wrote numerous 
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Foreword 

MARKO BOJCUN  

This new edition of Ivan Maistrenko’s 1954 study of the Ukrainian 
Revolution is a welcome and timely contribution to the English lan-
guage literature. Appearing on the centenary of that epochal event 
that has come to be known as “the Russian Revolution” it provides 
valuable insights into its multinational and regional complexities 
and the diversity of the communist movement itself. Christopher 
Ford has also given us a new introduction here that will help the 
reader situate Maiestenko’s work in the broader context of a mod-
ern Ukraine emerging from an era of declining European imperial-
isms and ascendant movements for universal emancipation. 

Maistrenko was not just a witness, but an active participant in 
the revolution and civil war of those years in Ukraine. He chal-
lenges several misleading generalisations and stereotypes that have 
come to dominate the historiography of 1917 and its aftermath. 
First, he shows on the basis of the Ukrainian case that this revolu-
tion was not Russian alone, nor just a working class achievement, 
but a richly diverse “festival of the oppressed” that broke out all 
over the Empire and drew into action millions of peasants and 
workers, nations and national minorities subjugated by Tsarism 
and Russian imperialism. It was not merely the arena of profes-
sional revolutionaries pursuing state power in Petrograd and Mos-
cow, but the efforts of workers, soldiers and peasants in cities, 
towns and villages alike trying to overcome the major obstacles to 
their self-emancipation: the War, land hunger, the collapse of in-
dustry brought on by the War and national oppression.  

Maistrenko illuminates this tumultuous process in Ukraine, 
focussing in particular on the rural population, the landless peas-
antry and the agricultural proletariat. He traces the evolution of the 
Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries, which became the 
largest political party by far in Ukraine at the head of repeated mo-
bilisations of the peasantry in 1917 and during the civil war. He 
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shows how and why the UPSR, a party with roots in the populist 
and anarcho-socialist traditions, was shaken and split by the events 
of that period and eventually yielded the Borot’bisty, an indigenous 
Ukrainian communist movement. 

Maistrenko’s work helps us to understand how the Ukrainian 
Revolution differed from the Russian as well as how they inter-
sected, and how the Bolsheviks could come to hold state power in 
Ukraine at the end of the Civil War only by occupying it militarily 
and subordinating all three communist parties then operating in it 
to the Russian Communist Party headquartered in Moscow. 

The Ukrainian Communist Party (Borot’bisty), as opposed to 
the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Ukraine, fought for an inde-
pendent Ukrainian soviet republic allied through federation with 
the Russian soviet republic. It sought membership as an independ-
ent party in the Third (Communist) International. The Borot’bisty 
subsequently played a critical role in the life of their country after 
their own party was dissolved and they joined the official CP(B)U. 
They championed Ukraine’s cultural revival and its quest for 
greater political autonomy within the Soviet Union. Practically all 
of them perished in Stalin’s purges in the 1930s. 

Ivan Maistrenko was one Borot’bist who survived to tell their 
story, a chapter in the history of the Revolution that might other-
wise been buried in Stalin’s mass graves. Moreover, he has left us 
with more than a political history, but also a personal one with rec-
ollections of events he witnessed on the ground and of comrades 
with whom he worked in the underground, the peasant brigades 
and the insurgent republic of his own locality. Maistrenko was flu-
ent in Ukrainian and Russian, as well as German by the time he 
wrote this history. That gave his access to the original documentary 
sources when he came to compose this study in the early 1950s. 

We can now look back on the epoch-changing upheaval of the 
Revolution a hundred years ago through Maistrenko’s unique ex-
amination of its eruption in Ukraine.  
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Editors Note  

This new edition of Ivan Maistrenko’s Borotbism has been reformat-
ted and slightly re-edited from the original 1954 edition. Which was 
republished in the original format in 2007. A number of aspects of 
the original text have been updated such as the transliteration of 
Kiev which is published here as Kyiv. This edition includes not only 
a new introduction and foreword but also a biographical essay of 
Ivan Maistrenko and in supplement a review of Soviet responses to 
Borotbism. A number of illustrations have been added including 
rare pictures provided by Ivan’s son Levko Maystrenko and his 
granddaughter Ulyana. The title of the book has been slightly 
changed from it original Borotbism a Chapter in the History of Ukrain-
ian Communism to Borotbism a Chapter in the History of the Ukrainian 
Revolution.  

NOTE TO 1954 EDITION 

1. Events occuring between February (March) 1917 and Feb-
ruary 1 (14), 1918 are dated in both old style and new style.  

2. The boundaries of geographical regions referred to in the 
text in the pre-revolutionary period are not necessarily co-
extensive with boundaries established by the Soviet re-
gime.  

3. The Ukrainian word “rada” has been rendered English by 
the word council whenever councils in Ukraine are under 
discussion, except in the case of the Ukrainian Central 
Rada; the Russian word “sovet” also meaning council had 
been rendered in its English form soviet whenever councils 
in Russia are under discussion, except in the case of the 
Russian Council of Peoples Commissars. Soviet has also 
been used in the phrase Soviet platform, whether this ap-
plies to Russia or Ukraine. 
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Introduction 

CHRISTOPHER FORD  

Volodymyr Vynnychenko, one of the most well-known Ukrainian 
leaders in the 20th century, coined the phrase vsebichne vyzvolen-
nia—“Universal liberation”.1 By this he meant the “Universal (social, 
national, political, moral, cultural, etc.) liberation” of the worker 
and peasant masses. This striving for “such a total and radical lib-
eration” represented the “Ukrainian Revolution” in the broad his-
torical sense. However the expression the “Ukrainian Revolution” 
may also be used in the narrower sense, of the great upheavals 
aimed at this object, the most noteworthy of which marked the 
years 1917–1920. 

According to Vynnychenko, the “Universal current” which 
strove to realize this historical tendency of the revolution com-
prised the most radical of the socialist parties, the Ukrainian Social 
Democratic Workers’ party (Independentists), or Nezalezhnyky, 
the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries-Borotbisty and the 
oppositional currents amongst the Bolsheviks in Ukraine.  

The Ukrainian Revolution cannot be understood without 
sharing the hopes, disappointments and aspirations of its partici-
pants. One such participant in those dramatic events that form the 
subject of this book is its author Ivan Maistrenko. His book tells the 
story of the revolution through the history of one element of that 
“Universal current”—the Borotbisty.2 One of the first significant ac-
counts of the revolution in English, Borotbism is a unique work 
whose republication comes at a time of increased interest in 
Ukraine. Yet amidst the array of materials now available to the 
reader, there remains a deficiency with regard to the pivotal role of 
Ukrainian Revolutionary socialism in those years.  

This problem of the revolution’s historiography is not new 
and its continuation makes this book as important today as when it 
first appeared in 1954. Maistrenko’s work remains the principal 
study of the Borotbisty, the majority left wing of the Ukrainian 
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Party of Socialist-Revolutionaries—the largest party of the revolu-
tion.3  

1. The Ukrainian Revolution  
from today’s vantage point.  

Ivan Maistrenko’s Borotbism compels us to return to this ‘rebirth of 
a nation’ not merely to mark the 100th anniversary of the Ukrainian 
Revolution but also in recognition that a review of the past is essen-
tial to grasp the challenges of the present. This can be seen in the 
changed circumstances in which Maistrenko’s book is presented in 
contrast to when it first appeared in 1954.4 Since the Euromaidan in 
2014 and the Russo-Ukraine war there has been a surge of interest 
in Ukraine; this is a progressive development it is however coupled 
with new depths of retrogression as regards attitudes to the Ukrain-
ian question. 

Recent years have demonstrated how Russia’s imperial past 
continues to echo into what was presumed to be the “post-impe-
rial” present; we have witnessed a revival of a narrative advanced 
by the White movement during the Civil War. Its advocates base 
their interpretation of the Ukrainian question on a set of key prin-
ciples:  

1. “Great Russia, “Little Russia” and “Belarus” are three 
branches of the one Russian people,  

2. Russian language and culture is the common achievement 
of one, leading Russian people;  

3. “Little Russia”, i.e. Ukraine, is an inseparable part of a uni-
tary Russia;  

4. ; the idea of a separate Ukrainian nation is manufactured 
by foreign powers for the dismemberment and weakening 
of Russia.5 

Interpretations of the Ukrainian question by contemporary Russian 
leaders are essentially the same; they have equipped the current 
form of the Russian state power with ideas inherited from their 
Tsarist ancestors. The reburial of General Denikin in 2005 with full 
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military honors at Moscow’s Donskoi monastery was an apt sym-
bol of this reconnection with Empire. 

That Denikin secured Western sponsors for the Russian na-
tionalist cause is understandable; that Vladimir Putin can harness 
support of the contemporary European far-right is no surprise.6 
What is significant, and perhaps surprising to some, is the support 
by sections of the left for restoring the Tsarist colony in Ukraine of 
Novorossiya (New Russia).7 Stalinism was imbued with the Russian 
nationalist tradition, and whilst current neo-Stalinism assists Krem-
lin foreign policy with its veneer of an “anti-fascist struggle in 
Ukraine”, the Russian oligarchic elite make no pretense of a com-
munist camouflage in acting as heir and guardian of the imperialist 
policies of the Tsars.8 

Maistrenko’s Borotbism challenges this retrogression; it repu-
diates the falsification and revision of the array of self-appointed 
experts on Ukraine that have surfaced, and who reduce the Ukrain-
ian Revolution of 1917–21 to a series of failed states sponsored by 
foreign powers.9 It reasserts the history of the revolution as a strug-
gle for social and national emancipation by the Ukrainian people 
themselves. 

Such conflicts over the history of Ukraine are not new and of-
ten become focal points for the greater conflict between Ukrainian 
nationalism and Russian chauvinism; the contemporary controver-
sies are themselves intimately linked to the recurrence of the 
Ukrainian question with it domestic and international considera-
tions. The current context in which the Ukrainian question is posed 
is one that Maistrenko foresaw with remarkable accuracy in the 
1950’s.10 That imperialist expansion was generating a future chal-
lenge to Moscow’s hegemony, where each national bureaucracy 
would one day come into conflict with the Russian bureaucracy. In 
addition he foresaw that the Soviet bureaucracy would welcome 
the restoration of private-capitalism, provided it ensured their con-
tinued privilege. It was this re-composition of a nouveau nomenkla-
tura that emerged after the Ukrainian resurgence of 1989–1991 at-
tained formal independence.11 

This is the root of the current complexities in which the big 
business power of the oligarchs has been the dominant influence on 
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the politics and economy of Ukraine. Whilst in the face of western 
rivalry, Russia has continued to seek to protect its business interests 
and influence in Ukraine, which is viewed from the strategic per-
spective as part of the “greater Russian world” within the “near 
abroad” of post-USSR space.12 Maistrenko considered “Stalinism, 
the Modern Form of Russian Imperialism”; under Putin this has 
taken on a new form of appearance.13 Motivated by what it views 
as its national security interests Russia’s rulers continue to adopt 
methods of encroachment to protect their regime from destabilizing 
influences and have revived the old “gendarme of European reac-
tion”.14 This role of policing of the territory of empire was deployed 
following the Euromaidan in 2014.  

Euromaidan saw the mobilization of wide sections of society 
aspiring to greater democracy, equality and human rights. This po-
litical revolution toppled President Yanukovych, driving a wedge 
into the neo-colonial power relations Russia exercised in Ukraine. 
In response, the deposed Donetsk clan of oligarchs and those con-
nected to them; concerned for their vested interests instigated the 
separatist movement. This revanchist movement converged with 
the interests of Russia’s elite, the Kremlin organizing, arming and 
directly reinforcing its proxy forces.15 The ensuing war in Donbas 
in 2014 has echoes of the 1914 occupation of eastern Galicia by the 
Russian Imperial Army. Viewed as the piedmont of the Ukrainian 
movement, the Tsar declared it “a Russian land from time imme-
morial”. With support of the small groups of local Russian nation-
alists they set about forcibly Russifying the populace and persecut-
ing Jews. Putin has proved no more attractive to Ukrainians than 
the Tsar, and the reach of Russian ultra-nationalists has suffered a 
long historical retreat from Lviv to Luhansk.  

The Russian intervention in 2014 posed an existential threat to 
Ukraine. It generated a surge in national consciousness with the 
mass self-activity flowing from Euromaidan into a resistance that 
checked and isolated the aggression. But whilst the occupants of 
1914 contributed to the fermenting of the 1917 revolution, the 2014 
aggression assisted in the subverting of the original ideals of the 
Euromaidan revolution. Hopes for social and democratic change 
have been inhibited by the failure to dislodge the oligarchic elite, 
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who have used the cover of the necessities of war to safeguard their 
own position and mold policies that serve their needs. 

This situation has also flowed into the history of the Ukrainian 
Revolution, which is refracted through the prism of current politics. 
In this context Maistrenko’s Borotbism is more than just an historical 
document. The debates during and after the revolution of 1917–
1921 about the relative importance of national and/or social eman-
cipation are of great importance in contemporary Ukraine. As a 
consequence of recent events Ukraine has veered further from Mos-
cow’s orbit, naturally posing new considerations of how the nation 
defines itself, which in turn have become enmeshed with how his-
tory is understood. 

A new turn in the approach to history has taken place since 
2014, which poses such choices as between “two models of histori-
cal memory—the patriotic nation-building and the communist-im-
perialist”.16 After many years in which the history of Ukraine has 
faced severe constraints, during which Stalinist and Russophile po-
litical forces have fiercely resisted a Ukrainian alternative. In this 
context the recognition now afforded the Ukrainian Revolution can 
be considered a progressive development. Nevertheless this decol-
onization of history whilst seeking to escape past constraints is sim-
ultaneously fostering new ones set out in an official state historical 
narrative overseen by the group of publicists who run the Ukrain-
ian Institute for National Remembrance (UINR).17 

In the new state narrative the revolution of 1917–1921 is placed 
within a unilineal historical development towards statehood. In-
stead of a fetishized Lenin and Stalin we are presented with Pet-
lyura, Skoropadsky and above all Bandera, as if they alone repre-
sent the Ukrainian movement and almost Ukraine itself.18 

In this new narrative, movements such as the Borotbisty are 
outsiders from a revolution of which they were a vital element. The 
continuity and similarity of approach by the current nationalist and 
former Stalinist narratives is striking. This is illustrated by their 
treatment of the national cultural revival of the 1920s, driven for-
ward by former Borotbisty and other Ukrainian left-wing socialists. 
In the USSR the Borotbisty were concealed for decades and only 
ever cited in the pejorative. Today their role is demeaned again with 
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Volodymyr Viatrovych Director of UINR crassly comparing the 
1920s “blossoming of Ukrainian culture” to the “successes in Hit-
ler’s economic policies” asking “should this blossoming, which 
eventually grew into an executed renaissance in the subsequent 
decade, serve to justify a regime guilty in the intentional murder of 
millions of Ukrainians?”.19 (One can only speculate how long the 
memorial to Oleksander Shumsky, the Borotbist leader, will stand 
in Zhytomyr.)  

The current official history seeks to sanitize the revolution of 
radical socialist content, and places conservatives centre stage. 
None more so than the wartime era integral nationalists notably the 
Stepan Bandera led Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists.20 The 
latter are presented as heirs to 1917–1921 revolution. The glorifica-
tion and paradoxes of Bandera in contemporary Ukraine deserve a 
study in its own right. But in relation to approaches to the revolu-
tion of 1917–1921 it brings to the fore a clash of conceptions of 
Ukraine which are not new, and were already posed when Bandera 
re-emerged after the war seeking to influence the Ukrainian emi-
grants in displaced persons camps in Europe.  

Maistrenko, the former Borotbist, castigated the Bandе́rivsti in 
an article in the left-wing paper Vpered, “Considering the Ukrainian 
National Revolution and Nationalist Reaction”, branding Bandera 
as “the ideological mummy from Galicia in the 1930s” and “a na-
tionalist, but of an old, reactionary school”.21 The revolution envis-
aged by the Bandе́rivsti tradition diverges from the revolution of 
1917, whose leadership belonged to the Ukrainian socialist par-
ties.22 

This retrogression we see today was already being challenged 
by no less a figure than Volodymyr Vynnychenko, one of the most 
popular figures of the revolution and leader of the first independ-
ent Ukrainian State. After meeting with him in France Maistrenko 
and his comrades of the Ukrainian Revolutionary Democratic 
Party, published a pamphlet by Vynnychenko which speaks to our 
current controversies.23 Recalling that their “Ukrainian spring” had 
faced numerous enemies, Vynnychenko argued their defeat was 
not only due to physical power but their political disorder. The Bol-
sheviks had an “intense fear of losing the colony” but also “raised 
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the banner of the most decisive social and economic revolution 
which was the cry of the Ukrainian worker-peasant masses.”24 The 
question was posed as: “either national liberation, or social, or 
‘Ukraine’, or ‘land and factories”. The central body of the revolu-
tion, the “Central Rada did not try to combine these two slogans”, 
believing “the enthusiasm of the national rebirth would be above 
all other interests.” And in the Central Rada, there was a lack of 
sufficient understanding of the moment, unanimity, and the deter-
mination to become the vanguard of the masses, to act as an expres-
sion not only of their national but also their social and economic 
interests.25 

Vynnychenko saw this as a recurrent problem, the followers 
of Bandera taking an even more dogmatic approach and refusal to 
learn from history:  

The Bandero-UHVRist youth, teaching me how to fight for Ukraine, categor-
ically told me that only idiots and traitors raise the question of what Ukraine 
should be. For them, this question has no weight, only Ukraine.26 

Vynnychenko saw a different historical tendency of the revolution 
than the uniform one set forth in today’s official historical narrative 
in Ukraine. In contrast Vynnychenko emphasized they did not all 
think the same way, the revolution created a current of “one-sided 
liberation” (odnobichnoho vyzvolennya) focused on national-state-
hood—and the “Universal current” that sought a “comprehensive 
liberation” (vsebichnoho vyzvolennya) both social and national.27 The 
members of the “Universal current” comprised the left-wing 
Ukrainian Socialist-Revolutionaries (Borotbisty) and left-wing 
Ukrainian Social Democrats (Ukapisty).28 Maistrenko was active is 
both parties. One reviewer of Borotbism wrote: “It is almost impos-
sible to speak accurately of Ukrainian nationalism; rather there are 
many factions of Ukrainian nationalists”.29  

Maistrenko’s Borotbism presents a different view of the revo-
lution than those which see to shroud it as a fight between an un-
differentiated mass of Ukrainian people in struggle with the Rus-
sian Empire. It is a valuable record of events that were pivotal to 
the development, if not a foundation event of modern Ukraine.  
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2. The Colonial Terrain and Social Forces  
of the Revolution 

The events presented in Borotbism took place in a setting very dif-
ferent from our own time; on the eve of the revolution the world 
generally knew little of Ukraine. The territory inhabited by Ukrain-
ians was partitioned between the Austro-Hungarian and Russian 
Empires, the majority having been held in a colonial position by 
Tsarist Russia for over two and a half centuries. But contrary to the 
prognosis of some the development of capitalism did not render 
permanent its status as a so-called “non-historic” nation.30 Though 
this was not for the want of trying; in the mind of Moscow there 
was no Ukraine; only the southern province known derogatorily as 
Malorossia—‘Little Russia’.  

Pursuing the policy of Russification and consolidation of its 
power in Ukraine, the Tsarist government deprived the Ukrainian 
people of the right to develop their culture, including the language. 
In 1720 a decree prohibited publishing (except religious books), in 
1863 the ‘Valuev Circular’ declared “no separate Ukrainian lan-
guage has ever existed, exists or can exist”. In 1876 the Ems Ukaz 
banned not only printing but bringing Ukrainian books from 
abroad. The ban lasted until 1905, by 1908 harassment saw publish-
ing plummet again.  

In the provinces of Galicia and Bukovyna, under the rule of 
the Habsburgs the legal Ukrainian movement developed apace. 
From this “Ukrainian piedmont” it exerted influence and provided 
a base for the movement in the Russian Empire. In contrast under 
Tsarist absolutism the Ukrainian movement faced a protracted 
struggle, Tsarism responding with hostility qualitatively different 
from its attitude towards a number of other nationalities. This can 
be explained by the role Ukraine played in the foundation of the 
Empire.  

Ukraine’s subordination to Moscow can be traced to the mid-
17th century, after the Cossack-led revolution against the Polish-
Lithuanian rule, the new Ukrainian state entered into the Treaty of 
Pereyalsav with the Tsardom of Muscovy. It is matter of contro-
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versy to this day; in Russian history it was a ‘reunion’ which grad-
ually saw Russia gradually supplanting Polish influence. The sub-
sequent ingestion of the ‘republic of the Cossacks’ by the Tsardom 
of Muscovy, brought with it the acquisition of the black earth belt, 
the coasts of the Black Sea and rich natural resources. This meta-
morphosed Muscovy into the Russian Empire, a factor of no small 
importance in the mind of Russian nationalism to this day.31 

The social and economic geography of Ukraine was changed 
drastically under Russian rule. Previously autonomous Ukraine 
had boasted for the time a relatively representative form of govern-
ment, a free peasantry, an industry and agriculture more advanced 
than in Russia. It was transformed into what the 1920s Soviet econ-
omist Mykhaylo Volobuyev characterized, as a colonial depend-
ence of a “European type”.32 A combined drive of the Russian state 
and western European capital saw huge strides in the development 
of capitalism at the turn of the century. French, Belgian, British and 
German capitalists owned much of coal, ore, iron and steel in 
Ukraine. This growth generated contradictory tendencies for the 
economic terrain, as Volobuyev observed:  

Those who speak of unity of the pre-revolutionary Russian and Ukrainian 
economies, have only in mind the first tendency and forget about the sec-
ond—the centrifugal, or rather—of the desire to join the world economic sys-
tem directly, and not through the intermediary of the Russian economy. The 
process of concentration on a capitalist basis is reflected in the contradictory 
forms of autarchic tendencies. Therefore we should not deceive ourselves by 
the fact of concentrating tendencies in the Russian pre-revolutionary econ-
omy. Alongside these tendencies it is necessary to also see the separatist forces 
of the Ukrainian economy. Therefore, the question, of whether there was a 
single Russian pre-revolutionary economy, should be answered as follows: it 
was a single economy on an antagonistic, imperialist basis, but from the view-
point of centrifugal forces of the colonies oppressed by her, it was a complex 
of national economies. In this way, we provide the answer to the first question 
that was posed at the beginning of this article. The Ukrainian economy was 
not an ordinary province of Tsarist Russia, but a country that was placed in a 
colonial position.33 

Stifling key sectors of indigenous industry, the policies of Tsarism 
were designed to transform Ukraine into a supplier of raw materi-
als for Russia, a market for Russian manufactured goods, and pro-
tect Russian industry from Ukrainian competition.34 Symptomatic 
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was the transport system; as opposed to railways which ran from 
Ukrainian centers to Black Sea ports and west, they were instead 
constructed on a north-south axis reflecting the needs of Russian 
business interests.  

The colonial position of Ukraine impacted on the state, capital, 
labor relations and composition of the social classes. The capitalist 
class was non-Ukrainian, prompting Ukrainian socialists to con-
sider their nation as bourgeoisless (bezburzhaunist).35 The small cap-
italist class considered itself the regional section of the all-Russian 
bourgeoisie; politically it was an outpost of Russian conservatism. 

In 1897 there were a total of 1.5 million workers, of whom 44 
per cent were Ukrainian; seasonal agricultural workers comprised 
an estimated 2 million.36 By 1917 the working class numbered 3.6 
million, employed in industry, railways, urban and village artisan 
workplaces, construction, servants, transit and over one million 
were agricultural laborers.37 In 1917, inclusive of their dependents 
the working class accounted for 6.5 million people, 20.8 per cent of 
the population of Russian-ruled Ukraine. The largest contingent of 
the working class was formed by agricultural laborers -1.2 million.38  

Alongside the high levels of industrial development, Euro-
pean investment and enterprises with the latest western machinery 
was dreadful social conditions. In 1910 wages in Ukraine were one-
quarter that of Western Europe, housing and working conditions 
were amongst the worst in Europe. In the Left-Bank and Right-Bank 
of Ukraine where the majority of Ukrainian workers were located, 
wages were amongst the lowest in the Empire. In 1897, 52 per cent 
of Ukraine’s industrial working class was illiterate, exacerbated by 
an absence of schools in the native language. 

The working class bore the stigmata of colonialism; it was not 
formed by a transfer of the Ukrainian peasants to the proletariat. In 
1917, 40 per cent of workers were Ukrainian (largely in rural areas), 
Russians formed 40 per cent, Jews 10 per cent, and the remainder 
other nationalities. In industrial centers, a pattern of Russian he-
gemony could be found in factory labor and plant management, a 
Russian and Russified upper strata developed in the higher paid 
skilled posts.39 Ukrainian new entrants found Russian not only the 
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language of the state but of the labor regime, the factory owner and 
foreman.40 

These developments posited the national question at the point 
of production through a division of labor which relegated Ukraini-
ans to the lower strata, under-represented in heavy industry and 
over-represented in service and agricultural sectors. Flexible labor 
was widespread, there were a high proportion of temporary work-
ers in factories—in the Donbas almost all temporary workers were 
Ukrainian.41 

It was not coincidental that Russian nationalism expressed it-
self in extreme forms in Ukraine where the notorious Black Hun-
dreds were well organized. The working class was not immune to 
chauvinism; the observations of a blacksmith in Yuzovka (Donetsk) 
of a demonstration during 1905 provide a flavor: ‘who’s running 
this?…. A bunch of Khokholy and Zhidy’, derogatory terms for 
Ukrainians and Jews.42  

Anti-Semitism was deliberately fostered, previously Russia 
forbade Jews on its territory, when the Tsar acquired Right Bank 
Ukraine (lands west of the Dnipro River) it contained a considera-
ble Jewish populace. The Tsar Catherine created the notorious “Pale 
of Settlement” in much of Ukraine, Belarus and parts of western 
Russia. An area Jews could settle but not own land with proscrip-
tions on movement. The five million Jews were subjected to institu-
tional discrimination; recurrent violence and poverty that saw two 
million emigrate between 1881–1914. 

Colonial dependency characterized the process of urbaniza-
tion; this relationship reshaped old cities and established new ones. 
The stimulus to urban growth was both strategic and economic, the 
need to establish a strong Russian presence and the extraction of 
raw materials. The imposition of serfdom in Ukraine after the Rus-
sian conquest tied the peasant to the land and curtailed social mo-
bility, obstructing their movement to cities. The cities and large 
towns evolved into enclaves of Russians and Russified colonizers. 
As industrialization accelerated, the landscape became a scene of 
social and national disparities. According to the Imperial census of 
1897, Ukraine had a population of 23,430,000; Ukrainians predomi-
nated on the Left-Bank and Right-Bank but by a narrower majority 
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in the southern steppe region. This overall demography is pre-
sented in Tables 1 and 2.  

Table 1.  National composition of Russian-ruled Ukraine—
189743 

Nationality  Number % of the total 

Ukrainians  17,040,000  71.5 
Russians     2.970,000  12.4 
Jews  2,030,000  8.5 
Germans  502,000  2.1 
Poles  406,000 1.7 
Romanian/Moldovans  187,000  0.8 
Belarusians  
  

222,000  0.9 

Tatars    220,000 0.9 
Greeks   80,000 0.3 
Bulgarians 
  

68,000 0.3 

Czechs   37,000 0.2 
Others   71,000 0.3 
 

Total  

 

23,833,000 

 

99.9 

Table 2.  Nationalities in Provinces of Russian-ruled Ukraine—
189744 

Province Ukrainians Russians Jews Total  

Katerynoslav 1,456,000 365,000 99,000  2,113,000 
Kharkiv 2,009,000 441,000 13,000 2,492,000 
Kherson 1,462,000 575,000 322,000 2,733,000 

Kyiv 2,819,000 209,000 430,000 3,559,000 
Podillia 2,442,000 99,000  369,000 3,018,000 
Poltava 2,583,000 73,000 110,000 2,778,000 
Volhynia 2,096,000 105,000 395,000 2,989,000 
Total 14,867,000  1,867,000 1,738,000 19,682,000 

% 75.5   9.5   8.8   

The contrast between the overall population and that of the cities 
can be seen when compared to the gubernia in which they were 
situated. As illustrated in Table 3. The colonial pattern of urbaniza-
tion ensured the primacy of Russians and other non-Ukrainian mi-
norities in the urban power centers, illustrated in the composition 
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of the Civil Service in Ukraine of which 47 per cent were Russians 
and 31 per cent Ukrainians.45 Whilst Ukrainian speakers consti-
tuted 80 per cent of the rural population, they constituted one-third 
of the urban population.46 Ukrainians who migrated to cities were 
subject to pressures of assimilation in a Russified environment. This 
was not accidental but corresponded with the colonial policy of the 
Imperial government.47 

Table 3.  Nationalities by language in cities of Russian-ruled 
Ukraine—189748 

City Total  
Population  

Ukrainians 

(%  

Russians 

of Total) 

Jews  

Odessa 403,815 9.4 49.0 30.8 
Kyiv 247,723 22.2 54.2 2.1 

Kharkiv 173,989 25.9 63.2 5.7 
Katerynoslav 112,839 15.8 41.8 35.4 
Mykolaiv 92,012 8.5 66.3 19.5 
Zhytomyr 65,895 13.9 25.7 46.4 
Kremenchuk 63,007 30.1 19.3 46.9 
Yelisavetgrad 61,488 23.6 34.6 37.8 
Kherson 59,076 19.6 47.2 29.1 
Poltava 53,703 56.0 20.6 19.9 
Berdychiv 53.351 8.2 8.6 77.1 

Remarkably, despite mass migration of a million peasants, and the 
loss of 1.2 million inhabitants in the First World War, the popula-
tion of Ukraine saw a 33 per cent increase to 31,214,000 between 
1897 and 1917.49 The urban population doubled from the three mil-
lion inhabitants of 1897, increasing from 13.2 per cent of its total 
population to 20 per cent in 1917. These demographic shifts how-
ever did not change the social-class structure, and Ukrainians re-
mained marginalized.  

Analysis of the population of the strategically vital urban cen-
ters illustrates the predicament of the Ukrainian movement. In 1917 
the intelligentsia and white-collar staff formed 26 per cent of the 
total urban population, and the petty-bourgeoisie and bourgeoisie 
another 29 per cent. These middle-class strata represented some 55 
per cent of the urban population, with the proletariat, at 23 per cent, 
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and the semi-proletariat, at 21 per cent. Ukrainians were poorly rep-
resented in the first two groups, and formed a majority of the lat-
ter.50 In Kyiv two thirds of Ukrainians were classed as workers, 
servants or unemployed.51 The resulting alienation was captured 
by the Ukrainian Marxist Vasyl Shakhray considered this demog-
raphy: 

reflected the centuries-old government of the Tsarist bureaucracy and the 
Russian bourgeoisie, landowners and capitalists. As in a “drop of water the 
sun is reflected in all the colors of the rainbow, so these figures reflect the 
result of the national, social, political and cultural oppression that Ukraine 
had experienced for centuries.52  

In considering the awakening Ukrainian masses, Shakhray asked 
how it can be a surprise that the Ukrainian peasant was so suspi-
cious of their foreign overlords, of ‘the Jewish-merchant, the Great 
Russian-official, an assistant to the Polish-landowner, the clerk.’ 
Writing through the eyes of a peasant Shakhray wrote:  

The city rules the village and the city is ‘alien’. The city draws to itself all the 
wealth and gives the village nothing in return. The city extracts taxes, which 
never return to the village, to Ukraine. During the 14 years from 1900–1914, 8 
of the Ukrainian provinces gave 7507 million, and of that only 4099 million 
(54 per cent) was spent on Ukraine, and 3409 million (45.6 per cent were lost 
to Ukraine. In the city one must pay bribes to the official, be freed from bully-
ing and red tape. In the city the merchant is lying, selling and buying. In the 
city the landlord eats good things collected in the village. In the city the lights 
are burning, there are schools, theatres, and music plays. The city is expen-
sively dressed as for a holiday, it eats and drinks well, many people prome-
nade.  
In the village there is, except for hard work, impenetrable darkness and mis-
ery, almost nothing. The city is aristocratic it is alien. It is not ours, not Ukrain-
ian. It is Great-Russian, Jewish, Polish, but not ours, not Ukrainian.53 

Regarded the breadbasket of Europe, Ukrainian was synonymous 
with peasant. In 1917 Ukraine remained an agrarian country; 80 per 
cent of the population lived in the countryside and 68 per cent re-
lied on agriculture for their livelihood.54 It was here that the social 
and national questions became enmeshed in an explosive cocktail, 
setting the scene for the agrarian revolution of 1917 and the base of 
movements such as the Borotbisty.  
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In the four years prior to the ‘Emancipation’ reform of 1861, 
Ukraine saw an estimated 276 peasant uprisings, but the end of 
serfdom did not solve the agrarian problem. The reform created 
new obstacles, the peasantry faced the curtailment of the area of 
land available for their use, an excessive redemption, preventing 
buying back the land which was originally theirs, they were bur-
dened by excessive payments, iniquitous income tax, land tax, an 
array of dues and a series of labor duties leftover from serfdom. 

A process of social differentiation of the peasantry occurred in 
the context of capitalist development though not as presented by 
certain historians and Soviet literature.55 The latter placed particu-
lar emphasis on the rich peasants the ‘kulaks’ (kurkul in Ukrain-
ian)—a term of abuse used frequently for any expression of Ukrain-
ian nationalism. The standard categories of Soviet literature of 
which much historical data has been drawn, divided the peasantry 
into poor, middle and rich famers, the kulak. These categories are 
based on landholdings, and on this basis almost half of the peasant 
population of Ukraine in 1917 was poor, one-third middle strata.56 
A high proportion of poor peasants’ worked elsewhere, agricul-
tural laborers, or in trades, over a million left their homes each year 
to work in seasonal worker.57 

The national composition of the class of landowners further 
entwined the national and agrarian question. Of some 25 million 
rural inhabitants the class of landowners comprised 1.1 per cent yet 
controlled 30 per cent of the land.58 Alongside the Russian state, 
church and monasteries, a third of arable land was held by a class 
of which three out of four were Russians or Poles.59 There was fur-
ther estrangement from the petty traders who bought the grain at 
the cheapest price and in return sold manufactured goods at the 
highest price; only one out of seven was Ukrainian.60 In Right-Bank 
Ukraine, in Kyiv, Podillia and Volhynia provinces where large lat-
ifundia remained since the era of Polish rule; poverty was the most 
acute in the Empire.61  

Already in 1902 mass peasant strikes in Poltava and Kharkiv 
began to fuse social demands with that of an autonomous Ukraine.  

Socio-economic inequality of the colonial agrarian system was 
a major factor in the developing revolutionary ferment in the 
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Ukrainian provinces, but as Holubnychy points out there were sev-
eral factors to take into account. It is also necessary to appreciate 
that the agrarian revolution that unfolded in 1917 was not in isola-
tion but was part of a wider revolutionary situation. The experience 
of the 1902 strikes and the 1905 revolution was alive, education was 
spreading literacy in the countryside and assisted the extensive so-
cialist and cooperative agitation, youth had gained experience in 
the Army, and the overall acute situation was exacerbated by the 
war.62 Karl Kautsky the foremost figure of international socialism 
before 1917 had observed of Ukraine:  

Capitalism develops in only one dimension for the Ukrainian people—it pro-
letarianizes them, while the other dimension—the flowering of the productive 
forces, the accumulation of surplus and wealth—is mainly for the benefit of 
other countries. Because of this, capitalism reveals to Ukrainians only its neg-
ative, revolutionizing dimension...it does not lead to an increase in their 
wealth.63 

The development of capitalism in Ukraine was not an isolated pro-
cess, it occurred in the context of an expanding capitalist system 
which integrated the Russian Empire into the world economy 
through social, economic, military and political connections. Di-
vided between rival empires that were part of two opposed camps, 
the Ukrainian question was situated in a vital strategic vector of Eu-
ropean capitalism. It was in the strategic interests’ of European cap-
ital to prevent a Ukrainian republic emerge, especially one consti-
tuted by the labor and socialist movement.  

In Ukraine a nation of workers and peasants with no nation-
ally conscious capitalist class it logically followed that the driving 
forces of the revolution should correspond to the nation’s character. 
This had already been illustrated in the influential work of the lead-
ing theorist of the Ukrainian Social Democrats, Mykola Porsh that 
the: 

Thus only the proletariat can assume the leadership in the struggle for auton-
omy.... the Ukrainian national movement will not be a bourgeois movement 
of triumphant capitalism as in the case of the Czechs. It will be more like the 
Irish case, a proletarian and semi-proletarianized peasant movement.64 
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These contours of the Ukrainian movement were already apparent 
in 1905, having produced its own organic intellectuals and orga-
nized in political parties, unions, co-operatives, cultural and 
Prosvita educational associations. The movement which emerged 
at the start of the 20th century contained an energetic current which 
was strongly influenced by socialist thought and the struggles of 
the worker-peasant masses. It was the starting point of a new pe-
riod for the Ukrainian movement. The scale and power of the revo-
lution in Ukraine would come as a surprise even to those who had 
expected it and worked for it.  

3. Problems of the Ukrainian Revolution 

With the overthrow of the autocracy in 1917 the Ukrainian Revolu-
tion soon differentiated itself from the wider Russian Revolution, 
setting as its task the achievement of national emancipation 
through the creation of a Ukrainian Republic. This national and 
democratic revolution also awoke the social revolution; the unfold-
ing of this threefold revolutionary process constitutes the history of 
the Ukrainian revolution in its first year.  

The first phase spanned from the February Revolution to the 
October seizure of power by the Central Rada and proclamation of 
the Ukrainian Peoples Republic (UNR) in 1917, the upsurge of the 
workers-peasants revolution and the dislocation of the revolution-
ary movement, followed by defeat by the Austro-German and con-
servative forces in 1918. It is at this point in the revolutionary pro-
cess that we witness the emergence of the Borotbisty.  

This period was one of unprecedented self-organization and 
mobilization of the masses, the Ukrainian movement comprised a 
bloc of the middle class, peasantry, workers and the revolutionary-
democratic intellectuals, centered in the Ukrainian Central Rada 
[Council].  

The Central Rada was a mass assembly consisting of councils 
of peasants’, soldiers’ and workers’ deputies, it expanded its con-
stituency, drawing in the national minorities, included the pioneer-
ing organization of Jewish national autonomy.65 
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Table 4  
Ukrainian Central Rada Number of delegates 

All-Ukrainian Council of Peasant Deputies 212 
All-Ukrainian Council of Military Deputes 158  
All-Ukrainian Council of Workers’ Deputies 100 
Representatives of the general (non-Ukrainian) 
Councils of Workers’ and Soldiers Deputies 

 
50 

Ukrainian socialist parties 20 
Russian socialist parties 40 
Jewish socialist parties,  35 
Polish socialist parties 15 
Representatives of towns and provinces (elected 
mainly at peasant, worker and all-national con-
gresses) 

 
 
84 

Representatives of trade, educational, economic 
and civic organizations and national parties (Mol-
davians, Germans, Belarusians, Tatars and others).  

 
 
108 

By the end of July 1917 the Central Rada consisted of 822 deputies 
including the representatives of the national minorities. It elected 
an executive body the Mala (Little) Rada, and after proclaiming au-
tonomy a General Secretariat, the embryonic autonomous govern-
ment of Ukraine.  

The very existence of the Central Rada, the revolutionary par-
liament of Ukraine was an historic achievement; this movement 
transformed the situation from one where officially Ukraine did not 
even exist, to one in which by July 1917 the duplicitous and hostile 
Russian Provisional Government was forced to recognize it as a 
‘higher organ for conducting Ukrainian national affairs’.66 In histor-
ical terms the Central Rada represented for Ukraine what the Easter 
Rising and First Dáil did for the Irish Republic. 

The leaders and parties at the forefront of the Ukrainian move-
ment were exclusively socialists, ranging from the moderate 
Ukrainian Party of Socialist-Federalists to the Marxist Ukrainian 
Social-Democratic Workers Party (USDRP), to the mass Ukrainian 
Party of Socialist Revolutionaries (UPSR). The chairman of the Cen-
tral Rada was the historian Mykhailo Hrushevsky a socialist 
aligned with the UPSR, and the President of the General Secretariat, 
was the Volodymyr Vynnychenko of the USDRP.  
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The revolution in Ukraine did not mirror the situation in Rus-
sia of ‘dual power’ between the state and the councils of workers 
and soldiers deputies—soviets. This period of the struggle for na-
tional emancipation was characterized by profound social and po-
litical contradictions. Following the February revolution, the ad-
ministrative organs of Imperial Russia such as the Military District 
Commissars, town and city dumas, remained intact. Like the Pro-
visional Government they viewed the Central Rada with antago-
nism. Separate workers, peasants and soldiers’ soviets arose 
throughout Ukraine, in industrial Kryvyi Rih-Donets region alone 
there were 140 soviets.  

In the first phase of the revolution the Russian Social Demo-
cratic Workers Party (Mensheviks) and the Russian Party of Social-
ist Revolutionaries leaders in a number of soviets refrained from 
addressing the Ukrainian question.67 Nezbolin the Russian SR 
chairman of the Kyiv Soviet denounced the demand for autonomy 
“as a stab in the back for the Russian revolution”.68  

In the Kyiv a regional meeting of Mensheviks in April op-
posed the Ukrainian movement, and favored limited cultural-na-
tional autonomy for the Ukrainian people proclaiming “political 
autonomy, especially a federation, is harmful”.69 The tendency to 
block with the Russian middle class and Provisional Government 
against the Ukrainian movement was recorded by Leon Trotsky:  

The difference in nationality between the cities and the villages was painfully 
felt also in the soviets, they being predominantly city organizations. Under 
the leadership of the compromise parties the soviets would frequently ignore 
the national interests of the basic population. This was one cause of the weak-
ness of the soviets in the Ukraine...... Under a false banner of internationalism 
the soviets would frequently wage a struggle against the defensive national-
ism of the Ukrainians or Mussulmans, supplying a screen for the oppressive 
Russifying movement of the cities.70 

This was not uniform, the Poltava Councils of Workers and Soldiers 
welcomed the “revolutionary act of the Central Rada, which de-
clared the autonomy of Ukraine”. And urged “all revolutionary or-
ganizations and all citizens living in Ukraine to support the revolu-
tionary aspirations of the Ukrainian people…”.71 In May, the First 
Congress of Peasant Deputies of Kharkiv province demanded that 
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the Provisional Government “immediately and openly recognize 
the Ukrainian people’s right to national-territorial autonomy’.72 

The Ukrainian word ‘rada’ and Russian ‘sovet’, meaning coun-
cil, are direct transliterations, the Bolshevik leader Yuri Lapchyn-
sky, recalled that there always seemed to be a Ukrainian who 
would claim he supported soviet power and also the Rada because 
it was a soviet.73 Vynnychenko considered at that time the revolu-
tion appeared to be following a course concurrent with Ukraine’s 
class composition:  

Thus, it seems that it would have been logical to continue establishing only 
the workers’ and peasants’ statehood, which would have corresponded to the 
entire nation’s character. And it seemed to have been so planned during the 
first period, especially during the struggle against the Provisional Govern-
ment. And our power seemed to have been established in such a way. The 
Central Rada really consisted of councils of peasants’, soldiers’ and workers’ 
deputies, who were elected at the respective congresses and sent to the Cen-
tral Rada. And the General Secretariat seemed to have been consisting only of 
socialists. And the leading parties, Social Democrats and Socialist-Revolution-
aries, seemed to have been standing firmly on the basis of social revolution.74 

The wide socialist composition of the Central Rada was reflected in 
the debates that arose in response to the challenges it faced. In some 
aspects they were a continuation of controversies that gripped the 
social democratic workers movement in preceding years over per-
spectives and character of the revolution.  

The Central Rada faced burning questions of ending the war, 
the agrarian revolution and the drive to workers’ control, encapsu-
lated in the slogan ‘land for the peasants and factories for the workers’. 
By late 1917 leaders of the Central Rada at key moments began to 
lag behind the pace and aspirations of the popular movement from 
below.75 Relations strained between those moderate and centrist el-
ements and the radicalizing rank and file of the movement.  

The difficulties of the Central Rada were exacerbated by an 
often overlooked fact that as it expanded its base it drew in parties 
such as the RSDRP Mensheviks and the Russian Socialist Revolu-
tionaries, who sat in the Provisional Government. The Menshe-
vik/SR ‘Revolutionary Defensist’ centrist currents who were for 
continuing the war and supportive of the Provisional Government 
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was particularly dominant in Kyiv committees of their party. 
Which was where the Rada was located. They opposed ‘independ-
ent implementation’ to secure of Ukraine’s autonomy, on land and 
ending the war before the convening of the All-Russian Constituent 
Assembly.76 

Meanwhile the popular movement pushed for robust action 
to establish autonomy from Russia, the soldiers demanded their 
own self-organized regiments and unilateral action for peace. On 
the pivotal land question the right of centre USDRP leader Bory 
Martos, and Kost Matsiievch of the UPSF undertook development 
of policy for the Central Rada—but implementation was delayed 
pending the Constituent Assembly. Regardless, the agrarian revo-
lution advanced from below, millions of peasants many enrolled in 
the Ukrainian Peasants Union (Spilka) organized by the UPSR, and 
in Councils of Peasants’ Deputies, proceeded to seize land them-
selves. 

The majority in the Central Rada saw the need for a socialist 
government of Ukraine, but there was also a significant current of 
socialism who were convinced the they were undergoing a ‘demo-
cratic revolution’, who ruled out the assumption of power by the 
proletariat, considering the requisite material for a socialist trans-
formation existed in the more developed west and the ripening of 
the revolution there was unclear. They considered they should as-
sume a ‘waiting position setting for themselves the task of organiz-
ing the Ukrainian republic as a necessary condition for the success-
ful course of the socialist revolution in Ukraine.’77 Whilst others dis-
agreed with posing the question in such terms as a solely bourgeois 
democratic or socialist revolution, they considered social demo-
crats should grasp the idea they faced a new situation. Social De-
mocracy could be victorious but this could not be achieved by the 
workers alone without help of other classes namely the peasantry.  

The national question brought an additional dimension, as the 
urban working class had a large Russian and Russified element; 
critics considered the slogan of the ‘Dictatorship of the Proletariat’ 
then coupled with ‘All power to the Soviets’, would mean transfer of 
power largely to the hands of the non-Ukrainians, considering the 
composition of the small urban proletariat being largely non-
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Ukrainian or Russified. The national question was at the heart of 
the differences, there was support for the transfer of power to the 
hands of the Soviets in Russia but in Ukraine ‘All power to the Central 
Rada’. There was little inclination for the Ukrainian democracy to 
give itself up to the tutelage of Russian socialism long hostile to the 
Ukrainian cause.  

The difficulties were as Vynnychenko explained, not about 
personalities but politics.78 The prevailing opinion in the Central 
Rada leadership was that of securing greater autonomy as a pre-
condition of progress.79 In this endeavor the Central Rada engaged 
in a protracted struggle with the Russian Provisional government, 
which adhered to a colonial mindset of the ‘One and Indivisible 
Russia” in its approach.  

After the failed Kornilov coup the Provisional Government 
convened a Democratic Conference in September 1917. The Central 
Rada now called for ‘a homogeneous revolutionary and socialist 
government.’80 Kerensky formed yet another coalition with the con-
servative Constitutional Democratic (Kadet) Party, with each met-
amorphosis the more of a silhouette of a government it became, and 
more it resisted the subject nations. In October after securing the 
agreement of the Mensheviks, the Jewish Bundists and the Russian 
SR’s the Central Rada agreed to convene a Ukrainian Constituent 
Assembly. Kerensky ordered the Prosecutor to investigate and 
summoned Vynnychenko and others to Petrograd—with reports 
they were to be arrested. It was Kerensky not the Central Rada 
which fell. 

On 25th October power passed to the Petrograd Soviet, the 
next day the Second All-Russia Congress of Soviets proclaimed the 
Russian Socialist Federated Soviet Republic led by the Council of 
People’s Commissars. The October Revolution removed the barri-
ers, perceived or otherwise, which stood in the way of Ukrainian 
self-government. The October conjuncture also saw increasing sup-
port for a more radical turn in the trajectory of the Ukrainian Rev-
olution.  

The USDRP at their congress had called for more robust action 
and declared the Russian Revolution as “a prologue to and begin-
ning of the Universal socialist revolution”.81 The influential USDRP 
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leader Porsh criticized Social Democrats in the Central Rada for 
“compromising on class interests in deference of general, national 
ones”, and a congress resolution he co-authored stated:  

That the majority of the Ukrainian Central Rada, being composed of repre-
sentatives of the petty bourgeoisie, is unable, due to its class composition, to 
follow the consistent and resolute revolutionary-democratic tactics, leaning 
now and again towards petty bourgeois nationalism..’.82 

The historical orthodoxies, both nationalist and Stalinist neglect this 
radical left tendency within the Ukrainian Revolution, portraying 
such influences in Ukraine as external, alien, and Bolshevik. 
Maistrenko’s history of the Borotbisty confirms how this tendency 
grew organically. 

The difficulty the radical left of the USDRP and UPSR faced 
was translating their views into practice. In Russia this radicaliza-
tion saw the different strands of the popular movement coalesce in 
the Bolshevik-Left SRs leadership in the soviets, which caught up 
with the changed mood. In Ukraine the chief characteristic of the 
situation was one of fragmentation. 

The peasants’ opposition to the established rulers did not au-
tomatically find natural allies and leaders in the urban working 
class. The salient feature of the revolution was of divergences be-
tween these subjective forces, notably the estrangement of the peas-
antry from sections of the urban workers. Across the whole revolu-
tionary process there were divisions over solutions and which of 
them should take priority of emphasis between the social and na-
tional dimensions.83 This surfaced most clearly in the winter of 
1917–1918, following the October Revolution. In the urban arena, as 
Vasyl Shakhray noted: 

The Soviets in Ukraine devoted little time to the national movement. They 
were seized with the struggle with the coalition government in Petrograd, and 
did not sufficiently value those organized processes which were going on be-
fore their own eyes; they stood, so to speak, with their face to Petrograd, and 
their back to Ukraine. 

The Russian Social Democratic Workers Party (RSDRP) was weakly 
represented in Ukraine before the revolution. In the spring of 1917, 
both wings of the Russian Social Democrats grew; the Mensheviks 
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had a significant advantage in city councils, trade unions, and 
workers’ organizations. The Bolsheviks received less support in 
Ukraine than in Russia. In Ukraine better educated workers, espe-
cially in large firms where, unlike in Russia, collective bargaining 
existed, supported the Mensheviks.84 Neither Bolsheviks nor Men-
sheviks had a Ukrainian wide organization, they were directly sub-
ordinate to their respective Central Committees in Russia.  

Russian Social Democracy had long demanded the subordina-
tion of all Marxists in the Empire into a single party: their own. As a 
corollary their leaders supported the assimilation of workers into 
the Russian nation as historically progressive and did not challenge 
the integrity of the Empire.85 In contrast the Ukrainian, Jewish and 
Polish social democrats in Ukraine took up the quest for national 
self-government as an immediate task, considering that the advent 
of socialism would promote springtime of nations and national cul-
ture.  

The Mensheviks joined the Central Rada, but only a section of 
the Bolsheviks did so, they were organizationally and politically 
unprepared for a Ukrainian revolution. The result was that the lead-
ership of sections of the urban workers movement stood apart from 
the Ukrainian revolution.  

A possible resolution of the cleavages on the social and na-
tional questions was increasingly revealed in the idea of a Ukrain-
ian Republic based upon the organizations of workers’ and peas-
ants’ self-government. That a rapprochement was a possibility can 
be seen from the example of the initiatives in two of Ukraine’s major 
cities after the October revolution.  

In Kyiv a National Committee for the Defense of the Revolu-
tion was created by the Central Rada, composed of representatives 
of all revolutionary organizations in Kyiv and socialist parties in 
Ukraine.86 It sought to extend its authority and appealed to all rev-
olutionary organizations to join local committees.87 In Kharkiv the 
workers’, peasants’ and soldiers’ councils jointly established a 
‘Kharkiv Province Military Revolutionary Committee’ combined 
with the Free Ukrainian Rada, trade unions, factory committees and 
socialist parties. It had a “left orientation and a strong Ukrainian 
component”.88 In Kyiv there was a hint of a new internal policy 
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based on the union of all revolutionary socialist elements. These 
sentiments expressed what the majority sought; the potential for a 
united revolutionary socialist government in Ukraine seemed pos-
sible.  

But those wishing to give an emerging socialist revolution a 
Ukrainian character and form were unsuccessful in the vortex of 
the winter of 1917–1918. The forces that could bring this about did 
not combine and what unfolded proved a historical tragedy.  

No sooner had unity been achieved than the right-wing of the 
Russian SR’s and Mensheviks with the Kadets turned on the Cen-
tral Rada, attacking it and the Bolsheviks. Within the Central Rada’s 
executive (Mala Rada) they ‘extorted’ a resolution condemning the 
uprising in Petrograd stating power in each country must pass to 
the hands of ‘all the revolutionary democracy’ not exclusively to the 
hands of the soviets. The newly created socialist front in Ukraine 
was shattered.  

The Kyiv Bolsheviks left the Central Rada and the Revolution-
ary Committee, Yuriy Pyatakov announcing to loud applause, “on 
that moment when you would be falling beneath the blows of Rus-
sian imperialism, we will be with you with our weapons in our 
hands”.89 And the USDRP’s Robitnycha Hazeta wrote: “the Ukrain-
ian people will not forget the service which the Bolsheviks gave, 
standing alongside them weapons in hand, in defense of the rights 
of Ukrainian democracy.”90 

The complexities of the revolution were soon revealed when a 
battle broke out in Kyiv the scene of three political centers of power. 
On one side was the General Staff of the Kyiv Military District and 
forces loyal to the deposed Russian government, on the other the 
Ukrainian Central Rada and the three thousand delegates attending 
the Third All-Ukraine Military Congress, and finally the Kyiv So-
viet of Workers and Soldiers Deputies and Red Guards.  

The conservatives and supporters of the Provisional Govern-
ment sought to make Kyiv a center of Russian counter-revolution. 
They surrounded the Kyiv Soviet and arrested its Bolshevik lead-
ers. In response a city-wide general strike commenced, barricades 
were erected and fighting ensued. The Ukrainian Military Congress 
organized units who joined the fight against the General Staff. The 
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Ukrainian soldiers intervention on the side of the Soviet decided 
the battle, defeated, the General Staff fled Kyiv. 

When the Military Congress reconvened, in contrast to the 
earlier Mala Rada criticism of the October revolution the soldiers de-
cided they “cannot consider the action of the Bolsheviks anti-dem-
ocratic”. Stating they would ensure that Ukrainian troops were not 
sent to “fight those who represent the interests of the working peo-
ple.” Having subject its leadership to strong criticism, the soldiers’ 
now demanded the Central Rada immediately take power and pro-
claim a Ukrainian Republic. 

With the apparent expulsion of the Russian conservative ele-
ments from Kyiv the Central Rada issued its Third Universal pro-
claiming the Ukrainian People’s Republic (UNR). The Rada as-
sumed all power until the convening of the Constituent Assembly 
of Ukraine. The Third Universal announced freedom for all political 
prisoners, abolition of the death penalty and reaffirmed all free-
doms won by the All-Russian revolution, freedom of speech, press, 
worship, assembly, trade union, strikes, and languages. It granted 
national-personal autonomy of national minorities. The Rada af-
firmed it would us use resolute means to achieve peace negotiations 
at once. 

In the social sphere the UNR abolished the right of ownership 
of all landlord and other lands not worked with one’s own labor. 
These lands were declared the property of “all laboring people” 
and transferred to them without any compensation. In industry the 
Republic proclaimed an eight-hour working day and charged the 
Secretariat for Labor together with the workers representatives to 
establish immediate state control over production. The UNR sought 
to broaden the rights of the local bodies of self-government in co-
operation with the organs of revolutionary democracy. 

At this juncture it is recognized, including by Soviet scholars, 
that the overwhelming majority of the peasantry favored the Cen-
tral Rada and the proclamation of the Ukrainian Peoples Republic, 
it gave rise to hope that soon the key questions would be solved in 
the interests of the masses. But the Republic faced the difficulty that 
at the very moment when the barriers were removed to its for-
mation, the solutions it presented to the problems plaguing 
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Ukraine, though radical; may have been satisfactory a month earlier 
but were now out of step with the increasingly militant mood of the 
masses. 

At first it seemed the Third Universal had caught up with the 
peasants redistributing estates on a mass scale. But immediately 
there were efforts to undermine it by moderates, landlords, capital-
ists and banks. Martos, Secretary of Land Affairs issued a circular 
prohibiting seizure of land and the Universal did not apply to farms 
of 50 desiatiny, worked by one’s own labor. Though the transfer of 
land was promised, the question of when and how was postponed 
until the convening of the constituent assembly.91 

There was similar lagging behind the revolution in the facto-
ries where the authority of capital was crumbling. The self-organi-
zation and confidence of the workers had grown steadily; in May 
the first major conference of Factory Committees was held in 
Kharkiv demanding they take over production.92 By October the 
factory committees and workers councils had made profound en-
croachments upon the sovereignty of the employers. It was only in 
Ukraine that the movement for workers control led to the direct 
takeovers by workers. Donbas mine committees had took control in 
September arresting some managers, similarly in Kharkiv factory 
committees had taken over major city plants.93 By October the com-
mittees were either in joint control or direct control of many work-
places. This demanded labor law which corresponded with the ac-
tual situation on the ground.  

But having bound itself to agreements with the Provisional 
Government and prioritizing autonomy the Central Rada had ne-
glected labor relations; these issues were dealt with by the local au-
thorities of the Provisional Government—the commissariats of the 
Ministry of Labor. As a result in the first phase of the revolution the 
Central Rada had lost ground in terms of influence in the work-
places. On 12 October a Secretariat of Labor was formed relying ‘on 
the support of workers’ organizations’ and committed to reorgan-
ize labor relations in Ukraine. The Secretariat for Labor (under the 
Marxists Mykhailo Tkachenko and Mykola Porsh) was charged to-
gether with the workers representatives to establish immediate 
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state control over production. But whilst it was to draw up numer-
ous labor laws and projects aimed at improving the lives and 
strengthening of workers power, it failed to address the immediate 
implementing of workers control. This indecisiveness of the Central 
Rada in implementing land and labor policy could only worsen its 
efforts to consolidate the new Republic.  

The Poltava Bolshevik Shakhray writes that the ‘Proclamation 
of the Ukrainian Republic was met with huge demonstrations over 
all Ukraine. A significant part of the soviets also welcomed it.’94 The 
advent of the Ukrainian Peoples Republic also coincided with a 
surge of support for the radical left, with increased influence of the 
ideas of the Bolsheviks and left of the Ukrainian socialist parties. In 
the workers councils of at least seven of the ten largest cities of 
Ukraine there was support for the UNR.95 These soviets were al-
ready the governing body in key areas of Ukraine, some were Bol-
shevik led others coalitions, they brought to the fore one side of an 
unresolved debate over forms of democracy in the republic. Typical 
of the debates at the time was in the Katerynoslav soviet, where the 
USDRP and RSDRP(b) united in supporting the uprising in Petro-
grad, recognition of the Ukrainian Peoples Republic, for soviet 
power in the city and for the Central Rada to be re-organized ‘along 
the same lines as the soviets are based.’96  

Overall this conjuncture demonstrated a radical evolution in 
working class opinion on the national question.97 But neither the 
fractious Bolsheviks nor their leadership in Russia were unified 
around such a reform perspective from within the Ukrainian Peo-
ples Republic.98 Their approach failed to take account of Ukrainian 
peculiarities, Pavlo Khrystiuk a leader of the UPSR considered the 
organic development of the revolution in Ukraine was incompre-
hensible to the Russian Bolsheviks, once something was done in 
Russia it had to be transferred in that same form to Ukraine: 

Such a complete negation of the Ukrainian people as such, a negation of the 
national revolutionary gains of Ukrainian workers, peasants and soldiers and 
of the unique forms of revolutionary organization forged by them and in-
tended not only for the national-political, but also for the socio-economic 
struggle, forms that flowed out of the peculiarities of Ukraine’s socio-eco-
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nomic structure--this negation was simply repugnant and endlessly exasper-
ating for all Ukrainian revolutionary democrats, including the most left-wing 
elements among them, who already advocated a socialist revolution.99 

The war that unfolded between the Central Rada and the Council 
of Peoples Commissars is portrayed particularly by contemporary 
Ukrainian state/nationalist historiography in binary terms as one 
of Bolshevik aggression on the part of Russia. However the Russo-
Ukrainian war is one aspect of a multifaceted conflict, this saw an 
external conflict between the governments in Petrograd and Kyiv, 
and also an internal conflict resulting in a tendency to fragmenta-
tion within the revolutionary process in Ukraine itself.  

4. The Tragedy of the Russo-Ukrainian War  

The ousted rulers of Russia did not resign themselves to the Octo-
ber Revolution, resistance to the efforts of the Council of Peoples 
Commissars, the government headed by Lenin; began almost im-
mediately. The scope, character and forms of this resistance varied 
as the Civil War unfolded, it was in this context that the relations 
between the Central Rada and the Council of Peoples Commissars 
is set.  

In September 1917 the Rada had hosted a Congress of Op-
pressed Peoples from across the Russian Empire, this anti-colonial 
assembly called for a new federal republic.100 This was in continuity 
with the approach of the Ukrainian movement and the socialists of 
the subject nations of the Empire since they first emerged in the 19th 
century. Adhering to this view the Rada had not recognized the 
new government in Petrograd considering it could not claim au-
thority across the entire Empire, whose peoples were in the process 
of realizing their self-determination. They advocated a coalition so-
cialist government, federal in character, composed of representa-
tives of the national republics. Set in the context of unfolding con-
flict within Russia itself it was an unrealizable project which imag-
ined such potentially irreconcilable forces could be combined. In-
evitably it drew the Ukrainian Republic into a collision with one or 
the other of them.  
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The Rada and its General Secretariat were beset with further 
difficulties with Petrograd. The local branches of the state bank 
were exhausting their currency as result of the withholding of ship-
ments of currency by Petrograd. The entire salaried workforce in 
Ukraine faced total loss of pay. In turn the General Secretariat was 
restricting export of much needed grain and fuel north until the 
Bolsheviks agreed the shipment of the gold-backed currency for the 
banks. 

The General Secretariat was also facing tensions with regard 
to the Ukrainian soldiers stationed in Russia who were demanding 
the Rada negotiate with the Bolsheviks for their return to Ukraine. 
This was a continuation of the movement for self-organized 
Ukrainian units, which even some Soviet historians recognize as a 
manifestation of the liberation movement of the Ukrainian people. 
The attitude of the Council of People’s Commissars to the Ukrain-
ian People’s Republic over this was initially conciliatory. In partic-
ular, Ukrainian soldiers from the Guards regiments in Petrograd—
Volyn, Pavlovsky, Izmaylovsky, Semenovsky who had partici-
pated in the revolutionary events—were formed into the Taras 
Shevchenko regiment and sent to Kyiv in November. Another part 
of the Petrograd garrison, the Serdyuk Regiment was formed, and 
sent to Katerynoslav in early December. If this and other steps in-
dicated efforts at rapprochement they were contradicted by other 
steps on the frontline.  

The Decree on Peace was a central pledge of the Bolshevik 
government; a full ceasefire was secured on 22 November. How-
ever, On 1 December Symon Petlyura UNR Secretary for Military 
Affairs issued an order forbidding Ukrainian troops on all fronts to 
carry out the orders of the People’s Commissars of Petrograd and 
to not adhere to the truce.101 Considering the cry for peace by the 
Ukrainian soldiers’ movement this seems an astounding command, 
whose execution, if it had been executed, would have undermined 
the ceasefire across the Eastern front. Petlyura himself was subse-
quently dismissed from his post by the Mala Rada.  

The position of the Peoples Commissar for Foreign Affairs 
Trotsky published in November 23 in Izvestia proposed to accept a 
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representative of the UNR in the delegation to the peace negotia-
tions with Central Powers, approving of the transfer of Ukrainian 
soldiers from Russia, emphasizing:  

The Ukrainian working masses must in fact understand, that the All-Russian 
Soviet government will not create any difficulties for the self-determination 
of Ukraine, whatever forms it may take, and that the Russian government rec-
ognizes the Ukrainian Peoples Republic completely and most sincerely.102 

Discussions continued between Petrograd and Kyiv but by early 
December relations between them approached an open breach. The 
Rada finally decided to enter into direct armistice negotiations with 
the Central Powers. The Russians agreed to recognize the UNR in 
the talks and the Central Rada as the government, the Russian then 
disagreed with the Rada over goals. The UNR considered the war 
lost, sought peace and recognition of unified Ukraine. Trotsky 
sought to buy time for a revolution in the west to erupt whilst pre-
serving the Soviet government.  

Another source of division was the still born effort to create a 
new central federal government. Practically the only response to 
the General Secretariat came from the Don Cossack government un-
der General Kaledin. The futility of this endeavor was plain; these 
Cossack forces were part of a privileged military caste developed 
as a pillar of the Romanov Empire. The All-Russian Cossack Con-
gress had already opposed the Rada’s First Universal declaring au-
tonomy. The USDRP had published an appeal by workers to the 
Central Rada over repression in Rostov and Ukraine’s Donbas by 
Kaledin’s forces.103 

Nonetheless, the General Secretariat did not seek to halt the 
passage of Cossack divisions through Ukraine to the Don. An ap-
peal by the head of the General Secretariat Vynnychenko refuted 
criticism declaring it was “recognizing the right of the People’s 
Commissars in Great Russia, as well as that of the Cossacks in the 
Don region, in Kuban, and in all other lands to manage their own 
life”. It would not be just to hold back either Cossacks, Russian or 
Ukrainian units who wished to return home. In accordance with 
this position the General Secretariat declared neutrality in the 
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struggle between the Bolsheviks and the Kaledin, and refused the 
Bolshevik troops passage to the Don. 

Ukrainian soldiers could reasonably question why they had to 
wait in trenches, ordered by Petlyura to stay at their post, yet the 
Cossacks divisions could return home. Indeed only in October the 
All-Ukrainian Military Congress had took a negative stance toward 
the Cossack Congress being held in Kyiv, supported the Rada re-
jecting the Cossack proposal of a common struggle against the Bol-
sheviks and fought alongside the Bolshevik units. A meeting of the 
Military Revolutionary Committee of the South-Western Front 
stated in a resolution:  

Given the established fact of the counter-revolutionary movement on the Don 
and taking into account the fact that the Ukrainian Central Rada contributes 
to the sending of the Cossack units to the Don, thereby strengthening the 
counter-revolution, helping to organize desertion from the front and demor-
alizing other parts, the MRC strongly demands that the Ukrainian Rada cease 
the passage Cossack parts on the Don and do not interfere with the advance-
ment of the Soviet units.104 

Vynnychenko in a declaration had made a de facto recognition by 
the Central Rada of the Council of People’s Commissars as the gov-
ernment in Russia and it may have served as the basis of a rap-
prochement. The general tendency of the Ukrainian Republic was 
closer to the Bolshevik/Left-SR government than the reactionary 
Don Cossack regime. But this was not appreciated by the Russian 
Bolsheviks who impatiently hastened war with the Central Rada 
with an aggressive strategy to replace it. 

5. The War within the Ukrainian Peoples Republic  

The mounting militancy of the workers and peasants was reflected 
in the two major Ukrainian socialist parties the USDRP and UPSR. 
But this was not a factor the Bolsheviks in Ukraine or the govern-
ment in Petrograd seemed to consider when shaping their tactics. 
The UPSR’s Congress at the end of November put forward a radical 
program for immediate implementation by the Central Rada and 
General Secretariat, from abolishing private property in land to 
state-worker control over factory production. The UPSR saw no 
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need to re-elect the Central Rada due to the impending transfer of 
power to the Constituent Assembly of Ukraine. Alongside it, the 
Central Rada was to convene an all Ukrainian congress of re-elected 
councils of workers’, soldiers peasants deputies ‘for the further sys-
tematic development of the class struggle in Ukraine’. 

This program advanced by the largest party in Ukraine at that 
time represented a significant and organic development of the rev-
olution. But as Maistrenko records the Bolsheviks continued to act 
separately in a sectarian manner, they were not prepared to wait 
but set out to convene their own congress of soviets with a view to 
displacing the Rada. This agitation exacerbated relations between 
the Central Rada and the Council of Peoples Commissars, provok-
ing a defensive response even by the Ukrainian left-wing currents. 
It was viewed as an encroachment on the Ukrainian Republic they 
had just created. The Central Rada could feel strengthened by the 
popular mandate it received in the elections to the All-Russian Con-
stituent Assembly. The results illustrated the popular base of the 
Ukrainian movement less than three weeks after the October Revo-
lution. The Ukrainian socialist parties secured a decisive electoral 
victory:  

Table 5 Extract of All-Russian Constituent Assembly Returns, 
1917105 

Province  Ukrainian So-
cialist Bloc 

RSDRP Bolshe-
vik  

Russian Social-
ist Revolutionar-
ies 

Kyiv 1,256,271 59,413 19,201 
Poltava 749,860 64,460 198,437* 
Podolia  656,116 27,540 10,170 
Volhynia 569,044 35,612 27,575 
Katerynoslav 556,012 213,163 231,717 
Chernihiv 484,456 271,174 105,565 
Kherson 114,000 95,000 493,000* 
Kharkiv  114,743 795,558* 

* Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries and Party of Socialist Revolutionaries 
(Russian) Bloc.  

In Poltava province, the UPSR gained 80.5 per cent of the vote; 
whilst in Katerynoslav the most industrialized province with a 
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large Russian populace, the Ukrainian socialist bloc secured 46.6 
per cent of the vote. Overall out of a total poll of 7.6 million votes 
cast the Ukrainian parties gained 53 per cent of the popular vote, 
the Bolsheviks 10 per cent, Russian SR’s 18.3 per cent and the Men-
sheviks 1.3. per cent.106 The elections further illustrated the diver-
gence cutting through Ukraine. Whilst 55 per cent of votes cast out-
side the ten largest cities went to the Ukrainian parties, in the cities 
the results were divided with the Ukrainian parties outvoted by the 
combined total of other groups.107  

In his later analysis, Lenin emphasized that the Ukrainian so-
cialists had not only secured large votes in the army on the South-
Western and Rumanian fronts but in Ukraine as a whole 
“the Ukrainian Socialist-Revolutionaries and socialists polled a ma-
jority”, concluding that “to ignore the importance of the national 
question in Ukraine…..is a great and dangerous mistake.”108 A re-
statement of this fact is pertinent in face of contemporary historical 
revisionism, symptomatic is Andrew Murray, a prominent figure 
in British labor who (ignoring 1917 completely) claims “the Ukrain-
ian idea gave birth to three separate short lived republics between 
1918 and 1921, statelets which made up for their considerable defi-
ciency in mass support by the sponsorship of foreign powers”109 
Reality was otherwise.110 

The Constituent Assembly elections highlighted that frustra-
tion with the Central Rada did not automatically translate into a 
rejection of the Ukrainian cause itself. It was also a triumph for so-
cialism in Ukraine, and particularly the socialists closest to the 
Ukrainian peasant majority then promoting a radical turn.  

It should however be noted that the period between these elec-
tions and those to the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly less than 
two months after, revealed a swing towards the Bolsheviks is parts 
of Ukraine. In Chernihiv province the SR vote dropped from 50.7 
per cent to 14.6, conversely the Bolshevik vote increased from 34.6 
per cent to 56.3 per cent.111 Though whilst the overall results were 
disrupted by conflict, 171 of 301 deputies elected in regions that 
voted still saw a 70 percent vote for Ukrainian socialists and 10 per-
cent for RSDRP(b).  
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The Bolsheviks were not unduly perturbed by election returns 
and looked rather to an All-Ukrainian Congress of Soviets to secure 
a popular mandate for power. The agitation of the Bolsheviks for 
the election of a new Central Rada and convening of a congress of 
soviets was increasingly seen as only measures auxiliary to the 
armed seizure of power. It did not go unnoticed that the RSDRP(b) 
had taken little part in the Central Rada, they had been indifferent 
and in areas hostile to the quest for national emancipation. Now 
without waiting for the organic development of the Ukrainian Rev-
olution, without co-operating with the Ukrainian socialist parties, a 
section of the Bolsheviks simply set about convening their own con-
gress of soviets in Kyiv on 4 December 1917.  

On the ground conflict was already brewing with Symon Pet-
lyura acting virtually at his own accord disarming Red Guards and 
workers militias, attempting to disperse workers and soldiers’ 
councils. The USDRP acted to have Petlyura removed from the post 
of Secretary of Military Affairs, though he continued with his own 
agenda in Left-Bank Ukraine.112  

A valuable insight as to how it was that two governments led 
by socialists could find themselves at war with each other is pro-
vided by an article by the USDRP in their paper Robitnycha Hazeta 
on their differences with the RSDRP(b):  

Until now, in many claims, we were aligned with the Bolsheviks. We and they 
have tried and are seeking immediate peace, redistribute landlords and other 
lands into the hands of our poor peasantry. We and they struggled and strug-
gle for control over industry, and the division of products, for maximum tax-
ation of large property and capital. We and they were against agreement of 
democracy with wealthy classes, against the coalition ministry, for the transi-
tion of power in the country and the state to the hands of revolutionary de-
mocracy, which alone can resolutely and boldly fundamental social and eco-
nomic reforms, etc. 
Even then, when it seemed we were moving in one front against our common 
enemies, we never lost the way, we stood for a Ukrainian Democratic Repub-
lic and Federation (Union) with the other areas of Russia. They were totally 
against our aspiration. We, as ones expressing the interests of the Ukrainian 
proletariat , first in the history of the Ukrainian revolutionary movement, 
stood up for a revolutionary struggle for national liberation and national de-
velopment of the whole Ukrainian people. Up to this time they, if not openly 
hostile, they were altogether indifferent to the vital national-cultural and po-
litical needs of our people and our proletariat. 
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Our differences were always great. But now these political differences have 
stood out clearly. They became the agenda for the political struggle in 
Ukraine. And we have to fix the boundaries. Ukrainian social-democracy can-
not stand on the position of the Bolsheviks in the matter of the organization 
of state power in Ukraine. We, all our people, in revolution created the Central 
Organ of all the real revolutionary workers democracy of Ukraine, the Ukrain-
ian Central Rada. By our own strength, the strength of our peasantry, workers 
and soldiers. We created for it unheard-of strength and might. We created out 
of it a centre not only of national, but also of political existence, we tied up 
with it all our hopes and yearnings of the working people of Ukraine. We 
protected it from the harshest blows, which the counter-revolutionary and im-
perialist Great-Russian bourgeoisie wanted to inflict on the Central Rada  
But in the heaviest hours of the organized democracy, the Bolsheviks were not 
with us; they were in the enemy camp. In the hours of a hardest counter-rev-
olutionary attack on Ukraine, the Bolsheviks did not stand decisively for the 
defense of Ukraine, for the support and the strengthening of the Central Rada. 
They were silent, and by this itself, they were in the enemy camp. Because 
they are centralists, because they are against the Ukrainian democratic repub-
lic, because they are against the Federation. We know well all the inadequa-
cies of the organization of the Central Rada. But we decidedly must say that 
the Rada was organized by the workers, peasants and soldiers in their own 
congresses, that the Rada was composed almost entirely out of representa-
tives of these classes. 
We know all the inadequacies of our General Secretariat. It did not satisfy all 
the needs and hopes of our workers democracy. Strong fetters of the Provi-
sional government and the hostility from Russian democracy put a brake on 
all the work of the General Secretariat. But when all the fetters fell, when their 
hands were untied, when the enemies were overcome, and overcome by the 
forces of the same Ukrainian democracy which in Kyiv had defended the Bol-
sheviks from a decisive bloody defeat, now we were standing on the road of 
creative workers-power work. At that very moment the Bolsheviks unexpect-
edly proclaimed a struggle against the Central Rada, revealing the real 
thoughts which they had up till then concealed, their real relation to the mat-
ter of national rebirth of our people.  
Against the Rada, they would set up the power of the Soviet of Workers and 
Soldiers Deputies”. At this moment, when the Rada and the Secretariat begin 
immediately to convene the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly, when, after a 
short time, the Constituent Assembly of Ukraine will take the place of the 
Rada, at this time the Bolsheviks will convene their Regional Congress of 
Workers’, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Deputies of the Organization of Power on 
Ukraine. ‘ Consequently, this Congress would be against the Central Rada.  
Against this Congress, we put the slogan of the Constituent Assembly of 
Ukraine.113 

The approximately three hundred soviets in Ukraine however were 
not at all unified behind the Bolsheviks approach.114 Councils of 
workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ deputies had emerged in Ukraine 
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in March, and by the end of 1917 these new revolutionary authori-
ties had been created in all large and small cities of Ukraine and 
many villages. Certain Bolsheviks and later Soviet historians con-
tended that in December 1917 no soviets supported the Central 
Rada, reality however was more complex.115 Workers councils and 
some district and provincial congresses of the Soviets of Peasants’ 
Deputies did support the Central Rada whilst simultaneously de-
manding the implementation of the Lenin government’s Decrees on 
Peace and Land. However, in the Councils of Workers ‘and Sol-
diers’ Deputies in the winter of 1917–1918, the leadership in the ma-
jority transferred to the Bolsheviks and Left Socialist Revolutionar-
ies through re-elections. Yet the All-Ukrainian Congress held on 4 
December 1917 proved to be a strategic catastrophe for the Bolshe-
viks. 

The RSDRP(b) was not united on the issue of the congress it-
self, the Russophile ‘Katerynoslav current’ of the RSDRP(b), ignor-
ing the populace around them considered the industrial regions not 
part of Ukraine. They convened a rival congress of soviets of 
Kryvyi-Rih and Donets Basin in Kharkiv. As result a large number 
of soviets ignored the invitation to the congress in Kyiv. Neverthe-
less soviets of key centers were represented, however the efforts of 
the Bolsheviks to ensure authority of the urban soviet delegates 
failed when the Central Rada took over the congress mandating 
commission. The Central Rada sent about 2,000 of its supporters to 
the congress 670 peasants and 905 from the military.116  

Indicative of feelings on the eve of the Congress was the rec-
ollection of Yukhym Medvedev leader of the Kharkiv organization 
of left Ukrainian Social Democrats. On the train journey from 
Kharkiv to Kyiv there were many delegates from Ukrainian regi-
ments, unions and other bodies—some sang revolutionary songs 
and others national, their revolutionary unity almost turned to vio-
lence when they began discussing political topics—they had not 
even reached the congress yet.117 

The USDRP pre-meeting of 40 delegates to the congress voted 
overwhelmingly for the need for cooperation with the Bolsheviks 
and the organization of workers ‘and peasants’ power—only three 
voted against.118 When Porsh arrived he was hostile to this decision 
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and Vynnychenko appealed to them to avoid a split, the resolution 
by Medvedev were taken over by some USDRP leaders and disap-
peared. At the congress the Ukrainian SR Arkady Stepanenko took 
the chair from the Bolsheviks who lost control of the event they had 
convened.119 

The whole event was ignited by a surprise ultimatum from the 
Council of People’s Commissars to the Central Rada. Not only were 
the leading organs of soviet power in Russia unaware of this but 
neither were the Bolsheviks in Ukraine who were left embar-
rassed.120 The Russian government whilst recognizing the Ukrain-
ian Peoples Republic charged it with ‘conducting behind a screen 
of national phrases, a double-dealing bourgeois policy’, disarming 
soviet troops whilst giving Don Cossack troops passage yet deny-
ing transit to anti-Kaledin troops.121 The ultimatum caused uproar; 
the Congress accused the Council of People’s Commissars of hy-
pocrisy, ‘the Commissars permit self-determination only for their 
own party, while all other groups of peoples and nations they, like 
the tsarist government, want to keep in subjugation by armed 
force.’  

In an atmosphere of recriminations the Congress expressed its 
complete support for the Central Rada and appealed to Russian 
workers soldiers and peasants not to allow such a war on Ukraine. 
What followed the congress of soviets was increased internal frag-
mentation, with two rival bodies claiming the government of the 
Ukrainian Peoples Republic. In the end 124 delegates representing 
41 soviets, left in protest and moved to Kharkiv, a city which was 
instructive of the overall complexity and fluidity of the revolution-
ary process in Ukraine.  

There the Mensheviks, Russian SR’s and also the Ukrainian 
Social Democrats and Social Revolutionaries who were organized 
in the Kharkiv Free Ukrainian Rada, were all on the left of their or-
ganizations. Workers power was established in the city in October 
through a Kharkiv Province Military Revolutionary Committee as 
a ‘union of all the revolutionary-democratic forces’, with red 
guards and workers militias upholding it.  

Unity was undermined in November when the RSDRP(b) 
gained greater influence in the soviet executive. Joined by a section 
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of Ukrainian socialists the Kharkiv Soviet recognized the Petrograd 
government, welcomed the proclaiming of the Ukrainian Peoples 
Republic and called for the re-election of the Central Rada by a con-
gress of soviets, and also the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly. 
There was however no desire for bloodshed between the local 
Ukrainian forces and Bolsheviks, the arrival of troops from Russia 
changed this. On 9 December these forces intervened and carried 
out an armed seizure of power which saw Bolshevik control estab-
lished.122  

In Kharkiv the delegates from soviets of the Kryvyi-Rih and 
Donets Basin combined with those from Kyiv in a new Congress of 
Soviets on 11 December. Representing 82 soviets, little more than a 
third of the 240 soviets in Ukraine the congress ‘assumed full state 
power in the Ukrainian People’s Republic’ and declared the Gov-
ernment of Ukraine as the People’s Secretariat, appointed by the 
Central Executive Committee elected by the congress.  

Prominent in this first soviet government were a number of 
ethnic Ukrainian Bolsheviks such as Vasyl Shakhray, Mykola 
Skrypnyk and others also supportive of the Ukrainian self-govern-
ment such Yury Lapchinsky. It also included a radical left split from 
the USDRP, the USDRP(left) led by Yevhen Neronovych and Yefim 
Medvedev who was head of the CEC. The congress in its declara-
tion considered the Russo-Ukraine conflict ‘a war the working 
masses did not want’.123 In this they were right. However many at 
the time and later historians viewed the Peoples Secretariat as no 
more than camouflage for Russia’s war on Ukraine. It is certainly 
true that Russia’s recognition of the Kharkiv government was used 
to justify military intervention, it is nevertheless a fact that the first 
soviet government was established internally, it was not an ap-
pointment of Russia. The Secretary for Military Affairs Shakhray 
wrote: 

When open, armed struggle with the Central Rada began, Bolsheviks from all 
parts of Ukraine (its borders designated by the 3rd Universal) were of one 
mind in proposing that a Soviet centre should be established in Ukraine in 
opposition to the Central Rada, and not one responsible member of this party 
ventured to protest against the proclamation and establishment of the Ukrain-
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ian People’s Republic. On the contrary, in complete agreement with the pro-
grammatic demand of the right of every nation to self-determination, they 
openly or at least tacitly recognized this new republic, accepted it as a fact, 
stood on its ground. The will of the Ukrainian nation emerged, the Ukrainian 
people separated into a Republic in federative union with other parts of Rus-
sia. Good! We in this Republic will conduct a struggle for power not against 
the Ukrainian People’s Republic, not against the Ukrainian people, not in or-
der to strangle it. No! This will be a struggle within the Ukrainian People’s 
Republic for power --this will be a class struggle....124 

The emergence the Peoples Secretariat was not the only expression 
of strength of the radical left at this time, Maistrenko records that 
from within the Central Rada moves took place to replace the gov-
ernment of the Ukrainian Peoples Republic. This is a revealing epi-
sode of the strength of support for the emergent Borotbisty, for 
whilst nationalist historiography emphasizes the democratic man-
date of the Central Rada from the Constituent Assembly elections, 
it ignores just who was elected.  

The UPSR’s had emerged as the most popular party, of the 120 
deputies elected from Ukraine the UPSR formed a faction of 81 dep-
uties in the Russian Constituent Assembly.125 In their ranks it was 
the left-wing current, the future Borotbisty who predominated; one 
of a number of indicators that they had secured broad support 
amongst the Ukrainian masses.126 After the dissolution of the Con-
stituent Assembly by the Bolsheviks, these Left UPSR deputies re-
turned to Kyiv aiming to establish a new government with the left-
wing of the USDRP. Their plan was discovered and six UPSR lead-
ers arrested and the UPSR left excluded from the Rada.127  

None of this strengthened the position of the Central Rada 
which was facing an existential crisis. Soviet power was established 
in one town after another, province by province, Kharkiv, then 
Katerynoslav then Poltava. To see this solely as an ‘invasion’ is an 
erroneous portrayal. Local Red Guards, workers militias and 
Ukrainian soldiers actively carried through uprisings of the local 
population. An array of Ukrainian regiments either remained neu-
tral or participated in the rebellions. A distinct regiment of Red Cos-
sacks was organized by Shakhray and Vitaly Primakov from 
Ukrainian soldiers and workers growing to three thousand strong.  
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Russia deployed to Ukraine a ten thousand strong force under 
the command of Vladimir Antonov-Ovseyenko. Both Soviet and 
state-nationalist historiography has shrouded this conflict in my-
thology, focused on such episodes as the Arsenal Uprising of work-
ers and soldiers and the Ukrainian students who opposed the soviet 
forces at the Battle of Kruty, in fact the war was one of paradoxes.  

An explanation for the ease of the Bolshevik victory can be 
seen in the desertion of about 300,000 peasant-soldiers from 
Ukrainized regiments, returning to their villages to carry through 
the agrarian revolution.128 Others simply sided with Bolsheviks or 
remained neutral. Vynnychenko wrote that if ‘Alexander the Great 
or Napoleon came to life and wanted to help the Central Rada or 
General Secretariat, even that would not bring relief’, they had 
failed to grasp the ‘spirit of times’.129  

The Central Rada came out for more radical socialist policies 
when it declared independence of Ukraine on 9th January, 1918. 
The Fourth Universal declaring for ‘the socialization of the land’ and 
‘Forests, waters and all mineral resources -- the wealth of the 
Ukrainian working people -- are transferred to the jurisdiction of 
the Ukrainian People’s Republic’. But the announced formation of 
‘a people’s militia’ to fight ‘all enemies of the peasants’-workers’ 
Independent Ukrainian Republic’ did not change the reality. The 
Central Rada was unable to muster troops for its defense, it was not 
so much defeated by military forces as undermined by its own pol-
icies.130 As Vsevolod Holubnychy concluded: ‘This reminds one of 
Lypynsky’s comment that the ‘Ukrainian socialist parties “gave 
away” the land “in order to be politically popular”. Unfortunately 
they did not give away enough therefore were not sufficiently pop-
ular. And in this way they failed, while Lenin succeeded.’131  

Soviet troops swept across Ukraine from Kharkiv taking Kyiv 
on 26 January 1918. By this point however the Ukrainian Revolu-
tion was already in a malaise and the role of Soviet Russia and the 
Central Powers in Ukraine deepened it through the substitution of 
internal elements by external forces, the revolution consumed itself.  

The Peoples Secretariat having proclaimed itself the sovereign 
government of the Ukrainian republic, soon discovered this was 
not a view shared by Russia or its emissaries. The view of Petrograd 
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was of a subordinate relationship of Ukraine to Russia, the views 
harbored by some leading Bolsheviks towards Ukraine are revealed 
in a telegram sent by Stalin the Peoples Commissar for Nationali-
ties: ‘Enough playing at a government and republic. It’s time to 
drop that game; enough is enough’.132  

The commander of soviet forces that advanced on Kyiv was 
the anti-Ukrainian N.A. Muravyov who refused to accept the au-
thority of the Peoples Secretariat which he viewed as guilty of ‘nar-
row nationalism’. Antonov recorded that in Poltava Muravyov 
adopted ‘the tone of a conqueror, and entered into a sharp conflict 
with the local soviet and roused all the Ukrainians against him.’133  

The Peoples Secretariat was further undermined from within 
the ranks of the RSDRP(b) itself, no sooner had the People Secretar-
iat set up in Kyiv when a Donets–Kryvyi Rih Soviet Republic was 
proclaimed separate from Ukraine led by Artem. The RSDRP(b) 
took a similar divisive approach towards Ukraine with the for-
mation of an Odessa Soviet Republic and a Taurida Soviet Socialist 
Republic in Crimea. This divisiveness lasted until a Second All-
Ukraine Congress of Soviets held in Katerynoslav in March 1918 
declared it part of Ukraine. A fact overlooked by the contemporary 
supporters of the so-called Donetsk Peoples Republic.  

This Russian chauvinism within the forces deployed in 
Ukraine gave the conflict the character of a Russo-Ukrainian war 
over and above the actuality of the crushing of autonomous 
Ukraine. This impacted on the Ukrainian socialist parties causing 
anger, divisions and in parts paralysis.  

In the Central Rada frustrations and relations reached break-
ing point just as a mass workers uprising took place in Kyiv the 
USDRP resigned from the General Secretariat. On 17 January a new 
Council of Ministers was formed dominated by the centre-right of 
the Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries led by Vsevolod Holu-
bovych. The beleaguered government was now increasingly reliant 
on military forces such as the Free Cossacks whose conservative 
leadership was opposed to the socialism of the Rada itself.  

Illustrative was the workers uprising in January in Kyiv com-
monly known as the ‘Arsenal Uprising’. It arose from below and 
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was not an elitist Party initiative, raids and terror by the Free Cos-
sacks partly alienated and provoked the rebellion. The 20,000 de-
mobilized soldiers in the City remained neutral. The Sich Riflemen 
the Rada’s most reliable troops formed a soldiers committee and 
sought an agreement with the Bolshevik revolutionary committee. 
Only Russian chauvinism of a Bolshevik leader prevented it and 
ensured their use against the uprising.134 The uprising was sup-
pressed at great loss of life, 400 insurgents and 300 Rada forces 
killed, there was over a thousand wounded, all fueling further po-
larization and resentment. Shortly after Muravyov’s forces took 
Kyiv imposing a mass terror against Russian officers and Ukraini-
ans without distinguishing between supporters of the Rada or so-
viet rule. An estimated two thousand were executed. The account 
of Moisei Rafes a leader of the Jewish Bund in Ukraine of the period 
is damming:  

The ideology of the military leaders of the first Soviet authority in Ukraine 
could not attract sympathies even of the local adherents of Soviet Power. ‘Or-
der No.14’ of Muravyov which spoke of freedom he brought ‘from the far 
north’ on the blades of bayonets, gave sufficient grounds for talk of an ‘occu-
pation socialism’. The violent struggle against the entire Ukrainian people be-
hind whom the Ukrainian CR [Central Rada] was seen, the excesses of the first 
days, the lack of respect for the local authority—the councils of workers dep-
uties—all this contributed to substantial criticism.’135 

As Kyiv was poised to fall, lured by the appeal of the Germans the 
delegation representing the Ukrainian People’s Republic signed a 
separate peace treaty at Brest Litovsk on 27 January 1918. There was 
a price for the 200,000 German and Austrian troops driving the Bol-
sheviks out of Ukraine, and it was measured in grain, wool, flax, oil 
product and other raw materials. The advancing Germans did not 
occupy all of Ukraine until late April being forced to fight through 
serious resistance from Red guards and other pro-Soviet forces.  

When the Central Rada reconvened in Kyiv it sought to con-
tinue as it left off, issuing an appeal stressing all laws and freedoms 
established by it remained in force. An appeal promised that the 
Germans “come as our friends and helpers for a short time in order 
to help us in this difficult moment; they have no intention to change 
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our laws or regulations, [or] to limit the independence and sover-
eignty of our republic.”136 However German and Austrian forces 
were soon roaming the countryside requisitioning from the peas-
antry by force, considering the government of the UNR as unrelia-
ble ‘left opportunists’ the Germans ousted it and installed the con-
servative Hetman Pavlo Skoropadsky.137  

Skoropadsky, an aristocratic landlord and former Tsarist of-
ficer established an authoritarian ‘Ukrainian State’ supported by 
the Union of Landowners and other conservative forces. The gov-
ernment of the Hetmanate included members of the Russian Con-
stitutional Democratic Party and Russian monarchists. 
Vynnychenko considered the coup d’état ‘only completed and crys-
tallized in a precise form that which existed during the time of the 
Central Rada’; on its return to Kyiv its revolutionary essence was 
dissipated.138  

Maistrenko’s account of the ‘Ukrainian State’ brought into be-
ing by the German backed coup is particularly valuable in light of 
the current fashion for the Hetmanate in some quarters.139 In 2017 
large bill posters appeared in Ukraine celebrating Skoropadsky as 
a hero of the Ukrainian Revolution; he has been praised by both 
former President Yuschenko and President Poroshenko. This revi-
sionism is airbrushing out of history the actual experience of the 
Hetmanate, which set about reversing the gains of the revolution, 
restoring land to the large landlords and factories to the capital-
ists.140 The Hetmanate granted “a free hand in trade and raw mate-
rials procurement,” to the occupying Austro-German forces that set 
about extracting all they could by force of arms from the country-
side.141 Their brutality discredited the UNR and even more Skoro-
padsky’s Ukrainian State in the eyes of the workers and peasants, 
who came to view them as foreign occupants and at the very least 
counter-revolutionary.  

The retrogression that gripped Ukraine in 1918 was soon met 
by a wave of resistance as insurgency spread across the countryside 
in May and a workers strike wave broke out in July. The Borotbisty 
basing themselves on the ‘revolutionary centers’ of workers and 
peasants set about organizing partisan detachments. This insurgent 
socialism drew upon the vernacular revolutionary traditions of 
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Ukraine. During 1918 this popular resistance would cost the Ger-
man Imperial Army 20,000 dead, a fact largely ignored by Ukrain-
ian’s official celebrations of the period. 

The consequence of Brest Litovsk was a continuation in 
Ukraine of the war with the Germans long after Russia concluded 
peace. The Hetmanate proved to be a defining moment, sharpening 
the process of differentiation in the Ukrainian revolution. Prior to 
the final defeat of the Peoples Secretariat a Second All-Ukrainian 
Congress of Soviets took place in Katerynoslav on 17 March 1918 
with 1100 delegates; the congress adopted a declaration of inde-
pendence of the Ukrainian Republic. This confirmed an important 
landmark as regards the trend of the Ukrainian Revolution, with 
both authoritative bodies in Ukraine the Central Rada and Central 
Executive Committee of soviets having come to the position of an 
independent Ukraine.142 At the same time in the eyes of many 
workers and peasants an alternative articulation of national eman-
cipation was now necessary.  

The Brest-Litovsk treaty cut Ukraine off from events in Russia, 
sheltering it from the excesses of ‘War Communism’ and the ero-
sion of soviet democracy in sharp contrast the idea of soviet power 
as an expression of the workers and peasants’ self-organization 
thrived in Ukraine. It was an idea carried forward by a diverse cur-
rent that stood on a soviet platform and sought to realize it within 
an ‘independent Ukrainian socialist republic’. This current in-
cluded the UPSR (Borotbists), the USDRP (Independents) and the 
current of Bolsheviks represented by such figures as Shakhray, 
Mazlakh, and the Federalist Opposition of Lapchinsky. 

Mykhailo Hrushevsky former leader of the Central Rada 
wrote in 1920 of the Borotbisty that when ‘they led an uprising un-
der the slogan of a Ukrainian Republic that would be independent 
yet Soviet and friendly toward the Bolsheviks and Soviet Russia, 
the masses flocked to their banner….’143 

One criticism of the Ukrainian pro-Soviet parties is that whilst 
the contest remained an internal affair they were defeated by their 
socialist opponents. The evidence of this is seen in the revival of the 
Ukrainian Peoples Republic headed by the Directory of 
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Vynnychenko and Petlyura in November 1918—not the soviet re-
public they envisaged. That in fact the balance shifted towards so-
viet parties by the Russian Red Army.144 This critique relies on the 
presumption that democratic channels existed for such choices to 
be freely made when the participatory democracy of 1917 was not 
revived within the UNR. Instead conservative elements including 
from the Hetmanate were its inherent partner. It was Petlyura’s mil-
itarists, who were engaged in pogroms and indiscriminate repres-
sion of the labor and peasant movement, who emerged as the face 
of the revived UNR, not Vynnychenko’s “labor principle” or the 
democracy of the Ukrainian socialists.145  

The Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic could not have at-
tained power in March 1919 without a shift internally. A measure 
of the decline in the popularity of the Directory was the collapse of 
its armed forces from over 100,000 in December 1918 to a mere 
21,000 in just over a month.146 Having broadly supported the Direc-
tory during the ‘November Ukrainian Revolution’, the peasants, 
who were dissatisfied with its policies, rapidly went into opposi-
tion. Extensive evidence reveals considerable support for the Bo-
rotbisty and pro-soviet currents in their fight with Petlyura’s evap-
orating forces.147 The Red Army which advanced on Kyiv did so in 
circumstances in stark contrast to the earlier war with the Central 
Rada. When Arthur Adams writes that, “Peasant carts carried the 
Soviet infantry rapidly across the great steppes of the Dnepr’s Left 
Bank”, he provides an apt description of this conjuncture.148 

The situation in spring 1919 could not have been more favor-
able for a convergence between the Ukrainian and the Russian Rev-
olutions, and reconciliation of the internal elements. The creation of 
a Ukrainian republic based on councils with a plurality of parties 
was a viable possibility. Why then despite these favorable circum-
stances was their conception of Ukraine not fully realized?  

An explanation can be found in the antagonism that continued 
between what Ukrainian Marxists described as the internal and ex-
ternal forces. The tendency of the internal forces was apparent in 
the struggle of the Central Rada for self-government, in the procla-
mation of the independent Ukrainian People’s Republic; and in the 
striving to create an independent Soviet Ukraine. In contradiction, 
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the tendency of the external forces strove to subordinate Ukraine to 
Russia and retard the internal forces.149 It is an example of a clash 
between what Hal Draper later described as the democratic ‘social-
ism from below’ versus the elitist ‘socialism from above’.150 The 
agency of this external, ‘socialism-from-above’ was in this case the 
Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks).151 

This overarching conflict created a dual centre inside Ukraine 
which caused a state of instability in the revolution. This duality 
also revealed an inherent weakness of the Borotbisty. Maistrenko 
writes that though they were “strong in the countryside, they failed 
in their bid to control the revolutionary movement in the cities, 
where they were powerless to compete with the Bolshevik influ-
ence.”152 But it would be a mistake to believe there was a uniform 
hostility of urban workers towards the Ukrainian movement. In-
deed in May 1918 the All-Ukrainian Workers Congress represent-
ing half a million workers, whose delegates were overwhelmingly 
non-Ukrainian, favored a struggle for “an independent Ukrainian 
People’s Republic”.153 

In tracing the fate of the Borotbisty, Maistrenko introduces the 
reader to a pivotal aspect of the revolution which has been surpris-
ingly overlooked by labor historians. In 1919 the crisis that arose 
after the First World War was at its peak, the “whole existing order” 
wrote British Prime Minister Lloyd George “is questioned by the 
masses from one end of Europe to the other”. In Hungary a social 
democrat-communist alliance proclaimed a Soviet Republic, fol-
lowed by the Bavarian Soviet Republic and in June the Slovak So-
viet Republic. The Ukrainian question became a decisive factor in 
helping decide their fate for it was a bridge to the resurgent Euro-
pean socialism.  

The Soviet Republic which was erected in Ukraine was de-
scribed by the Borotbisty in a complaint to Lenin, as being like an 
“expansion of a ‘red’ imperialism (Russian nationalism)”, giving 
the impression that “Soviet power has fallen into the hands of hard-
ened Black Hundreds preparing a counter revolution”.154 Ap-
pointed by decision of Moscow, the head of the Soviet government 



66  CHRISTOPHER FORD  

 

was Christian Rakovsky. Well known for his later opposition to Sta-
linism his catastrophic rule in Ukraine is understudied and ignored 
by his biographers.155  

Recently arrived from the Balkans this self-styled specialist on 
the national question announced that the Ukrainian question barely 
existed anymore, the peasantry had no national consciousness, and 
the national movement was simply the invention of the intelligent-
sia as a means to obtain power.156 These views of Rakovsky com-
bined with the existing ‘left communist’ and Russophile currents 
were a recipe for disaster. The new Constitution of the Ukrainian 
SSR was never implemented; Ukraine remained, and was consid-
ered by the government, a regional unit of Russia.157 The republic 
was ruled through appointed committees, soviet power as such did 
not exist and the pro-soviet Ukrainian, Jewish and non-Bolshevik 
Russian socialist parties were sidelined by the regime.158  

Maistrenko wrote that the Bolsheviks had “more chances than 
the Jacobins to continue the national revolution, in other words to 
organize the creative impetus of the masses which was directed to-
wards the construction of a new society”.159 One of those chances 
was in 1919 by the calls for the reconstitution of Soviet Ukraine as 
a genuinely independent and self-managed republic. This was be-
ing demanded not only by the Ukrainian socialists, but the Red 
Army commander on the Ukrainian front Antonov-Ovseyenko, 
and significantly by the leadership of the Hungarian Soviet Repub-
lic.160 The appeals of Hungary’s leader Bela Kun for an independent 
Soviet Ukraine with a coalition government of the Borotbisty, 
USDRP (Independents) and the Bolsheviks was spurned by Rakov-
sky; prophetically Kun concluded: “Forcing Rakovsky on the 
Ukrainians against their wish, in my opinion, will be an irreparable 
mistake”.161  

The experience of this and preceding episodes of the Ukrain-
ian Revolution brings into question what has been a long accepted 
explanation for the fate of the Russian Revolution: the primary role 
of external factors in its degeneration and rise of Stalinism. Coupled 
with this assessment is the contention that unfavorable circum-
stances imposed on the Bolsheviks a restriction on options available 
to them. Yet on reading Borotbism, can we really agree that this fully 
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explains the fate of the revolution? Even if one accepted the view 
that the one-party state in Russia arose from lack of Bolshevik allies 
this cannot explain events in Ukraine. Here the Borotbisty, unlike 
the Russian Left-SRs, did not go over to open revolt; whilst many 
of the other socialists who did were in part pushed and in part 
pulled by a situation created by the Russian Communists them-
selves. A multi-party democracy based was denied the opportunity 
to exist in Ukraine. Any objective reader must surely conclude that 
Lenin’s insistence that the Borotbisty be accused of a “counter rev-
olutionary mentality” was without any basis in fact.  

For Lenin success of the Bolshevik project was predicated on 
extending the revolution westward. The entire approach of social-
ism-from-above in Ukraine contributed to undermining the very 
perspective on which the October Revolution was based. In the 
summer of 1919 Bolshevik rule in Ukraine disintegrated, resulting 
in the occupation of large areas of by the Russian Volunteer Army. 
The appalling policies and practices of the western backed ‘Emer-
gency Government’ of General Denikin with its pogroms; repres-
sion and chauvinism are rarely recognized. They provide an indict-
ment of the Russian liberal intellectuals who headed its Political 
Center. Barely distinguishable in their nationalism from the con-
servatives and militarists, their main objective was the preservation 
of the “one, indivisible Russia” and the restoration of Russia as a 
‘great power’.162  

What is striking about this key juncture is that despite despair 
with the Rakovsky regime there was not a collapse or decline in 
support for the pro-soviet parties. Indeed the opposite occurred. In 
the case of the Borotbisty they witnessed a surge in support. With-
out the red partisans in Ukraine the Red Army could not have re-
pulsed Denikin’s offensive into central Russia.163  

6. What might have been  
and legacy of the Borotbisty 

In 1920 the depleted, exhausted pro-soviet forces defeated the Rus-
sian Volunteer Army and the Polish invasion. The resulting Riga 
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peace treaty re-partitioned Ukraine; five million Ukrainians re-
mained under Polish rule. Maistrenko concludes that the “struggle 
for a sovereign Ukrainian SSR was decided in the negative not by 
the internal development of Ukrainian political life but by the ex-
ternal pressure of administrative organization.”164 But the failure to 
establish a fully independent Ukraine in 1920 is neither the end of 
the history of the Borotbisty nor would it provide an adequate as-
sessment of the Ukrainian Revolution. The dialectics of the revolu-
tion resulted in what Bojcun describes as “less than the Ukrainian 
socialists wanted to win. Yet it was more than the Russian socialists 
had been willing to concede.”165  

Prior to 1917 there existed only ‘southern Russia’. The revolu-
tion had swept away the old social order and forged the Ukrainian 
SSR, a “clearly defined national, economic and cultural organ-
ism”.166 It became the framework for a significant struggle between 
the centralist Russophile element, and the ‘Universal current’ of 
Ukrainian communists. Those communists of the oppressed na-
tions succeeded securing the policy of korenizatsiia (indigenization) 
a program of ‘positive action’. Whilst this gain was fragile, Ukraini-
zation heralded an unprecedented national renaissance in the 
1920’s.  

Prominent ex-Borotbisty energetically carried forward 
Ukrainization viewed as a “weapon of cultural revolution in 
Ukraine”.167 Maistrenko places this “final expression” of the Bo-
rotbisty in the context of the then intense conflict to shape the USSR. 
As such Ukrainization was not only the engine of efforts to assert 
autonomy and liquidate the vestiges of colonialism but a manifes-
tation of opposition to ascendant Stalinism.168 It brought “the 
Ukrainian people to the threshold of nationhood by the end of the 
decade”.169 But the dynamics of Stalinist centralism and its inherent 
partner Russian chauvinism destroyed the last vestiges of equality 
between the republics. The Ukrainian communists and intelligent-
sia were annihilated.  

The reader of Maistrenko’s Borotbism cannot but be moved by 
what is an historical tragedy and provoked by the questions that it 
poses to long accepted explanations of the fate of the revolution. 
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The Russian Bolsheviks were invariably dominated by the er-
roneous belief that the October Revolution demonstrated once and 
for all the path that every subsequent revolution must follow. They 
operated on the mistaken assumption that their model in some 
sense represented the prototype for socialist transformation, and 
they held to the utterly unfounded conviction that if only others 
had a communist party based on their democratic centralist model 
and under their authority. It was a model that was rejected by vir-
tually all of classical Marxism and of social democracy in the Rus-
sian Empire. The consequence was a thoroughly sectarian attitude 
to the Ukrainian Revolution and other parties who were eventually 
destroyed. Socialism was re-defined as rule by “the party” rather 
than rule by the working class.  

The contrast between the revolutionary cooperation of the so-
cialists of the empire in 1905 and experience of 1917–1921 is stark. 
From the 1870s when Ukrainian social democracy had emerged to 
1917, socialism in Ukraine had grown from a few intellectuals to 
nationwide dimensions. If the Ukrainian Revolution had devel-
oped organically unimpeded by other forces it would have inevita-
bly seen the Ukrainian People Republic under the leadership of the 
radicals of the Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries and Ukrainian 
Social Democracy. If the Russian centralism of the Lenin govern-
ment and sectarian character of the Bolsheviks had not prevented 
constructive participation in the Ukrainian Revolution, they would 
have enhanced this process and reinforced the formation of the 
Ukrainian republic. The division between peasantry and the urban 
working class could have been transcended, the pioneering Jewish 
National Autonomy would have continued to develop and 
Ukraine’s Jewish community may have been spared the tragedy 
which was to follow.  

The question of what might have been opens up many possi-
bilities, Ukrainian socialism was not absorbed and marginalized by 
Ukrainian nationalism it was destroyed by external forces. A fate 
shared by Jewish, Polish and other sections of Russian socialism. 
The Bolsheviks endeavor to found their own Communist Party of 
Ukraine became a maneuver, a sub-unit of the Russian Communist 
Party. The CP(b)U far from representing a culmination of previous 
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developments within the socialist parties in Ukraine was instead an 
artificial creation. The objective effect of the formation of the 
CP(b)U and a one party-state model imposed on Ukraine was the 
destruction of the entire previous socialist tradition which the Bo-
rotbisty was part. We may recall a neglected speech in Zurich in 
1914 where Lenin had said:  

What Ireland was for England, Ukraine has become for Russia: exploited in 
the extreme, and getting nothing in return. Thus the interests of the world 
proletariat in general and the Russian proletariat in particular require that the 
Ukraine regains its independence.170  

How well Lenin should have remembered Marx’s statement that 
“the English Republic under Cromwell met shipwreck in Ireland. 
This shall not happen twice!” It did, in Russia’s Ireland.171  
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Illustrations 

 
Above, a picture from 1910 of the Maistrenko family, Ivan third from right aged 11. 
Below, Zina and Ivan in the revolutionary period. 
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Above left: Maistrenko with Volodymyr Vynnychenko in France in 1951. Above right: 
The URDP’s Nasha Borotba [Our Struggle] which published Maistrenko’s Bolshevist 
Bonapartism, which was published in English in 1948. Below right: Vpered [Forward] 
carried regular articles by Maistrenko. 
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Biographical Sketch of Ivan Maistrenko  

Ivan Vasylyovych Maystrenko (1899–1984), also known under the 
pseudonyms of Dalekyi, Zernytsky and Babenko, was born in 
Opishnya in Poltava region of Ukraine.  

In Opishnya almost all of the population was of Cossack de-
scent, Ivan’s graduation certificate from school read “Ivan 
Maistrensko, son of a Cossack”.172 His parents were of Cossack an-
cestry from the Zinkivskyi district of Poltava, his mother Ulyana 
Lukivna was from a better off family in the village of Mali 
Budyshcha. Ivan’s grandfather, Sava, was a landless rural weaver 
whose son Jacob managed to become a parish clerk, he in turn was 
able to assist Ivan’s father Vasyl. Thanks to this, he succeeded in 
gaining the post of the manager of the state vodka store; this ena-
bled him to ensure his children were educated in gymnasiums (gen-
eral-education secondary schools) and seminaries. Nine of the chil-
dren grew up (three others died when young), Ivan was the fifth.  

In his memoirs The History of my Generation Maistrenko saw 
his own family as an illustration of the changed pre-revolutionary 
and new post-revolutionary life. His elder sister Halya epitomized 
the pre-revolutionary generation, being educated in a Tsarist 
school, linguistically Russian, admiring Russian cultural figures.173 
In contrast his younger brother Jacob influenced by the revolution-
ary age became a Ukrainian writer in Kyiv. His sister Marusya be-
came a passionate Ukrainian patriot and at the age of twenty seven 
fell in the violent turmoil of the national rebirth in Poltava in 
1920.174 

After graduating from High School in 1914, Maistrenko en-
tered the M.Gogol Teacher’s Seminary in the village of Velyki So-
rochyntsi, it was here that he began political activity becoming ac-
quainted with illegal literature and joining the underground Social-
ist Youth Union—which had centers in Poltava and Kharkiv re-
gions. The organizer of this circle was the future Borotbist leader 
Andriy Zalivychy, a prominent figure in the Ukrainian Revolution 
and a founder of the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries in 
1917.175 In December 1915 the Tsarist authorities broke up the 
young socialist organization, arresting Zalivychy.  
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After the overthrow of Tsar, the seventeen year old 
Maistrenko took an active part in the revolution. Maistrenko’s ex-
perience of the revolution was not in the capital Kyiv so often the 
center of accounts, but in the towns and villages of Poltava guber-
nia. He was elected to the executive of the local branch of Prosvita, 
the Ukrainian educational and community association. In Opish-
nya, Maistrenko became one of the organizers of the local branch of 
the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries and the All-Ukrain-
ian Peasant Union.176 At Easter 1917 he was an organizer of the 
Ukrainian rebirth in Opishnya, where three thousand marched be-
hind a portrait of Taras Shevchenko, with red socialist and blue-
and-yellow Ukrainian standards.177  

Having completed his studies at the seminary in the summer 
of 1918, Maistrenko became a lecturer-librarian in the village of 
Drabinovka in Kobelyaky district of Poltava region. At this time of-
ficers from the local wealthy families of the area returned from the 
war, Maistrenko recalled them as typical White Guards with an all-
Russian attitude who did not feel themselves as Ukrainian.178 
Maistrenko undertook not only cultural but illegal political activity 
against the regime of Hetman Skoropadsky and the German occu-
piers, aligning himself with the radical left of the UPSR who became 
the Borotbisty in the summer of 1918.179  

When the uprising against the Hetmanate began, Maistrenko 
was a member of the local revolutionary committee formed in 
Kustolivsky, he played an active role in the formation of the ‘Ko-
belyaky Red Republic’.180 Maistrenko described himself at that time 
as by ‘nature a fanatic and a dreamer, he attempted to reconcile the 
Ukrainian struggle for national liberation with international com-
munism.’181 The strong Borotbist organization in Kobelyaky acted 
autonomously, calling themselves the ‘Ukrainian Communist 
Party’ even before the UCP(Borotbisty) was formed, Maistrenko be-
coming the party secretary of the ‘Kobelyaky Communists’.182  

In the late summer of 1919 as the Russian Volunteer Army un-
der Denikin advanced towards Poltava a Red Partisan regiment 
was formed by the Kobelyaky Communists in which Maistrenko 
was appointed political commissar.183 During autumn and winter 
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of 1919 Maistrenko crossed over the front line on numerous occa-
sions on missions to the Ukrainian socialist underground in areas 
occupied by the Whites. He had repeated close shaves with the 
White Guards, on one occasion when his hotel room was searched 
in Kyiv he managed to use the fact he was wearing a religious 
medal given as a gift by an uncle who was a monk, to convince 
them he could not be a communist.184  

Maistrenko recalled speaking proper Ukrainian was often 
enough to convince White guards that he was neither a Bolshevik 
nor a Denikinite, though his ability to speak good Ukrainian did 
not prevent him being arrested by a Galician regiment of the UNR 
Army who suspected him of being a White agent. On another trip 
across enemy lines he often stayed with Jewish families. On one oc-
casion they were frightened at his presence, until he began quietly 
singing the ‘Internationale’ to himself, knowing only someone close 
to the socialist cause would know the song may help reassure his 
hosts.185  

In the chaos of the war with the Russian Volunteer Army 
Maistrenko’s regiment became integrated into the Third Galician 
Corps of the army of the Ukrainian Peoples Republic, and then 
moved again to an autonomous red partisan unit. On learning this 
Maistrenko returned to his home of Opishnya, which was under 
occupation by White forces. At home his brother Petro had sought 
to convince him that the country needed a strong authority like 
General Denikin, but he was himself in turn conscripted to the Red 
Army and became commander of an armored train.186 

In the last days of the Denikin occupation Maistrenko was liv-
ing under false identity using the name of a childhood friend My-
kola Vasyliev. But his papers lacked a picture. When he went to 
Poltava to get one taken he was arrested by a White officer from his 
village who claimed to know the real Vasyliev and recognized 
Maistrenko as a former member of the revolutionary committee. 
Under arrest Maistrenko managed to eat his false papers without 
being seen. The White officer however could not remember 
Maistrenko’s real name, another officer entered who by coincidence 
was engaged to the sister of the real Vasyliev. This officer too could 
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not remember who Maistrenko really was. Then he was taken be-
fore a panel of white officers, two testified he was not Vasyliev, at 
this point Maistrenko now confessed as to his true identity but in-
sisted he was not a revolutionary. He was then asked to explain his 
history. Maistrenko explained that many members of his family 
were students and his older brother was also an army officer. After 
this he was asked “what are your convictions”, to which he an-
swered “I am a Ukrainian”. He intentionally did not specify what 
kind of Ukrainian, whether he was a former Hetmanite supporter, 
a supporter of the UNR or a Ukrainian communist. To Maistrenko’s 
relief some of the officers cheered with delight, fortunately for him 
the officers were Ukrainian intelligentsia who had been conscripted 
by the Volunteer Army. One of them even confessing he had been 
a Red Partisan commander and could Maistrenko reconnect him 
with the partisans.187  

After the retreat of the Volunteer Army from Poltava region 
Maistrenko returned to Kobelyaky in December 1919 where he was 
leader of the local organization of the Ukrainian Communist Party 
(Borotbisty). At that time, the Borotbists enjoyed considerable au-
thority among the Ukrainian population especially in the country-
side, and posed a left-wing alternative to Bolshevik hegemony in 
Soviet Ukraine. At a meeting on February 23, 1920, Maistrenko gave 
a speech as representative of the UCP(b) in which he accused the 
CP(b)U of a dishonest policy on the territory of Ukraine, which was 
the reason for the uprisings in 1919 and the development of coun-
ter-revolution led by Denikin.188  

Following the dissolution of the UCP(b) in March 1920, 
Maistrenko followed the section of the Borotbists who joined the 
CP(b)U. This gave him access to Soviet and Party positions and on 
April 8, 1920, he was elected secretary of the county executive com-
mittee of the Soviets.189 Maistrenko attended the Fourth All-Ukrain-
ian Congress of Soviets in Kharkiv on May 16–20, where his Bo-
rotbist views brought him into conflict the Bolshevik leadership. At 
the CP(b)U pre-congress meeting Maistrenko clashed with Grigory 
Zinoviev over the Ukrainian national question.190  

Zinoviev had boasted that an English delegation to Moscow 
had stated that British workers wanted to join Soviet Russia. 
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Maistrenko saw this as demagogy and asked Zinoviev to explain 
whether the British Soviet state would also be part of Soviet Russia. 
It was clear to Maistrenko that Zinoviev did not believe this and as 
such why then should Ukraine remain part of Russia.191 Maistrenko 
recalled that: “I understood the poverty and actual anti-Marxism of 
his ideas on the national question. And that is why I felt even more 
correct on the Ukrainian question.”192 

Maistrenko was already disillusioned with the CP(b)U and 
during his time in Kharkiv he met with dissident Bolsheviks includ-
ing Lapchynsky leader of the Federalist Opposition and 
Kasianenko who had belonged to the USDRP(Left) group in 1917.193 
On July 22, 1920, Maistrenko and his supporters in Kobelyaky re-
signed from the CP(b)U and joined the Ukrainian Communist Party 
known as the Ukapisty, launched by the left-wing of the Ukrainian 
Social Democrats.  

The Bolshevik leadership retaliated against this growth of the 
Ukapisty in Poltava region resorting to repressive measures. All the 
‘renegade Bolsheviks’ were dismissed from their posts in the Soviet 
state apparatus. Maistrenko was at the UCP congress in Kharkiv at 
the time, when he returned as chairman of the Poltava UCP he and 
another comrade were sent to the Red Army. In response the UCP 
Central Committee sent a letter requesting his release, not knowing 
the difference between the UCP and CP(b)U, the commander re-
leased Maistrenko immediately.194 

In the summer of 1920 Maistrenko attended the Second Con-
gress of the UCP in Kharkiv. At this time the UCP had three thou-
sand members which was large for an opposition party in Soviet 
Ukraine. Maistrenko noted that of the five who had attended the 
Congress from Kobelyaky, there were two Jewish members. This 
was unusual as most Jewish communists joined the CP(b)U at the 
time. Maistrenko recalled the fondness of these Jewish UCP mem-
bers for him, one of them, Zhuravytsky was the nephew of the pro-
independence Bolshevik Serhiy Mazlakh, co-author of the influen-
tial On the Current Situation in Ukraine with Vasyl Shakhray.195  

At this time the UCP was a legal party and obtained some sup-
port from the Ukrainian SSR government. At the Fourth Congress 
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of Soviets of Ukraine, three members of the UCP Central Commit-
tee (Richytsky, Avdiyenko and Mazurenko) were included in the 
All-Ukrainian Central Executive Committee. Maistrenko was 
elected as candidate member of the UCP central committee, at this 
time he changed his pseudonym from Ivan Daleky to Ivan Zerny-
tsky. During 1920–1922 Maistrenko worked for the UCP in Kharkiv, 
it was period of great hardship with famine in Ukraine arising from 
drought and crop failure exacerbated by the Soviet government 
transferring large amounts of grain to Russia. Maistrenko wrote of 
his impoverished conditions: 

All of us were eating in Kharkiv at the canteens of KCA (Kharkiv Consumers’ 
Association). The dinners were horrible: a soup made of sodden dry cabbage 
(dry cabbage is extremely unpalatable) and a spoonful of pearl-barley gruel. 
There was no fat either in borsch or in gruel. I was eating similar soups and 
gruels in 1930-s in the Siberian imprisonment.196 

Half-starved Maistrenko was helped by some former Borotbists he 
knew who got him a job as a secretary at the editorial staff of the 
CP(B)U Central Committee newspaper Selyanska Bidnota [The Poor 
Peasant] also edited by a former Borotbist.197 In the winter of 1920–
21 Maistrenko became very ill with typhoid fever; insomnia and 
anxiety haunted him for years. Afterwards he developed paranoid 
delusions from his earlier witnessing of peasant resistance to grain 
requisitioning:  

I continued to believe that the insurgents had taken me prisoner and were 
brutally torturing me. At that time the insurgents were stopping trains going 
to Kharkiv (especially between Iama and Lyman) escorting communists out 
of the cars and executing them. The rumour was that when insurgents cap-
tured Red Army soldiers carrying out grain requisitioning, they cut the sol-
diers’ bellies open while they were still alive and filled them with grain. Alt-
hough I was opposed to the Bolshevik government in Ukraine, psychologi-
cally I felt on their side at the front; I also had a UCP membership card, and 
the insurgents certainly did not understand which Communist party was Bol-
shevik and which one was Ukrainian, just as most Bolsheviks did not.198 

The UCP Central Committee set itself the task of winning the pro-
letariat of the Donbas to the platform of an independent Soviet 
Ukraine. Maistenko was sent to the Donets Basin as a Secretary of 
the UCP provincial committee in Donetsk.199 The UCP had three 
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party centers in the Donbas: in Luhansk, Yenakiyeve and Bakh-
mut.200 Maistrenko’s memoir of Luhansk at this time are poignant 
reminder of that area as a Ukrainian territory: 

Everywhere the UCP committees were quartered in the buildings of 
“Prosvita”. In Luhanske the members of “Prosvita” were mostly also UCP 
members. Almost all of them were local workers. In Luhanske the majority of 
population were Ukrainians, but the language spoken in the city was mostly 
Russian, as well as in Kharkiv. The difference was that many Ukrainian vil-
lages surrounded the latter; Luhansk, in addition to the Ukrainian villages, 
was surrounded by a great deal of coal (mostly anthracite) mines with newly 
arrived Russian workers (Khrushchev was one of them). The Ukrainian 
“Prosvita” seemed to me an isle amidst the Russian sea. The fact that the UCP 
committee was quartered in the “Prosvita” building, had in-depth sense and 
even certain symbolism. Mostly the workers of Luhanske were the members 
and visitors of “Prosvita”. Many of them were former USDRP members. I say 
“former” because the USDRP, as a state party of the UNR fighting Bolsheviks, 
never legally existed in Ukrainian SSR territory. But its members in Luhansk 
considered themselves to be UNR supporters, though of some Left-wing de-
viation.201 

Maistrenko organized in all the UCP centers in Donbas the last that 
he visited being Yenakiyeve which hosted a large steelworks. He 
lived there in poverty and to make ends meet he started a job dig-
ging ditches for a water supply system then started teaching 
Ukrainian language at the former gymnasia school as required by 
the People’s Commissariat of Education.202  

In the late autumn of 1921, Maistrenko returned to Kharkiv. 
He decided to leave the UCP at the beginning of the policy of 
Ukrainization and the cultural renaissance; he felt that that the UCP 
opposition to the New Economic Policy was unjustified in light of 
the state of the country completely ruined by the war.203 Maistrenko 
re-joined the CP(b)U and recalled that:  

Personally I can say about myself, that I have visited all currents of com-
munism in Ukraine: among the Borotbists, in the CP(b)U, in the faction of the 
federalists (the group of Lapchynsky) in the CP(b)U, in the UCP, finally, again 
in the CP(b)U. I was later embarrassed for such a youthful changeability. But 
now I think that it could not have been different. I sought, in the language of 
Vynnychenko, the complete liberation of the Ukrainian people—national and 
social.204 



 INTRODUCTION 81 

 

In 1925, after graduating from the Faculty of Economics of the 
Kharkiv Institute of National Economy, the Central Committee of 
the CP(b)U appointed Maistrenko to work on the Party papers 
Selyansʹka pravda, and the Ukrainian language organ of the Central 
Committee’s Komunist. Maistrenko was active in taking forward the 
policy of Ukrainization assisted by his relationship with prominent 
figures in the Ukrainian cultural renaissance.  

In 1929, on the initiative of the Ukrainian Soviet leaders My-
kola Skrypnyk and Panas Lyubchenko, Maistrenko was sent to 
Odessa as deputy editor of the district newspaper Odesskie Izvestia. 
Maistrenko went to great efforts to create, a new Ukrainian news-
paper—Chornomorsʹka komuna [Black Sea Commune]—organ of the 
Odessa district KP(b)U.205 The publication of this paper was an 
event of significance not only in the life of Odesa, but of Ukraine. In 
September 1930, Maistrenko was appointed editor of the Chorno-
morsʹka komuna. Under his leadership this Ukrainian paper ex-
panded into Odessa life its circulation growing from 70 thousand 
to 140 thousand.206 

But Maistrenko found his position not without challenges 
from within the Communist Party itself. To his surprise from for-
mer members of the General Jewish Workers Bund who opposed 
Ukrainization. At the time Skrypnyk was struggling to reduce the 
number of Russian language schools in the Ukrainian SSR to that 
proportionate to the Russian population of Ukraine, advocating not 
only Ukrainian but Jewish schools. This was opposed by former 
Bundists who advocated Russian language schools for Jewish chil-
dren. Their grounds of concern were that they did not want Jews 
closed into a narrow circle, but have access on an all USSR scale. 
Maistrenko was particularly surprised as the Bund had in the past 
disagreed with the Bolsheviks on the national question.207 
Maistrenko considered this resistance to Ukrainization by Jewish 
personnel of the CP(b)U could to a certain extent be explained by 
Ukrainian anti-Semitism. Maistrenko also emphasised that the 
years of the NEP and Ukrainization also saw the greatest rap-
prochement of Ukrainians and Jews particularly in mixed mar-
riages, his brother Stepan moving to Odessa in 1929 to work as a 
journalist marrying the daughter of the Jewish writer Kvitka.208  
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During the period of Ukrainization Maistrenko played a key 
role in overcoming the legacy of Tsarist Russification turning Odesa 
into a cultural center of Ukraine alongside Kyiv and Kharkiv.209 He 
created in addition to the newspaper Trybuna robselʹkora an illus-
trated weekly Shkval, a monthly literary journal Metalevi dni. A lead-
ing figure of the renaissance the poet Volodymyr Sosiura described 
Maistrenko as the ‘knight of Ukrainian culture on the Black Sea’.210 
In the end as the overall environment began to change with ever 
growing Stalinism, the local elite who hated Ukrainization suc-
ceeded in having Maistrenko moved from the city.  

In April 1931 Maistrenko returned to Kharkiv where the Cen-
tral Committee of the CP(b)U appointed him to the post of Deputy 
Director of the All-Ukrainian Communist Institute of Journalism 
(VUKZH).211 It was the time of the defeat of Ukrainization, growing 
Stalinist terror and onset of the 1932–33 ‘Holodomor’, the man-
made famine in Ukraine. Maistrenko considered this the era when: 
“honest communists were sent into exile and unscrupulous career-
ists and adventurers were promoted, various Krushchevs’ and 
Brezhnevs’ placed in leadership positions. They were pushed 
through the corpses of honest predecessors.”212 

In 1932–33 the famine swept the Ukrainian countryside killing 
millions of people. Maistrenko was emphatic it should not be for-
gotten that the famine was organized specially for Ukraine. In his 
memoirs he pointed out that peasants in the border villages of Rus-
sia did not experience the famine, even though they may well be 
Ukrainian themselves. In contrast Russian villages in Ukraine died 
of hunger, for example, the “Katsap” village Vasischeva near 
Kharkiv.213 Maistrenko wote: 

In Old Cossack Poltava, swollen doctors fell ill in the hospital. And then they 
were given 300 grams of bread and cereals. A peasant who was arrested for 
theft received in prison 300 grams of bread and cereals and survived the 1933 
famine, and his honest neighbor in the village died of hunger.214 

Maistrenko sought to express opposition to Stalinism through his 
lectures on foreign literature by drawing parallels between classical 
tragedies and the current situation.215 The use of Shakespeare and 
Balzac to draw associations with Stalin did not protect Maistrenko 
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from the purges sweeping Ukraine. As a former member of non-
Bolshevik parties (Borotbisty and Ukapisty) he was a target.216 At 
first his case was put to a Commission, but it decided in his favour, 
then a Party meeting of the students to consider his expulsion from 
the CP(b)U also failed to expel him.217 In one sense Maistrenko was 
content to be expelled as he did not want to be associated with the 
Stalinist terror, but he also knew expulsion meant arrest and he 
avoided this. Instead he was issued with a “strict reprimand, with 
a warning.”218  

The terror caught up with Maistrenko early on a winter morn-
ing of December 15, 1936, when a Lieutenant of the NKVD led him 
away carrying his confiscated books and papers with him. He was 
sentenced by the Kharkiv Regional Court on May 26, 1937, under 
Articles 54–10, part 1 of the Criminal Code of the Ukrainian SSR, to 
four years imprisonment He was not released until December 16, 
1940.219 His elder brother Peter was also imprisoned with him for 
the crime of making an ideological mistake in an agricultural text-
book which he wrote.220  

In the Kharkiv prison there were two hundred prisoners shar-
ing a cell, sleeping on the floor. Prisoners gave lectures, Maistrenko 
lectured on Shakespeare’s Macbeth; how the king seized the state 
power from the legitimate heirs; in fear of conspiracy he then mur-
dered these legitimate heirs and all the opposition. His portrayal of 
Stalin by analogy was obvious.221  

After two months of detention, the investigation into 
Maistrenko was handed over to G Bordony—one of the most expe-
rienced sub-commanders of the NKVD in Ukraine. However, de-
spite two months of torture Maistrenko did not confess to being 
part of a ‘right-wing nationalist Trotskyist counter-revolutionary 
organization’ commissioned to commit a terrorist attack against the 
leaders of the Ukrainian people.222 Meanwhile Pavel Postyshev the 
very leader Maistrenko was accused of conspiring to kill was re-
moved from Ukraine. But Maistrenko was not released but con-
victed of counter-revolutionary agitation and sent to the Tomsko-
Anshsʹkoho penal colony in the Tomsk region of Siberia. 
Maistrenko was later confined in Kharkiv prison for one and a half 
years, a move which may have saved his life.  
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In December 1940, Maistrenko was released. He joined his 
wife Zina and son Levko in Slovyansk, where he took up a role as 
an economist for the Maschormet machine building factory. Fol-
lowing the German invasion of the USSR in June 1942 he was not 
conscripted to the Soviet Army because of his political conviction 
under the Criminal Code. Such was the scale of demoralization by 
the Stalinist terror that Maistrenko recalled at this time he did not 
meet a single person who had a ‘defensive patriotic position’.223  

The situation was one of chaos in the period between the re-
treating Soviet forces and advancing Germans. Although there 
were those in the population who wished to be evacuated no assis-
tance or transport was provided for them. Maistrenko’s factory was 
not evacuated to the Urals, his wife Zina who was a Doctor how-
ever was evacuated. It was a cause of great upset between them that 
he did not join her but remained under the occupation with their 
son Levko. They would not make contact again until after the war 
when she visited Levko in New York.224  

The entire populace that remained was then a subject of sus-
picion by the Stalinist state for the mere fact they lived under the 
occupation.225 This led to incidents of collaboration and betrayal to 
the Gestapo by the NKVD. The communists in Slovyansk at the 
time were viewed as traitors and many were shot by the Gestapo 
after being informed on by NKVD agents.226 The local partisans in 
Slovyansk were considered mostly opportunists working out who 
it was better to go with—Hitler or Stalin. Instead of moving to the 
rear of the front to attack the German forces, they carried out attacks 
on the civilian population. Maistrenko recalled a revealing incident 
when the local Ukrainian language paper published an article at-
tacking the local partisan commander “Yenka” for his acts against 
civilians. In response the German Sonderführer went to the edito-
rial office and instructed them nothing was to be written against 
“Yenka”. This confirmed suspicion that “Yenka” was not only an 
NKVD agent but colluding with the Germans.227  

In the early days of the occupation Maistrenko witnessed the 
tragedy of the Jewish residents of Slovyansk. A local doctor who 
was married to a Ukrainian officer came to him for advice. 
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Maistrenko told her to go to the east with her two children; every-
one in Slovyansk knew she was Jewish. Yet she remained believing 
a promise by a friend in the city administration she could be given 
reliable documents to protect her. A few days later she came again 
to see him; terrified she was now wearing a yellow star and had 
been forced to clean the streets. Soon after Maistrenko saw her be-
ing taken from her home by the Gestapo after which she was killed 
along with a thousand other Jews at a quarry outside the city.228  

The situation in Slovyansk became increasingly unbearable, it 
was a frontline city and under regular bombing. Meanwhile the Ge-
stapo-NKVD terror was growing worse in the city. The head of the 
Ukrainian Police was an NKVD agent, who was himself having the 
local communists executed by the Gestapo. Many of the com-
munists who had registered with the police were well known 
Ukrainians and were being killed first. All seventy CPU members 
who had registered with the authorities were executed before the 
Gestapo discovered the head of Police was an NKVD agent and 
shot him too.229  

After this with Levko, and also his friend Hryhory Kostiuk 
and his wife, Maistrenko made home-made backpacks and sledges, 
and set off on foot towards Kyiv some six hundred kilometers 
away. It was the extremely cold winter of 1941 and Levko struggled 
to cope with the cold and hunger.230 Travelling during the first So-
viet counter-attack they were afraid of being caught in crossfire. 
Holding passports of Siberian political prisoners and passes in Ger-
man and Ukrainian from Slovyansk, they expected to be shot on the 
spot if they were stopped by NKVD.231 They received assistance 
from peasants and heard first hand how the German district chiefs 
treated the Ukrainian peasants worse than the landowners from the 
days of serfdom.232  

Maistrenko arrived in Kyiv in early January 1942. He found 
accommodation, unheated and without electricity; all of Kyiv was 
dark except for buildings of the German authorities. Maistrenko 
found work as an inspector of prices in bazaars and restaurants.233 
A Kyiv City Administration had been established under the Mayor 
L. Forostovsky, Maistrenko observed that the city had initially illu-
sions of a repeat of the Hetmanate of 1918, suddenly the city middle 



86  CHRISTOPHER FORD  

 

class began speaking Ukrainian.234 The Melnyk wing of the Organ-
ization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN-M) had established control 
of the administration. This was short-lived, the Germans had dif-
ferent colonial plans for their Reichkommissariat Ukraine. The Ger-
mans set about ruthlessly crushing the OUN-M killing the leading 
figures at Babi Yar ravine, scene of the massacre of over 100,000 
people including 33,771 of Kyiv’s Jews in September 1941. 

On their arrival in Kyiv Maistrenko and Kostiuk had visited 
the office of the newspaper Nove Ukrayinske Slovo, it was now in 
Russian and sought to justify the German occupation and distanced 
itself from any form of Ukrainian nationalism. The visitors had 
failed to realize the purge that had just taken place at the newspa-
per, Maistrenko also became increasingly suspicious that the 
NKVD were playing a similar role in Kyiv as in Slovyansk in turn-
ing over communists to the Gestapo. One such agent who informed 
on Communist Party members held a position at the personnel de-
partment at the city administration. Maistrenko had not hid his past 
membership or imprisonment, and in May he was arrested by the 
Gestapo. Believing his fate sealed he said farewell to 16 year old 
Levko.235 

The Gestapo ordered him to write a confession of his member-
ship of the Communist Party and Siberian imprisonment. His trans-
lator appeared to try to shield him from suspicion of association 
with Ukrainian nationalism, which was being purged by the Ger-
mans at this time. To his relief he was dismissed by the Gestapo 
back to a Kyiv whose middle class had reverted to a little Russian 
outlook and language.236  

Maistrenko managed to secure a new job in Kyiv as director 
of a bandura band. It was a great relief for it was unconnected to 
the German authorities and he felt it even assisted in awakening 
national consciousness.237 But precisely because of that the Ger-
mans treated it suspiciously, considered it harmful, and later they 
were punished.  

In August 1942, the band went to Volyn which though part of 
Western Ukraine was included in the Reichskommissariat. In Rivne 
the Bandurists played a concert for Ukrainians in the local theater 



 INTRODUCTION 87 

 

hall which was filled with nationally conscious youth, their enthu-
siasm seemed to lead Maistrenko into false confidence. At a follow-
ing concert in the town of Zhidychyn near Lutsk he gave a speech 
before the concert advising Ukrainians ‘do not trust any liberators, 
but build an independent life.’ His speech was warmly received but 
costly for the bandura band who were ordered to return to Kyiv.238 
The band was now instructed to travel to Germany to give concerts 
for Ukrainian workers—the Ostarbeiter [eastern worker] slave la-
bourers. This caused a great deal of consternation amongst the Ban-
durists who blamed Maistrenko and his speech for their misfor-
tune.239  

The band travelled by train to Germany, and over time they 
realized they not heading towards Berlin but to the north, in the 
direction of Hamburg. They were told they were being taken to con-
certs for Ukrainian workers in Germany.240 But in fact they were 
taken to the Blohm and Voss shipbuilding and engineering com-
pany site by the port. There they found mostly young people from 
Kharkiv, in conditions similar to a concentration camp. Workers 
were not allowed to the city; even travel to work was under guard. 
Despite assurances they were there for concerts the band worked at 
the factory and only gave concerts for the local workers.  

Maistrenko comparing the food and work to his time in the 
Siberian labor camp found that in Germany nobody got more than 
300 grams of bread, whereas in Siberia they got 900 grams for those 
who achieved their work targets.241 Some of the band now cursed 
Maistrenko for causing their expulsion from Ukraine. He kept si-
lence feeling there may be some truth in their complaints, but he 
also knew from letters that Erich Koch the Reichskommissar had 
said Ukrainians should not engage in music, but work in agricul-
ture to provide Germany with food.242 As despair grew amongst 
them Maistrenko remembered an address given him by a supporter 
of the OUN in Kyiv of a newspaper for Ukrainian Ostarbeiter in Ber-
lin. They managed to organize to send a letter pleading for help.  

Finally, in November, someone came from Berlin to inspect 
the Bandura band and informed them they would be playing con-
certs. It was revealed that that there was a disagreement between 
the Gestapo and the Ministry for the Occupied Eastern Territories 
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over what to do with them, the latter believing concerts may help 
improve Ostarbeiter efficiency. Thus compulsory music was added 
to the forced labor of Ostarbeiter.243 Yet again fate shined favorably 
on Maistrenko and this bureaucratic dispute between the Nazi’s re-
sulted in him being saved from being worked to death.244 

The Bandura band travelled all over Germany, including Aus-
tria witnessing the tragic life of the half-starved Ostarbeiter. At times 
Maistrenko saw kindness from the civilians towards prisoners, re-
calling in Düsseldorf seeing an old woman throwing a package of 
food to the Ostarbeiter. Alongside Jews and Poles it was only the 
eastern workers who were made to wear a symbol—a blue square 
with a white inscription “ost”.245  

As German defeat in the war became more apparent after Sta-
lingrad feeling began to change amongst the Ostarbeiter. People 
were afraid they would not see their relatives again or be able to 
return to Kyiv. Once again Maistrenko was blamed, though he was 
conscious his own son Levko remained in Volhynia and this was a 
source of increasing worry for him. The uprising of the Ukrainian 
Insurgent Army (UPA) against the Nazi occupation was underway 
and Levko was a member of UPA.246 

In one of those strange twists of history the Bandurists’ made 
it to Berlin in September 13, 1943, where they performed in the res-
idence of Hetman Skoropadsky against whose regime Maistrenko 
had participated in the rebellion in his youth.247 After this the Ban-
dura band were allowed to travel back to Rivne, and from there 
they were meant to travel to Kyiv. In Rivne Nazi terror had inten-
sified with a series of public executions of Ukrainian prisoners. 
Maistrenko during the journey from Berlin to Rivne arrived at a city 
which was a fortress, the surrounding areas controlled by partisans 
of the UPA.248 On returning to Western Ukraine Maistrenko ob-
served that the “UPA dominated over the entire Western Ukraine 
and only the industrial centers and railroad stations were in the 
hands of the Hitlerites.”249 The situation contrasted sharply to 
Maistrenko’s later experience of the Soviet press portrayal of 
Ukrainian “bourgeois nationalists” helping the Nazis fight against 
the USSR.  
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With the help of some local youth Maistrenko made contact 
with Levko and managed to meet him. He found his son in poor 
condition, winter was approaching and also Soviet forces, 
Maistrenko considered if his son remained he was at risk, the terri-
tory unlike the mountains was not suited to long-term partisan 
warfare. Maistrenko decided to take his son with him and arranged 
false-papers of the German Labor Front as a member of the Ban-
durists. They were just in time to help survive a Gestapo raid.250  

The hopes of the Bandurists of returning to Kyiv turned to dis-
appointment; the already depopulated city was being evacuated 
under the Germans scorched earth policy in the face of the advanc-
ing Soviet forces. Instead the Bandurists were sent west to Lviv in 
the District of Galicia, a unit of the Nazi run Generalgouvernement. 
Maistrenko observed that the area of the Generalgouvernement re-
sembled peace time, it was”a completely different world compared 
to the Reichskommissariat. It is a much more normal life”. On trams 
Maistrenko saw how the Poles refused to take a ticket as a kind of 
boycott of the German economy; it was spirit of solidarity that con-
trasted to the individualism that existed under Stalinism.251  

Maistrenko and the Bandurists parted in Lviv, the band trav-
elling around the Galician villages. In Western Ukraine there was 
still a Ukrainian community and life which contrasted sharply to 
the situation in the East. Maistrenko made contact with a range of 
people including the Ukrainian socialist Yavorsky who was also the 
editor of the paper Lvivski visti. Maistrenko was conscious that the 
Stalinist regime would return soon making it impossible for people 
to see in print the truth of the tragic events of 1933 in Ukraine. 
Maistrenko published a series of article on the famine in Lvivski 
visti, the editor told him “It is true, your article is written from a 
Marxist position”—which Maistrenko felt under the Nazi occupa-
tion was a dangerous statement—“But—the editor smiled back—
“it’s even good”.252  

In Lviv Maistrenko made the acquaintance of Nina Matuly 
who had been a CPU member Kharkiv and part of West Ukrainian 
community that was all imprisoned by the NKVD. Through her 
Maistrenko met former members of the Communist Party of West-
ern Ukraine which had been closed down by Stalin. This included 
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Mykola Pavlyk who has been in a Polish prison for twelve years 
because he was Secretary of the Central Committee of the CPWU.  

These Ukrainian communists had moved to the area after the 
partition of the Hitler-Stalin Pact. They recalled that the local appa-
ratus was staffed by Stalin’s men from the USSR they would not 
trust local revolutionaries. Slogans had been written on walls by lo-
cal communists: “Comrade! Bolshevism—is not Communism”, and 
“Bolshevism—Moscow Imperialism”.253 Maistrenko told these sur-
vivors of the fate of Ukrainian communists in Slovyansk and Kyiv, 
warning them to avoid the same provocation and not to become 
known to the Gestapo as the NKVD was also pushing them to kill 
them.254  

Nina being of a mixed Ukrainian-Polish heritage also had 
close links with the Polish underground resistance; her sister was 
executed as part of the conspiracy to assassinate Hitler in 1944. At 
this time Maistrenko records violence intensifying in the city as the 
Polish underground killed Ukrainian activists, whilst in the villages 
the Ukrainian underground killed Polish activists; this was amidst 
the overall violence of war and occupation. Maistrenko wrote in his 
diary that one night in March 1944 alone, some nine hundred 
corpses were collected in Lviv.255 

After publishing in a Ukrainian literary journal Maistrenko 
won a scholarship to write a book from the Ukrainian publishing 
house Krakow-Lviv, a comparative study of Ukrainian and Euro-
pean literature. But it was never written as the front moved towards 
Lviv, Maistrenko faced yet another impossible choice, of whether 
to risk moving with his son further west and somehow reach allied 
lines by the war’s end or stay. He was determined ‘never again to 
return to the Ostarbeiter camp, Stalinist Siberia or Nazi Ham-
burg.’256 In March 1944 he left with Levko for Konigsberg in East 
Prussia where he gained a job as a language proofreader at a radio 
station.  

Maistrenko was conscious that with the defeat of Nazi Ger-
many looming the crimes of Stalinism should not be concealed by 
the victory over Nazism. He wrote several commentaries about the 
millions of victims in Ukraine in 1933 and murder of hundreds of 
thousands of communists. Maistrenko secured a further role on a 
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Ukrainian magazine Dozvillya for Ostarbeiter in Plauen, which he 
hoped would be soon in allied hands.257 During the last days of the 
war life in the German city became unbearable; a bombing raid de-
stroyed the city in March 1945. The air raids saved Levko from be-
ing forced into the Wermacht. After unsuccessfully claiming he had 
a heart condition he reported the next day to the barracks to find to 
his joy the RAF had destroyed it.258 The City was liberated by the 
American forces on 16 April 1945 and Maistrenko moved with them 
after the city transferred to Soviet forces in July.  

After the war Maistrenko was interned, along with the 200,000 
Ukrainian refugees in displaced persons camps. There he made 
contact with other Ukrainians and became active in the émigré 
Ukrainian Revolutionary Democratic Party, becoming editor in 
1946 of the Party journal—Nasha Borotba. The Party “set its task to 
create a Ukrainian liberation movement that would proceed from 
the modern Ukrainian reality”259.  

In 1948 the URDP split between a socialist left-wing that in-
cluded Maistrenko,Vsevolod Holubnychy, Boris Levytsky and 
Hryhoriy Kostiuk and the more moderate wing of Ivan Bahryanyy. 
Maistrenko and his comrades would emerge as leading figures of 
Ukrainian scholarship in the post-war period.  

The URDP left-wing began publishing in Munich Nasha Bo-
rotba, Revoliutsiyny democrat and the monthly paper Vpered,—a 
Ukrainian review for workers which ran from April 1949 until De-
cember 1959. It would become a voice for the socialist survivors of 
the generation of the Ukrainian Revolution and a record for their 
time. It remains a vital historical source to this day.  

Maistrenko was one of their leading theorists and wrote under 
the pseudonym of Babenko. He wrote extensively for anti-Stalinist 
socialist publications, such as Labor Action, New International and 
Fourth International. In 1948 on his way to the Congress of the Trot-
skyist Fourth International in Paris, he met with Volodymyr 
Vynnychenko leader of the Central Rada in 1917. It had been a great 
regret to have missed a Central Committee meeting of the Ukrain-
ian Communist Party attended by Vynnychenko in Kharkiv in 
1920. Maistrenko published in Nasha Borotba one of Vynnychenko’s 
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last known works, which included a scathing rebuttal of narrow 
nationalism.260  

Maistrenko and his Vpered comrades advocated principles of 
social ownership of the means of production, a planned economy 
and the construction of a classless society in an independent 
Ukraine. To be achieved by a new revolution in the USSR and the 
liquidation of the system of state capitalism. In 1948 the URDP pub-
lished Maistrenko’s analysis of Stalinism Bolshevist Bonapartism, in 
English and Ukrainian. In it Maistrenko considered that Stalin’s as-
cendancy at the head of the bureaucracy represented not the victory 
of ‘socialism’ but a break with the revolution, the “Bolshevik Ther-
midor”. Ukrainians were “deprived not only of their national inde-
pendence, but even those elementary national freedoms which they 
had achieved during the first years of the revolution.”261  

Not the spreading of communism is the task of the permanent Bolshevist war 
as the Stalinist propaganda columns read, but the introduction of the Russian 
state-capitalist system into foreign countries. This can be mixed up with so-
cialism and communism only by he who consciously wants to discredit the 
liberation movement of the working people; but he actually aids imperialistic 
Russia, recommending her to those who are ignorant of the state of affairs as 
a socialist country.262  

Maistrenko tried to form direct contact with the underground UPA, 
establishing correspondence with UPA theorists Petro Poltava and 
Osyp Hornovy. He considered this new “Ukrainian nationalism 
ceases to be nationalism, it switches itself to the positions of the rev-
olutionary liberation movement of the working people, and thus it 
breaks more and more all the threads that have been knitted with 
the remnants of the reactionary-nationalist parties.”263 

Maistrenko and Vpered sharply opposed the narrow national-
ism and totalitarianism of the Bandera wing of the Organization of 
Ukrainian Nationalists, and condemned their efforts to establish 
hegemony over the Ukrainian community abroad. This made life 
difficult for Maistrenko with the OUN(B) subjecting him to discrim-
ination in the displaced persons camps and denouncing him as a 
communist and Bolshevik. They informed the American filtration 
service to stop his entry to the USA—as such he could not join his 
son Levko who moved to New York with Holubnychy.  
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This was a time when the Ukrainian émigré community in the 
west equated socialism with the Stalinist regime and had swung 
sharply to a right-wing nationalism. During the period of McCar-
thyism Vpered faced intense criticism for its socialist positions and 
the right-wing Ukrainians assisted by security agencies like the CIA 
harassed, black-listed and arrested supporters of Vpered who con-
tinued to speak out. This pressure increasingly marginalized Vpered 
as the right-wing consolidated their grip on the diaspora.264 

They ceased publication of Vpered in 1959, but Maistrenko and 
his comrades were to be important for the Ukrainian new left which 
emerged in the diaspora in the 1960s. With the appearance of left 
journals Dialoh and Meta in 1977 they dissolved the URDP and sup-
ported the young socialists in their new journals. A new generation 
of Ukrainian socialists came to understand their historical past 
through the writings of Maistrenko and his comrades.265  

Maistrenko continued his activities as a writer and publicist. 
He became the rector of the Ukrainian Technical and Economic In-
stitute in Germany, founding their periodical publication. For a 
long time he did work for the Ukrainian editorial office of Radio 
Liberty, however they were uncomfortable with his stand in favor 
of Ukrainian independence which annoyed the Russian chauvinists 
at the station.  

In exile Maistrenko wrote numerous articles and brochures on 
Soviet politics, economics, society and on socialist theory; his books 
are: Bolshevik Bonapartism (1948), Borotbism, Chapter in the History of 
Ukrainian Communism (1954), The Crisis processes in the Soviet econ-
omy (Ukrainian, 1955), Agrarian policy of the Bolsheviks during fifty 
years of revolution (Ukrainian, 1967) The National policy of the CPSU 
and its historical development (Russian, 1978), History of the Communist 
Party of Ukraine (Ukrainian, 1979) and his memoirs The History of my 
Generation, Memoirs of a Participant in the Revolutionary Events in 
Ukraine (Ukrainian, 1984).  

Under the editorship of Maistrenko a number of Ukrainian so-
cialist writings were republished, these included: Documents of 
Ukrainian Communism (Ukrainian, 1962), On the Current Situation by 
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Serhey Mazlakh and Vasyl Shakhray (1967, Ukrainian), Russian So-
cial Democrats and the National Question by Lev Yurkevych (Ukrainian, 
1969).  

Maistrenko was a man of solid convictions that changed over 
time, but never betrayed. The well-known Ukrainian-Canadian 
scholar Bohdan Krawchenko noted that: “Until the end of his days, 
Maistrenko remained left and also a modern man, an unbridled 
fighter for the rights of his people”.266 

Maistrenko took a keen interest in socialist politics until his 
death aged 85 in Munich on November 18, 1984. He concluded his 
memoirs stating that whilst disagreeing with most socialist currents 
he believed the program of struggle for emancipation from all ex-
ploitation would be based on our understanding of Stalinism and 
the people’s revolutions in the USSR.  
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Introduction 

IVAN MAISTRENKO  

The aim of the present study is to trace in detail the history of Bo-
rotbism, its ideological origins and its evolution, and to assess the 
significance of the Borotbisty in the Ukrainian revolution and in the 
life of the Soviet Ukraine down to the purges of 1933.a  

Before considering the main subject of the study, however, it 
will be useful to identify briefly the major political parties of the left 
which, together with the Borotbisty, played a role in Ukrainian his-
tory during the period under discussion. 

The Communist Party (Bolshevik) of the Ukraine (abbreviated 
CP(b)U) had perhaps greater influence among the urban working 
classes of the Ukraine than any of the other parties to be mentioned, 
but its impact on the Ukrainian peasantry was negligible. Its 
strength, however, derived not from the support of the Ukrainian 
masses, but from the military and administrative apparatus which 
the Bolsheviks brought to the Ukraine from Russia. 

The Ukrainian Communist Party (Borotbisty)(abbreviated 
UCP(b)) was a continuation of the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Rev-
olutionaries (abbreviated UPSR). Toward the end of the year 1917 
there emerged within the UPSR a distinct “Internationalist” group 
which was ready to subordinate specific Ukrainian demands to the 
interests of world revolution. In mid-May 1918, at the Fourth Con-
gress of the UPSR, the Internationalists achieved a short-lived con-
trol over the entire party, but immediately following the congress 
the UPSR split into a left and a right wing. Controlling the party’s 
organ Borotba [Struggle], the Internationalists, the left wing, 
adopted the name “Borotbisty.” At the same time they moved ide-
ologically toward Bolshevik communism, a move which was re-
flected in the new name for their party which they adopted in 
March 1919: “UPSR (Communists-Borotbisty).” In August of that 

                                                 
a  See note to the Foreword 
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year the party merged with the Ukrainian Social Democratic Work-
ers’ Party (Left Independents); to mark its clean break with the So-
cialist Revolutionary tradition, the party now took the name 
“Ukrainian Communist Party (Borotbisty).” Finally, in the spring of 
1920 the Borotbisty merged, or “united” as it was then termed, with 
the CP(b)U, thus providing the latter with many outstanding lead-
ers in the field of Ukrainian culture, men and women who played 
a prominent part in the CP(b)U and in the Ukrainian S. S.R. until 
the purges of 1933. 

The Ukrainian Communist Party, the so-called Ukapistyb, de-
rived from the Ukrainian Social Democratic Workers’ Party 
(USDRP), calling themselves for a while the Independent faction of 
that party. At first openly at war with the Bolsheviks, the Ukapisty 
became a legal opposition party only at the beginning of 1920. How-
ever, by that time all the important positions in Soviet Ukrainian 
political life had been filled by members of the older parties: in the 
industrial areas by the CP(b)U, in the smaller towns and villages by 
the Borotbisty. Thus the gains of the Ukapisty among the workers 
were insignificant, and they therefore played a less prominent role 
than the Borotbisty. 

The party of the Ukrainian Anarchists, the followers of Nestor 
Makhno, which at first glance might appear to be an offshoot of in-
ternational anarchism imported through Russia, was in reality a 
typically Ukrainian phenomenon. It had a large following among 
the peasants of the southern Ukraine. 

The Ukrainian Party of Left Socialist Revolutionaries (Bor-
bisty)c was in fact a Ukrainian branch of the Russian Party of Left 
Socialist Revolutionaries, which in turn was a descendant of the 
Narodnaya Volya (People’s Will or People’s Freedom). The Borbisty 
had some influence in Left Bank Ukraine (that part of the Ukraine 
east of the Dnepr River), primarily in the cities, but very little in the 
villages. 

                                                 
b  From the letters “u,” “k” and “p,” the first letter of each word in the full 

Ukrainian name of the party.—Ed. 
c  The plural form of Borbist, derived from the name of the party newspaper 

Borba [Struggle], published at first in Russian and later in Ukrainian. 
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In addition there were several smaller groups: the Maximal-
ists, the Revolutionary Communists and two leftist Jewish groups, 
the Communist Bund and the Jewish Communist Party. With the 
exception of the Anarchists, all the above-mentioned parties even-
tually merged with the CP(b)U. 
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1  Historical Antecedents 

In approaching the history of Borotbism, which has its roots in the 
pre-revolutionary period, it is imperative to consider certain char-
acteristics of political life in the Ukraine which have marked the de-
velopment of Ukrainian political thought. A dualism pervaded this 
development from the beginning of the nineteenth century down 
to the establishment of Soviet rule in the Ukraine. During this entire 
period two types of political tendencies and organizations existed 
side by side. One type regarded itself as Russian and participated 
in political movements within the imperial framework; the other 
aimed to preserve and strengthen Ukrainian national individuality. 
The former included the Southern Society, the Russian populists 
(narodniki) and the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party 
(RSDRP); the latter, the separatist Little Russian Society headed by 
Vasyl’ Lukashevych, the Society of United Slavs, the Brotherhood 
of Saints Cyril and Methodius, the members of the society Hromada 
[Community], Mykhaylo P. Drahomanov, the Revolutionary 
Ukrainian Party (RUP), and the Ukrainian Social Democratic Work-
ers Party (USDRP).1 This dichotomy characterized Ukrainian polit-
ical life right up to the Soviet period, when it finally disappeared. 
In the course of the 1917 Revolution, right wing political currents 
completely vanished from the Ukrainian scene, while Russian left-
ist groups in the Ukraine became Ukrainized. 

A. Components of Ukrainian Political Thought 

1. The Russian Influence 

The influence of Russian political thought on the political life of pre-
revolutionary Ukraine is to be explained not only by the influx of 
Russians into the Ukraine and by the partial Russification of the 
Ukrainian Zhmerinka intelligentsia, but by the enrollment of many 
conscious Ukrainian patriots in the Russian parties. These Ukraini-
ans were primarily concerned with the abolition of autocracy, be-
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lieving that as soon as democratic freedom was established in Rus-
sia a national rebirth of the Ukrainian people would follow auto-
matically. “Having lost faith in the possibility of achieving anything 
through cultural activities,” writes Professor Vasylenko-Polons’ka, 
“a number of Ukrainian patriots in the 1870’s became members of 
the Russian revolutionary organization known as the Narodnaya 
Volya [People’s Will or People’s Freedom].” The leader of the 
Narodnaya Volya, Andrei I. Zhelyabov, was himself of Ukrainian 
descent. Other members of Ukrainian descent in the group in-
cluded the poet P. Hrabovs’kyi, Sophie Perovska (a descendant of 
Hetman K. Rozumovs’kyi), D. Kibalchich, V. Debagoryi-Mori-
yevich, Ya. Stefanovich, and D. Lizogub.2 

Such collaboration between Ukrainian and Russian revolu-
tionaries, it might seem, would have ran counter to the Ukrainian 
struggle for liberation, but such leading Russian revolutionaries as 
Alexander Herzen and Mikhail Bakunin had been sympathetic to 
the Ukrainian struggle and had strongly denounced the imperial-
ism of the tsars. For example, Bakunin had written: “Russian social 
revolutionaries aim first of all &t the destruction of our state....In 
order that a union [of Slavic peoples] may be established it is first 
necessary that the Russian Empire should fall to pieces.”3 It must 
also be borne in mind that the tsarist government, to use Dmytro 
Doroshenko’s words, “persecuted even scholarly research devoted 
to the ethnographic and historical character of the Ukrainian peo-
ple. Hence Ukrainian sentiment could be expressed only in belles-
lettres, without the slightest impact on real life.’4 Under such con-
ditions attempts to cultivate Ukrainian culture appeared vain to 
everyone but those with an inexhaustible faith in the future, like the 
members of the Hromada. It is not surprising, therefore, that the 
more active elements among the Ukrainian intelligentsia turned 
away from the dull and seemingly hopeless cultural work under-
taken by the members of the Hromada and by the Ukrainophiles (as 
Ukrainian patriots were then called) and that together with the Rus-
sian revolutionaries they attempted to pull down that “prison of 
peoples,” the Russian Empire. In view of such close ties between 
the Russian and Ukrainian opposition to tsarism, it was natural that 
Zhelyabov proposed to Drahomanov, at that time the ideological 
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leader of the Ukrainian revolutionaries, that he represent the Narod-
naya Volya abroad.5 

Indeed, by the end of the nineteenth century the Ukrainian 
revolutionary movement bore the stamp of Russian revolutionary 
thought. Of the representatives of the Ukrainian intelligentsia in the 
late 1890’s, Doroshenko writes that “although they belonged to a 
new generation ... and were inspired by national ideals ... [they] had 
been brought up in the spirit of the all-Russian radical and social 
ideas and views, which exerted a powerful influence over even the 
most [politically] conscious Ukrainians.’6 “The pioneers of the 
Ukrainian national and political revival, ...” writes Isaak Mazepa in 
similar vein, “could not, in view of almost two hundred years of 
Russian rule over the Ukraine, escape from the influence of Russian 
political ideology.”7 Ukrainians had come to believe that a political 
and social revolution, rather than peaceful cultural progress, of-
fered the only road to Ukrainian liberation. At the same time, how-
ever, Russian revolutionary thought itself was under the influence 
of current western European ideas, then attempting to formulate 
basic laws which would explain the development of European na-
tions. “In all circles of Russian society, and especially in socialist 
groups,” according to Mazepa, “there was such wide enthusiasm 
for everything European that often political parties of tsarist Russia 
quite uncritically borrowed western European models for their 
ideas and organization.8 Ukrainians were therefore inclined to re-
gard Russian political thought merely as an intermediary between 
themselves and western Europe. 

It was the official barring of cultural development for Ukraine, 
according to Doroshenko, which led to the disillusionment of the 
young Ukrainian radicals of the 1890’s and their negative attitude 
toward “all other solutions of the problem of a Ukrainian revival 
except in the form of a revolutionary movement.”9 The fact that 
Ukrainian leaders regarded their ultimate goal as the same as that 
of the Russian revolutionaries led to yet closer ties with them. Dur-
ing the Revolution of 1905, when a split occurred in the ranks of the 
Revolutionary Ukrainian Party (RUP) (founded in Kharkiv in 1900), 
the leaders of the schism who took the Ukrainian Social Democratic 
Union (Ukrainska Sotsiyal-Demokratychna Spilka, referred to as the 
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Spilka) into the RSDRP believed that Ukrainian liberation would be 
decided not by national but by social factors and by the general po-
litical situation in the Russian Empire. “It is unnecessary to worry 
whether the Ukrainian people will feel nationally conscious,” wrote 
one of the Spilka’s leaders Oleksander Skoropys-Yoltukhovskyi. 
“The important thing is that they be politically and socially con-
scious. They cannot be anything but Ukrainian.”10 This atmosphere 
of trust in the Russian revolutionary democrats, which even the 
most radical Ukrainian revolutionaries shared, lasted down to and 
including the period of the Revolution of 1917. It was to leave its 
mark on Borotbism. 

2.  The Cult of the Peasant 

The orientation of Ukrainian political thought toward the peasantry 
(which before World War I constituted over 80 per cent of the total 
population in the Ukraine) was evident as early as the 1840’s in the 
Brotherhood of Saints Cyril and Methodius. The intellectual leaders 
of the Brotherhood “put forward as their task the cultural and social 
emancipation of the peasant masses.’11 Indeed, it can be said that 
before the Revolution of 1917 the concepts of “Ukraine” and 
“Ukrainian” tended to be treated as synonymous with “peasant.” 
Young Ukrainians from Polonized families, who in the 1860’s de-
voted themselves enthusiastically to the Ukrainian national move-
ment, were dubbed “peasant lovers” (khlopomany) by the Polish 
gentry.12 

The peasantry was also the social basis of Drahomanov’s 
teachings. In their “remote past,” in the view of Drahomanov’s Rus-
sian biographer David I Zaslavski, “he saw the democratic Cossack 
system and the [Zaporozhskaya] Sech’ which, in its social economy, 
was close to that of the primitive commune.”13 According to the 
brochure Mykhaylo Petrovych Drahomanov, published in 1897 by a 
group of Ukrainian Marxist Social Democrats, Drahomanov’s 
“ideal was a peasant state with anarchist production .. ..” “His 
strong point was that his teaching compelled the people in Galicia 
and Russian Ukraine [Naddnipryans’ka Ukraiha] to turn to the peas-
ant masses, neglected and downtrodden by the course of history.”14 
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Likewise, the peasantry provided the social basis for the 
Ukrainian Radical Party, the first political party in Galicia, which 
was founded in 1890. According to the anonymous author of the 
contemporary brochure Radyhaly i radykalizm [Radicals and Radi-
calism], 

the party is founded on the basis of scientific socialism and accepts all the 
consequences of this premise. However the Party does not agree in every re-
spect with the workers’ socialist parties, for, while the latter are active among 
[urban] workers, the Ukrainian radicals work among the peasants.15 

Similarly, the first Ukrainian political party in Russian Ukraine, the 
RUP, “devoted most of its attention to the village proletariat and 
the landless or impoverished peasantry,” despite the fact that it had 
been created by Marxist socialists.16 And when the Spilka united 
with the RSDRP in 1906, it endeavored within the RSDRP to work 
among the peasants “not only in the Ukraine but in other lands of 
the Russian state.”17 

Whenever Ukrainian political parties tried to ignore the peas-
ants, they became small groups without any significant influence 
on Ukrainian political life. Such, for example, was the fate of the 
party led by Mykola Mikhnovsky, the Ukrainian People’s Party, 
which seceded from the RUP in 1902. “It did not extend beyond the 
limits of a small group of intellectuals, and it played no significant 
part in the Ukrainian liberation movement. Neither did it have any 
influence on the internal evolution of the RUP itself.”18 A similar 
fate befell Ukrainian non-socialist liberal groups. Thus the Ukrain-
ian Democratic Party, the Ukrainian Radical Party (a group which 
broke away from the first-mentioned party), the Ukrainian Radical 
Democratic Party (formed from elements of the two preceding par-
ties), and the Society of Ukrainian Progressives (which was created 
to replace the last-named party)— all remained small groups of in-
tellectuals. Their attempts to assume the then fashionable socialist 
coloring, represented by Mikhnovskyi’s socialistic declarations and 
the renaming of the Society of Ukrainian Progressives in 1917 as the 
Ukrainian Party of Socialist Federalists (UPSF), were of no avail in 
strengthening them. They did perform an important function by 
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providing centers for intellectual life, but they failed to attract a 
mass following. 

Even after the Revolution of 1905, when it became possible to 
form opposition groups and when liberal parties were established 
in the Ukraine, the importance of appealing to the peasantry was 
generally recognized. It was for this reason that during the 1917 
Revolution the Ukrainian landowners headed by Serhiy Shemet 
and his brothers Volodymyr and Mykola formed the Ukrainian 
Democratic Agrarian Party with a distinctly peasant coloring. Sim-
ilarly, the leader of Ukrainian conservatism and monarchism 
Vyacheslav Lypynskyi (in exile from the summer of 1919) made his 
chief work, Letters to Brother Agriculturists. ., an appeal to the peas-
ant.19 

The cult of the peasant limited the appeal of the Ukrainian po-
litical movement in the Russified Ukrainian cities, the main politi-
cally developed centers. (Only after 1917, under the Ukrainian Peo-
ple’s Republic which was created primarily by the support of the 
peasants, were the Ukrainian towns gradually de-Russified. Alt-
hough the majority of the urban population was ethnically Ukrain-
ian, most of the inhabitants did not regard themselves as Ukrainian. 
The de-Russification of the towns was to progress at an increasing 
tempo under the Soviet regime until 1933.) Thus the main stream of 
the RUP, the Ukrainian Social Democratic Party (USDRP), which in 
theory rested on the support of the workers, owed whatever mass 
following it had to the peasants. The creation of a strong peasant 
party in 1917, the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries 
(UPSR) brought about a decline of the USDRP’s influence in the vil-
lage. Indeed the main factor which was to divide the UPSR from 
the USDRP was the fact that the former was primarily a peasant 
party, while the latter was a workers’ party. In 1917 the USDRP in 
Luhansk, the membership of which consisted chiefly of workers, 
passed the following characteristic resolution: 

In view of the fact that no Ukrainian SR organization yet exists for the Lu-
gansk peasants who are in danger of being led away by the Russian SR’s, the 
local USDRP has authorized some of its members to create in Lugansk a 
branch of the UPSR.20 
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The eventual success of the Borot’bisty was due to the fact that they 
had the support of the peasants; conversely, the Marxist workers’ 
party, the Ukrainian Communist Party (Ukapisty), failed to achieve 
similar success. 

3. Romantic Nationalism: The Search for Self-Existence 

A characteristic aspect of all Ukrainian political life both before and 
during the Revolution was its enthusiasm for national romanticism, 
its appeal to Ukrainian history and tradition. These features were 
to add a distinctly nationalist coloring to such political trends of the 
extreme left as Ukrainian Communism and Borotbism, in spite of 
their internationalist programs. It is true, of course, that leftist 
movements of all oppressed peoples tend to be tinged with nation-
alism. 

The national aspect became especially apparent in the case of 
those Ukrainian political figures who later seceded from the Rus-
sian to the Ukrainian camp. The “old Bolshevik” Vasyl’ M. 
Shakhray, who after 1918 advocated the creation of an independent 
Ukrainian communist party, was to appeal in his writings to the 
national consciousness of the Ukrainians and other oppressed peo-
ples. Another “old Bolshevik,” Yuriy F. Lapchynskyi, later became 
an ardent advocate of Ukrainization, and a similar change occurred 
in Mykola O. Skrypnyk’s views. 

It is important to note that transferring from a Russian politi-
cal party to its Ukrainian counterpart entailed a change of mentality 
and style on the part of the person concerned, despite the similar 
programs of the two parties. Not only was it characteristic of these 
Ukrainized Russian politicians to repudiate their previous stand on 
the national problem; inevitably they refashioned their entire polit-
ical education according to new, Ukrainian needs. This was true 
both of the neophytes who left the Russian parties and, to a large 
extent, of all Ukrainian intellectuals who had been brought up in 
the Russian school of thought and who, upon returning to the 
Ukrainian fold, had to repudiate their past associations with Rus-
sians. It is true that most Ukrainian political parties were formed as 
counterparts in name and doctrine of Russian political parties. In 
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the course of time, however, they became totally alienated from 
their Russian models, developing a different point of view on al-
most every important issue. It is significant that when the Bo-
rot’bisty declared their opposition to the leadership of the UPSR, 
they did not follow the example of the Russian Left SR’s, but called 
themselves “Internationalists.” 

B. Ideological Precursors of Borotbism 

1.  Drahomanov: The Father of Ukrainian Political Parties 

Mykhaylo P. Drahomanov is justly regarded as the father of 
Ukrainian political parties. A highly cultured man, Drahomanov 
“rose far above the level of all the Russian emigre’s, occupying in 
Geneva a place comparable to that held by Lavrov in Paris.21 Hav-
ing been sent abroad by the Kyivan Hromada to protest the ban on 
Ukrainian publications and cultural activities in Russia, he initiated 
the periodical Hromada, in which he attacked the non-political 
thinking of the Ukrainians at home and of the Russian populists, 
pleading for an active, decisive and revolutionary struggle. This de-
velopment took place in the 1880’s, a time of darkest reaction 
throughout the Russian Empire following the assassination of Al-
exander II. The Ukrainians were so terrorized and oppressed that 
the very members of the Kyivan Hromada who had sent Draho-
manov abroad for the express purpose of conducting political prop-
aganda, in 1886 sent him a letter calling his activity “harmful to the 
Ukrainian cause.” In their letter they recommended that he confine 
his activities to informing the world of conditions in the Ukraine 
and to writing for the legal Russian press.22 When Drahomanov re-
fused to comply, his voice from abroad, according to Dmytro An-
tonovych, “frightened more than it attracted.”23 Nevertheless, be-
cause Drahomanov remained undismayed, his work appealed to 
some of the young Ukrainians who now turned their backs on the 
cultural work of the Ukrainophiles and demanded a revolutionary 
solution of the Ukrainian problem. Operating side by side with the 
cultural circles, “Drahomanov circles” of students now read the 
writings of Drahomanov in secret gatherings. 
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The political impact of Drahomanov’s ideas was first felt in 
Galicia where, under the relatively liberal Austrian constitutional 
monarchy, conditions were more favorable to political action than 
in Russian Ukraine. The result was the creation in Galicia in 1890 of 
the Ukrainian Radical Party, “the first modern Ukrainian party. Its 
program was one of non-Marxist, ethical socialism, of the kind that 
Drahomanov had always advocated.”24 In 1896 a year after Draho-
manov’s death, the leaders of this party commented: 

His ideas were not expressed in vain; they have become the foundation of the 
Ruthenian-Ukrainian Radical Party in Galicia and in Eastern Ukraine .... Un-
der the influence of Drahomanov’s writings and of French and German liter-
ature these young Ruthenians turned socialist.25 

As has already been seen, this party recognized the need to turn to 
the peasantry. On the national problem, the program of the Radical 
Party called for “the independence of Rus-Ukraine, in order that, as 
in Khmelnytskyi’s day, all oppression may be destroyed and just 
law and order established.”26 

In the 1890’s, however, a “young” group was formed within 
the Radical Party which accepted a Social Democratic platform, that 
is, the Marxist doctrine oriented toward the workers rather than the 
peasants. This group provided the first Marxist critique of Draho-
manov. One of its members, Yulian Bachynsky, in the work Ukraїna 
irredenta, published in Lviv in 1895, argued for an independent 
Ukraine on the basis of an analysis of economic development in 
eastern Europe. 

2.  Marxism Enters Ukraine 

Events in Galicia had repercussions in Russian Ukraine. “The 
young Ukrainian progressives,” chiefly those who had received 
their political education in “Drahomanov circles,” writes Antono-
vych, “having observed Galician life, began to sympathize with the 
Radical Party. ...” 

In 1893–1894 the entire student Hromada in Kyiv, led by the young poet and 
student of philosophy Ivan Steshenko, began to lose interest in the cultural 
and non-political aspects of the Ukrainian movement and declared itself in 
favor of Ukrainian political radicalism.27 
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But there were also other reasons why the younger generation at 
the opening of the twentieth century turned to the creation of polit-
ical parties. One was the influence of Marxism; the other, the devel-
opment of industry. 

By the end of the nineteenth century the increasing industrial-
ization of Ukraine provided a fertile ground for Marxism in the new 
urban working class which was being created. With the failure of 
populism in the 1880’s both in Ukraine and in Russia, Marxism 
seemed to many to provide the revolutionary solution. It is note-
worthy that the first Marxist critic of the Russian populists in the 
1870’s had been Drahomanov’s friend Mykola I. Ziber, a professor 
at Kyiv University. A Ukrainophile and a member of the Hromada, 
Ziber was also one of the first to translate Marx into Russian. The 
strength of the Marxist ideology in the Ukraine can be seen from 
the fact that of the five Social Democratic groups which participated 
in the formation of an all-Russian Social Democratic party at Minsk 
in 1898 three were from the Ukraine, although they regarded them-
selves as Russian. 

Particularly noteworthy among the many Marxist groups 
which dotted the Russian Empire in the 1890’s was the one formed 
in Kyiv under the leadership of Ivan Steshenko and Lesya 
Ukrainka, Drahomanov’s niece, later a famous poet. The brochure 
Mykhaylo Petrovych Drahomanov, published in 1897 by this group, 
was devoted to a Marxist analysis of Drahomanov’s ideas. It was 
this pamphlet which, as has been seen, defined “the strong point” 
of Drahomanov’s teachings as the effect they produced of “compel-
ling the people in Galicia and Russian Ukraine to turn to the peas-
ant masses . ... “ The “weakness” of Drahomanov’s social and eco-
nomic outlook, the analysis continued, was its 

failure to note that the peasantry is not entirely homogeneous. To begin think-
ing about the peasantry as a whole means very little. The modern class prin-
ciple of sociology demands clarification as to which class of the peasants one 
is defending, for only then can sympathy for the peasants have concrete value. 

Nonetheless, Drahomanov’s ideas were praised: 

His honest and wise pen never tired of working for the Ukrainian cause; the 
Galician radical movement, in particular, owes him a great deal. His constant 
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reminder that Ukrainians must not stand in line behind the Russian radical 
groups, but must form their own national group to work among the people, 
has great importance even now.28 

The activity of Drahomanov, the experience of the Galician Radical 
Party and the pronouncement of the young Marxists in Russian 
Ukraine, together with the increasingly revolutionary atmosphere 
at the turn of the century, all contributed to the creation of the first 
Ukrainian political party in Russian Ukraine. This was the RUP, 
formed on February 11, 1900 in Kharkiv, where the influence of the 
non-political Ukrainophiles was not so strong as in Kyiv. 

C. The Experience of the  
Revolutionary Ukrainian Party (RUP) 

A central role in the political life of Russian Ukraine in the early 
twentieth century was played by the RUP and its successor the 
USDRP (the name the party assumed at its congress in December 
1905 following the splitting off of the Spilka group). The RUP is to 
be credited with the final development of the idea of a Ukrainian 
national revolution and with the formation of the definitive type of 
Ukrainian revolutionary. The latter was now reflected in the novels 
of Volodymyr Vynnychenko and Mykhaylo Kotsiubynsky and in 
the poems of Lesya Ukrainka and Oleksander Oles. 

This generation was to live to see the Revolution of 1917 and 
the emergence of a younger generation, many of whom would en-
roll in the ranks of the Borotbisty. It is important, therefore, to ana-
lyze in some detail the ideas motivating die RUP and its offspring 
the USDRP and the Spilka; the difference between Ukrainian and 
Russian political parties in Ukraine was now clear, and these three 
parties were to influence the Borot’bisty. 

1.  The Problem of National Liberation 

The idea of national liberation was central to the postulate of a 
Ukrainian revolutionary party independent of the Russian parties. 
In the half decade 1900–1905 the RUP was agitated by a heated de-
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bate over the question whether an independent party was neces-
sary or not. On the one hand, the tradition of the nineteenth century 
called for a united front with the Russians in the struggle against 
the tsarist autocracy. On the other hand, by the turn of the century 
it was becoming increasingly evident that Russian opposition to the 
regime did not necessarily include approval of the liberation move-
ments of the non-Russian peoples of the Empire. Russian non-so-
cialist liberals were prepared to make only small concessions, in the 
cultural field, while the socialists, despite their talk of self-determi-
nation-Lenin even advocated “self-determination up to seces-
sion”29—were in fact denying this right in other sections of their 
programs.30 Moreover, after 1905 no Russian socialist made such 
extreme statements on the subject as had Bakunin. It was becoming 
apparent that the liberation of the non-Russian peoples would have 
to be the concern of these peoples alone, not of the Russian revolu-
tionaries: hence the necessity for the creation of Ukrainian political 
parties. 

2.  Formulation of the National Program 

The first platform of the RUP, published in 1900 under the title Sa-
mostiyna Ukraina [An Independent Ukraine], was drafted by the na-
tionalist Mykola Mikhnovsky. In this document the aim of the party 
was stated to be “one, indivisible, free, and independent Ukraine 
from the Carpathians to the Caucasus.” The platform sharply criti-
cized the non-political Ukrainophiles of the older generation. 
“Ukraine is for the Ukrainians,” it stated, “and we cannot lay down 
our arms as long as one enemy is left in our territory .... Forward, 
since we can neidier hope for any favors nor look back.”31 In 1902, 
however, the socialist leaders of the RUP declared in their theoreti-
cal organ Haslo [Watchword] that the final goal of the party was “an 
independent Ukrainian Republic of the working masses, with so-
cialized means of production, nationalization of the land and a dic-
tatorship of the proletariat.” 

Repelled by this Marxist approach, Mikhnovsky withdrew in 
1902 to form his own party, the Ukrainian People’s Party, which, as 
has already been observed, remained small because it failed to take 
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account of the peasantry. The following year Haslo admitted that 
“the idea of Ukrainian independence has its value, but we must rec-
ognize that this program betrays the lack of a socialist outlook .... 
“32 The “Proyekt prohramy RUP” [Draft Program of the RUP], 
printed in 1903, claimed therefore that “the RUP shares the basic 
principles, aims and tactics of international Social Democracy.” The 
draft program clearly defined the social demands of the party and, 
on the national problem, set the attainment of autonomy with a sep-
arate legislature as the party’s practical minimum demand.33 

It should be pointed out that after 1905 the USDRP was 
obliged, for tactical reasons, to take this same half-way position in 
its plank on the national problem. Mazepa explains this approach 
to the national problem by the Ukrainian parties in the following 
manner: 

If we compare these declarations of Ukrainian political organizations and po-
litical leaders of the period prior to the Revolution of 1917 with the declara-
tions and programs of other subjugated peoples, we are bound to observe the 
great difference between those nations with a historical and mature state con-
sciousness and Ukraine, which lacked that consciousness. Thus the Poles, for 
instance, always aimed at the restoration of the Polish state within its histori-
cal boundaries, including even Lithuania, Byelorussia and half Ukraine. Sim-
ilarly, the Irish in their struggle against England stressed their historical rights 
to an independent state. In Ukraine the loss of state consciousness was the 
result of the prolonged domination of Russian education. Therefore Ukrain-
ian political ideas after the Revolution of 1905 only reach[ed] halfway [to in-
dependence] .... The idea of complete Ukrainian independence could gather 
strength only after the downfall of the tsarist regime .... Meanwhile, the era of 
Ukrainian political history which begins with Drahomanov and ends with the 
Revolution of 1917 was a period of transition from the cultural to the political 
phase in the development of our regeneration.34‘ 

3.  Nationalism Splits the RUP 

Although some Ukrainian revolutionaries underestimated the im-
portance of the national problem, the debate on this issue finally 
brought about a split within the RUP at its Congress in December 
1904. One group, led by Mariian Melenevsky (pseudonym Basok), 
began negotiating with the Russian Social Democrats with a view 
to a possible merger of the two parties. Another group within the 
RUP, headed by Mykola Porsh, demanded that the party program 
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include an appeal calling for the independence of the Ukraine. Such 
a clause, Melenevsky’s group believed, would isolate the RUP from 
the Russian Social Democrats and the Jewish Bund. But no official 
conclusion was reached, for on January 12, 1905 when the revolu-
tion was gathering momentum, Melenevsky’s group issued a dec-
laration calling the majority of the RUP “bourgeois radicals.” Tak-
ing the name “Ukrainian Social Democratic Union” (the Spilka), this 
group regarded itself as consisting of “proletarian elements” and 
declared that “a centralized proletarian party for Russia as a whole” 
was a necessity; thereupon it announced its willingness to join the 
RSDRP “on the basis of autonomy.” The statute by means of which 
the Spilka was accepted into the RSDRP stated: “The Ukrainian So-
cial Democratic Union is a part of the RSDRP and aims at the or-
ganization of the Ukrainian-speaking proletariat.”35 

4.  The Lesson of the Spilka 

During the Revolution of 1905 the Spilka proved to be more active 
among the Ukrainian peasant masses than the RUP (USDRP); it 
welcomed agrarian unrest among the peasants and supported the 
partition of the large landed estates. The RUP (USDRP), on the 
other hand, following the tradition of western European socialists, 
condemned the spontaneous peasant uprisings in a resolution at its 
Congress in December 1905 as “the product of petty bourgeois in-
stincts which are attempting to turn back the wheel of history-to the 
small holding system; therefore [the uprisings! are completely reac-
tionary.”36 Later events showed that this peasant movement was 
not so much a turning back the clock of history as a mobilization of 
the masses against autocracy. It is noteworthy that in the elections 
to the Second State Duma, which convened in 1907, the Spilka 
elected fourteen members while the USDRP elected only one. 

Although the Spilka hoped to become the only fully 
Ukrainized Social Democratic organization in Ukraine, in effect the 
RSDRP treated the Spilka not as its local branch in the Ukraine, but 
as a peasant section. It even suggested that the Spilka become a 
peasant section of the RSDRP for the whole of whole of Russia.37 
Fedenko has written that: 
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it would be quite superficial and historically incorrect to regard the collabora-
tion of the RUP members with the Russian Social Democrats as “national trea-
son.” One has to understand the conditions which prevailed in Ukraine at that 
time and the feelings of these Ukrainian politicians of the Spilka who collabo-
rated [with the Russians]. Aside from a somewhat “naive cosmopolitanism,”. 
. . they were also motivated by the hope of extending socialist ideas in a 
Ukrainian form over the entire Ukraine....38 

The leader of the Spilka, Melenevsky, in his open letter “To Com-
rades from the Ukrainian Social Democratic Spilka and the Ukrain-
ian Social Democratic Workers’ Party,’ published in the Ukrainian 
SD monthly Nash holos [Our Voice] in Lviv in 1912, wrote that the 
Spilka had merged with the revolutionary current and had become 
an inseparable part of it; it had become the soul of the revolution 
throughout the greater part of the Ukrainian territory.39 By being 
Ukrainian and carrying on its mission in the Ukrainian language, it 
contributed much to the socio-political and national education of 
the masses. 

It is significant that the two most prominent leadets of the 
Spilka, Melenevsky and Skoropys-Yoltukhovsky, did not return to 
the USDRP after the dissolution of the Spilka but went over to the 
nationalist camp. During World War I they formed in Vienna the 
“Union for the Liberation of the Ukraine” which propagated dis-
memberment of the Russian Empire and the establishment of a 
Ukrainian state. The history of the Spilka therefore confirms the the-
sis advanced earlier, that beginning with the second half of the 
nineteenth century Ukrainian participation in Russian political par-
ties was motivated not by a denial of Ukrainian aspirations, but by 
a desire to encompass the downfall of autocracy in the shortest pos-
sible time. Nevertheless, the leaders of the Spilka, like the Bo-
rotbisty and Ukapisty who were to follow them, failed to realize that 
by becoming dependent upon the Russian parties they had lost 
their freedom of action, especially in one vital sector—the national 
liberation of the Ukraine. 
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2 Origins of the Ukrainian Party of 
Socialist Revolutionaries (UPSR), 
Predecessor of Borotbism 

A.  Ideological Background of the UPSR 

Although the Ukraine in the early twentieth century was primarily 
an agricultural country, and although the peasants formed the solid 
core even of some Ukrainian Marxist parties, there was no separate 
Ukrainian peasant party in Ukraine before 1917, such as the party 
of Socialist Revolutionaires (SR’s) in Russia. The revolutionary 
movement in the Ukraine, as in Russia, developed under the double 
influence of populism and Marxism. The generation of the 1840’s 
through the 1870’s—from the Brotherhood of Saints Cyril and 
Methodius to Drahomanov—had been guided by populist ideals 
and aims. Following the period of reaction in the 1880’s, a new gen-
eration reared on Marxism came to the fore in the last decade of the 
nineteenth century. From this time on, down to the Revolution of 
1917, Marxist and Social Democratic ideas played the leading roles 
in the political life of Socialist circles in Ukraine. However, after 
1905 populist ideas enjoyed a revival, which was to contribute to 
the formation in 1917 of a strong party for the peasants, the UPSR, 
side by side with the USDRP. 

The UPSR did not possess a uniform and clear-cut ideology, 
for it was influenced by many sources. Zhyvotko offers the follow-
ing explanation for this fact: 

At a time when socialist thought in the West was based primarily on the ma-
terialist conception of social growth, and in particular on Marx’s philosophy 
of history, in the East [it] developed along two paths: 1) as a materialist (mo-
nistic) outlook which provided the foundation for Social Democracy, and 2) 
as a pluralist view of social development, expounded by populism, which af-
ter an idealist and critical-stage . . . soon provided the stimulus for the creation 
of the Party of Socialist Revolutionaries (All-Russian), which held its first con-
gress in 1897 in Voronezh. The same ideology inspired the Armenian party 
“Dashnaktsutyun [Unity],” the Georgian Party of Socialist Federalists and the 
Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries.1 
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The influence of populism in Ukraine, although significant, was 
weaker than in Russia. There were at least two reasons for this. 

In the first place the Russian populists leaned heavily on cer-
tain theories concerning Russia’s destiny which had been devel-
oped by Slavophiles. But toward the end of the nineteenth century 
Slavophilism became tinged with Russian national Panslavism, a 
development which greatly limited its appeal to Ukrainians. 

Secondly, Russian populism accepted from the Slavophiles 
their theory of the significance in Russia’s development of the peas-
ant repartitional commune (mir) as the germ of the future structure 
of Russian society. The Ukraine, however, lacked the mir, which 
had become the cornerstone of the philosophy of the Russian pop-
ulists and their intellectual descendants, the SR’s. 

Therefore, although brought up on Russian populist ideas, the 
Ukrainian SR groups at the beginning of the twentieth century 
made important revisions in these ideas to fit their own needs, re-
visions based on the teachings of Drahomanov, on the publications 
of the emigre Mykola Zaliznyak, who translated much western Eu-
ropean socialist literature into Ukrainian, and on the Ukrainian rev-
olutionary press which was influenced more by liberal and Social 
Democratic than by populist ideas.2 

Of the UPSR in 1917 Shapoval has stated that it 

grew spontaneously and comprised a wide range of intellects, temperaments, 
tastes, and habits. To expect that all should merge into one specific type within 
the period of a year was impossible. Therefore, although all had a single aim, 
the roads were many. 

Thus the UPSR, when it was formed in 1917, had the character of a 
non-Marxist peasant party. It was not, however, anti-Marxist, as 
were the Russian SR’s who for years had waged ideological battle 
against the Russian Marxists.3 

B.  The First Attempts at Formation of Ukrainian 
SR Groups Before 1917 

The first mention of a Ukrainian SR group occurs in connection 
with the split in the RUP, brought about by that party’s evolution 



 BOROT’BISM 119 

 

toward Social Democracy.d Mykyta Shapoval, the most prominent 
leader of the UPSR, has stated that he “knew of an attempt to create 
an organization of Socialist Revolutionaries as early as 1903.4 In his 
autobiography he relates that 

in 1903 we followed the [Russian] Socialist Revolutionary program. In order 
to check on the basic premises of the ideology, [Oleksander K.] Mytsyuk was 
sent from Prokhorovka to Kyiv where he saw the Social Democrat student 
[Volodymyr] Vynnychenko. On his return he told us his impressions, and we 
decided that the SR program was the best.5 

In the following year Shapoval formed the Committee for the De-
fense of Ukraine, which organized the destruction of monuments 
commemorating Russian domination over the Ukraine. But it was 
only while in prison in 1906–1907 that Shapoval, “upon reading 
Lazarev’s Zemlya i volya [Land and Liberty], finally became con-
vinced of the truth of the Socialist Revolutionary platform.”6 By 
1909 Shapoval was “ready to fight for revolutionary populism.’7 

Arkadiy Zhyvodko, anodier well-known figure in the UPSR, 
believes that 

the first signs of organized Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionary life were evident 
in 1903–1904 when some members of ... the RUP, upon leaving that party . . . 
began to form circles of Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries. On the whole, 
however, Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries, as a separate political trend, 
were scarcely in evidence before 1905. It was in 1906 that separate circles of 
Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries became evident in a more precise form.8 

Zhyvotko cites evidence from police reports to the effect that “in 
1907 an organizational congress was held by the Ukrainian Socialist 
Revolutionary Party, and its program approved.”9 He also men-
tions a manifesto, dated August 1911, which declared that 

in 1906 two parties came into existence almost at the same time: the Ukrainian 
Party of Socialist Revolutionaries and a militant organization called “Ukrain-
ian People’s Defense Ukrainska Narodnya Oborona.”  
In 1907 “UNO” held its last congress which, aside from preserving its militant 
function, accepted the program of the Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries and 
thus merged with them. Since that time there has been one “Party of Ukrain-
ian Socialist Revolutionaries” with a “Supreme Council” at its head. 

                                                 
d  See pp. 111–115. 
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The manifesto, signed by a “Supreme Council of the UPSR,” closed 
with these slogans: “Long live the Revolution! Long live the Party 
of Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries! Long live Socialism! Fight 
for ‘land and liberty’! Liberty to all peoples! For us—a Free 
Ukraine!’10 Thus was Russian populism mingled with nascent 
Ukrainian nationalism. According to Zhyvotko, the Ukrainian 
members of the Second State Duma, (Dovhopol, Vasyl’ Khvist and 
others) were connected with the UPSR and spoke on its behalf in 
1907. 

None of the members of the UPSR congress mentioned by 
Zhyvotko, however, are recorded in other extant sources, nor are 
there any other traces of UPSR activity or of a program at this time. 
Furthermore, Pavlo Khrystyuk, a prominent leader of the UPSR, 
has written that “until the great Ukrainian revolution [1917] the 
Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries had no program of its 
own, although separate groups .. . existed as early as the time of the 
first Russian Revolution in 1905–1906.”11 And finally, in his autobi-
ography Shapoval makes no mention of the UPSR as a party before 
the Revolution of 1917. Thus, while it can be concluded that the 
UPSR did not exist as an organized, all-Ukrainian party prior to 
1917, it is equally evident that embryonic SR groups existed long 
before 1917. There seems little doubt that the manifesto mentioned 
by Zhyvotko was issued by just such a group.  

C. The First SR Groups and Party Program 

Shapoval mentions that in Kyiv in the period 1905–1907 a circle of 
Ukrainian SR’s, including Serhiy O. Yefremov and Mykola 
Zaliznyak, attempted to form a party. Following the failure of the 
1905 Revolution, Zaliznyak organized an SR group abroad. An 
agrarian terrorist group of SR’s had been led by Mytsyuk in the 
province of Poltava in 1903–1904, while a similar group was orga-
nized in 1907 by Volodymyr Chekhovsky in the province of Cher-
nihiv. Shortly before World War I an active group of revolutionary 
populists, including Shapoval, Tovkachevs’kyi, Bohats’kyi, and 
Yevshan, centered in Kyiv around the journal Ukrainska khata 
[Ukrainian Home], which was publish.ed from 1909 to 1914. The 
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extent of this group’s activity consisted of “criticizing ‘bourgeois 
populism’ and advancing a program of political, cultural and eco-
nomic ‘maximalism’.” Similar groups of Ukrainian SR’s were 
formed in Kharkiv, Moscow and Petrograd during World War I.12 

Both Zhyvotko and Khrystyuk make note of another Kyivan 
group of SR’s, one which in 1913 began to publish the illegal journal 
Borotba [Struggle]. This publication, with financial aid from Ukrain-
ian SR’s in Moscow, survived until May 1, 1915. It was edited by 
Mykola Kovakevsky with the participation of A. Polons’kyi, S. Ye-
fremov, Levko Kovaliv (a future member of the Borotbist Central 
Committee), V. Prokopovych, A. Nikovs’kyi, Pryhar’, and the poet 
Oles’.13 It has not been possible to establish whether there was any 
direct contact between this group and the group under the influ-
ence of Ukrainska khata. The lack of evidence suggests that there 
were differences of opinion among the local groups, a fact which 
helps to explain the absence of a unified policy among the Ukrain-
ian SR’s. 

It was Kovalevsky who made the first major attempt to draw 
up a program for the UPSR. First published in Borotba, the program 
was revised and in January 1916 “circulated widely as a pamphlet” 
under the title “Draft Party Program of the Ukrainian Socialist Rev-
olutionaries, Endorsed by the Kyiv Group of Ukrainian Socialist 
Revolutionaries.’14 The “ideal” form of government, according to 
the program, would be “an alliance [soyuz] of free national and ter-
ritorial federations to be governed by a combined [spil’nyi] parlia-
ment,” but “in view of the current socio-political situation” the pro-
gram demanded only “the convening of a Ukrainian constituent as-
sembly [ustctnovchyi soym] which would establish the national and 
territorial autonomy of the Ukrainian people.” further, the program 
favored “nationalization of the land,” while in the field of interna-
tional relations it declared the party to be “a free member of that 
large socialist family—the International.” 

Two of the members of the Borotba group—Kovalevsky and 
Kovaliv—attended a congress of Ukrainian socialist parties which 
convened illegally in Moscow in January 1915. Although Ukrainian 
SR’s and SD’s at the congress debated the possibility of merging all 
existing groups into one Ukrainian socialist party, no agreement 
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was reached. Following the congress, Ukrainian SR’s met amongst 
themselves. Besides Kovalevskyi and Kovaliv, those present in-
cluded Mykola Shrah and Mykhaylo Poloz (like Kovaliv, a future 
member of the Borotbist Central Committee). In connection with 
the Moscow meeting, Khrystyuk mentions two organizations in 
Borispol and Novo-Basan’ in the province of Poltava which were 
founded by the peasant Odynets’ (a future Borotbist), administra-
tive exile from the province of Chernihiv.15 

In the period 1915–1916 smaller but no less active groups of 
SR’s worked in the cooperatives and other Ukrainian organizations 
such as the Youth Union (Yunats’ka Spilka) and the Ukrainian So-
cialist Committee, in which the subsequently prominent Borotbist 
Andriy Zalyvchyi distinguished himself.16 Especially active in the 
province of Poltava, the Youth Union included among its members 
from Poltava the following future Borotbisty: Oleksander Lisovyk, 
Matena-Bohayevych, Andriy Khvylya, the Demyanovsky brothers, 
Viktor Chuhay, Mynko, Vilenberg, and Daleky. Almost all the 
UPSR youth in the province of Poltava were to follow the Bo-
rotbisty. 
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3 Ukrainian Party of Socialist 
Revolutionaries in 1917  

A.  From the First to the Second Congress  
of the UPSR 

1.  The First Congress of the UPSR 

To follow the ideological evolution of Borotbism, it will be useful to 
glance briefly at the activity of the UPSR in the revolutionary year 
1917. The UPSR was formally organized as a political party at its 
First Constituent Congress, which convened in Kyiv, April 4–5 (17–
18), 1917. The party was made up principally of three groups: vil-
lage organizations; urban students, workers and clerks; and indi-
viduals who had withdrawn from the party of Russian SR’s. Alt-
hough it might have seemed likely that the most valuable contribu-
tion would be made by the last mentioned group, by virtue of its 
previous experience, nevertheless leadership actually passed into 
the hands of younger members like Mykyta Shapoval who orga-
nized the Congress and formed the first Central Committee of the 
party. Shapoval himself, however, was co-opted to the Central 
Committee only a month later. Those elected to the presidium were 
Mykola Kovalevsky, Levko Kovaliv (later a Borotbist), Pavlo 
Khrystyuk, and Volodymyr Zaliznyak.1 The young leaders showed 
considerable talent and even brilliance, but because of the inexperi-
ence the UPSR, numerically the strongest Ukrainian party in 1917 
with its one million members, was incapable of forming a govern-
ment under the Ukrainian People’s Republic. “In its ideology, tem-
perament and tactics,” according to Volodymyr Vynnychenko, 

the UPSR on the whole satisfied the revolutionary aspirations of the Ukrain-
ian peasantry. Within its ranks were some talented and active men sincerely 
devoted to the ideas of the Revolution; but it was young, without organiza-
tional experience and without definite party schooling or tradition. Built on 
the program and tactics of the Russian Socialist Revolutionaries, it had no time 
to adapt this borrowed platform to the national needs and therefore felt inse-
cure and unstable. The peasant masses followed it willingly, with complete 



124  IVAN MAISTRENKO  

 

trust, but it lacked sufficient intellectual and organizational power to assume 
leadership [in the Rada] on the basis of its numerical superiority.2 

In principle the Central Rada and its government, the General Sec-
retariat, were formed on the basis of a coalition of three parties: the 
UPSR, the largest party in the Rada; the USDRP, smaller but politi-
cally more experienced; and the UPSF, liberal and national-demo-
cratic in outlook, appealing largely to the intelligentsia and calling 
itself “socialist” only to be in fashion. In fact, however, the General 
Secretariat became a coalition of the USDRP and the UPSF; the rep-
resentative of the UPSR had no real influence. In selecting its can-
didates for ministerial posts, the UPSR inclined toward professors 
or specialists in the particular field rather than its foremost leaders. 
Perhaps the best analysis of the UPSR’s tactics at this time has been 
provided by Shapoval: 

Our fatal flaw was that we lacked leadership of our own .... We had the masses 
behind us and we had our slogans, but we did not have leaders capable of 
transforming these slogans into organizational form .... The membership of 
the UPSR was drawn from all classes—the intelligentsia, the quasi-intelligent-
sia, the peasants, and a scattering of workers. Yet the educated group among 
them all was very small .... Some of the UPSR members who held ministerial 
posts were typical representatives of the quasi-intelligentsia; at best they 
would make good bureaucrats or managers, but they were not statesmen.3 

In a word, during the Revolution the UPSR played the role of a 
youth movement, having the virtues of enthusiasm, but also the 
drawbacks of inexperience. The two major questions debated by die 
First Congress of the UPSR were the land and national problems, 
particularly the latter. Although there was a distinctly separatist 
group present, the Congress passed the following resolution on the 
“national question: 

At a time when great work is being carried out by the free peoples of Russia, 
the constituent congress of the Ukrainian SR’s considers that the greatest need 
of the Ukrainian people is the immediate realization of broad national and 
territorial autonomy for Ukraine, the guarantee of the rights of national mi-
norities and the immediate institution of a territorial Ukrainian Constituent 
Council in order to work out the bases and forms of autonomy and to prepare 
for elections to the Ail-Russian Constituent Assembly .... At the same time the 



 BOROT’BISM 125 

 

Congress . . . regards a federative democratic republic as the best form of gov-
ernment for the Russian state, the establishment of which the UPSR will de-
mand at the All-Russian Constituent Assembly. 

All attempts “to delay the creation of a Ukrainian Constituent 
Council,” the resolution continued, would be regarded by the 
UPSR “as a continuation of the old imperialist policy of oppression 
and domination which had been pursued by the Moscow tsars and 
Russian emperors in Ukraine.” The party demanded that the Rus-
sian Provisional Government “declare its attitude toward Ukrain-
ian autonomy” and requested that “Ukrainian soldiers [in the Rus-
sian army] be concentrated in separate regiments.”4 

On the question of land reform, the UPSR did not, because of 
the economic state of the country, demand the immediate socializa-
tion of the land, but it did 

insist that all land in Ukraine belonging to the state, the imperial family and 
private landowners be placed in a Ukrainian Land Reserve and be distributed 
(for use), through communal organizations, among the peasants.5  

However the question of compensation to owners was evaded with 
the vague phrase that “expenses incurred by land reform must be 
borne by the state.” 

Further, the Congress debated a proposal to merge all socialist 
parties in Ukraine, but no conclusion was reached. In its demands 
concerning the status and rights of workers, the resolutions of the 
party’s First Congress differed little from those of the other socialist 
parties, in particular the party of Russian SR’s.6 

2.  The Growth and Influence of the UPSR 

Following the First Congress of the UPSR, the party began to issue 
a weekly newspaper entitled Borotba [Struggle]. The enrollment en 
masse of peasants, soldiers and workers into the party proceeded 
rapidly; the UPSR worked through the Peasant Union (Selyanska 
Spilka) and the local peasant unions, which were non-political trade 
organs for the peasantry, embracing several million persons.7 

The First All-Ukrainian Peasants’ Congress. The results of the 
activity of the UPSR among the peasants found expression at the 
First All-Ukrainian Peasants’ Congress, held in Kyiv during late 
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May and early June 1917 (old style). The Congress was attended by 
2,500 delegates elected on the basis of one representative from each 
volost peasant union and two representatives from each county and 
provincial peasant union.8 Although the SR’s Khrystyuk and M. 
Osadchy were among the members of the presidium of the Con-
gress, whose delegates were for the most part members or sympa-
thizers of the UPSR, the men most prominently mentioned in the 
proceedings are the Social Democrat’s Vynnychenko and Borys 
Martos, a fact which indicates the inexperienced leadership of the 
UPSR. 

On the national question, the “Independents” at the Congress 
were quite belligerent, advocating “a complete break with Moscow 
and the immediate proclamation of an independent Ukrainian re-
public.”9 One delegate even called upon the Ukrainian people “to 
take up arms for their freedom.” The Congress voted to endorse the 
demands of the Central Rada for Ukrainian autonomy and the re-
construction of Russia as a federative state. It also went on record 
as favoring a convention of all non-Russian peoples of the former 
empire and the Ukrainization of all public administration in 
Ukraine. 

It must be borne in mind that by autonomy and federation the 
Ukrainians meant full equality with Russia, not some form of sub-
ordination; yet the masses avoided the use of the slogan “independ-
ence,” since it suggested alienation from other peoples. A charac-
teristic feature of the 1917 Revolution was its tremendous optimism 
and its faith in “liberty, equality and brotherhood.” It was a striving 
for cooperation among equals; hostility toward other peoples was 
regarded as betrayal of the Revolution. The struggle was against 
Russian imperialism, not against the Russian people. The recogni-
tion of the Russians as equals was manifested in the relations be-
tween the Ukrainian and Russian peasant organizations. Both sides 
accepted the All-Ukrainian Council of Peasants’ Deputies as the 
only “ruling body” for the Ukrainian peasantry which would brook 
no Russian interference. Should occasion arise, the Ukrainian 
Council would consult with its counterpart, the All-Russian Soviet 
of Peasants’ Deputies, on matters of common interest.10 
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In contrast to the resolution on the land problem adopted by 
the First Congress of the UPSR, the First All-Ukrainian Peasants’ 
Congress voted for total abolition of the right of private ownership 
of land. All land was to be transferred, without compensation, to 
the Ukrainian Land Reserve and distributed among those who 
would themselves work it, in allotments sufficient for the suste-
nance of a family but not in excess of what a family could cultivate 
by its own labor. The decision on communal farms was especially 
significant: 

In view of the fact that farming through joint effort conserves labor, requires 
fewer implements and creates an opportunity for the better cultivation of land 
and the use of machinery, it is desirable to place large farms in the hands of 
agricultural associations, as centers of the future socialist economy.11 

This decision was dictated by the desire to preserve the high agro-
nomic technical level of large estates in Ukraine. 

The resolutions of the First All-Ukrainian Peasants’ Congress 
“were confirmed by countless smaller province, county and volost 
peasant congresses” and became, especially the preamble, “a pri-
mer which every peasant knew by heart and to which he held 
fast.”12 

The June Conference of the UPSR. Immediately following the 
First Peasants’ Congress, the UPSR held a conference in Kyiv, June 
3–6 (16–19), 1917. The resolutions adopted indicate how far the 
party had moved to the left. The conference demanded “the initia-
tion of peace negotiations to end the war without annexations or 
reparations,” and pressed for the resignation of the Russian coali-
tion government on the ground that it was “incapable of conclud-
ing peace and introducing the necessary socio-economic reforms”; 
the party favored the formation of a government in Petrograd 
which would include “representatives of revolutionary democ-
racy.” The resolutions of the Ukrainian Peasants’ Congress on the 
land problem were also endorsed.13 

The First All-Ukrainian Workers’ Congress. Aside from the 
USDRP, the UPSR was the only party represented at the First All-
Ukrainian Workers’ Congress, held in Kyiv, July 11–14 (24–27), 
1917, but the party representatives walked out when the Social 
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Democrats rejected their demand for the abolition of private own-
ership of land.14 In all current problems the UPSR was more respon-
sive to the emotions of the masses than the USDRP. As day by day 
the Revolution became more radical, the UPSR moved further to 
the left. The absence of a firm policy based on a considered analysis 
of events was, on the one hand, a weakness of the UPSR, since the 
party was forced to rely on purely pragmatic measures; on the other 
hand, the absence of doctrinal strictures in a time of revolution 
saved the UPSR from the pitfalls of prejudice and error inherent in 
any rigidly formalized doctrine. 

B.  From the Second to the Third Congress  
of the UPSR 

1.  The Second Congress of the UPSR and its Turn to the Left 

The Second Congress of the UPSR convened in Kyiv, July 15–19 (28-
August 1), 1917, shortly after the July days in Petrograd. The reso-
lutions put forward by this well attended and stormy congress 
show a further trend to the left. The main points of the resolution 
on land reform, which in general agreed with the program of the 
Russian SR’s, were 1) the irrevocable abolition of the private own-
ership of land, which was not to be the object of purchase or barter; 
2) the granting of land to the peasants, for their use, subject to con-
trol of the village, volost, county, provincial, and national land com-
mittees elected by the toiling people by secret and direct ballot; 3) 
the allotment of land not in excess of the working capacity of a fam-
ily but sufficient to maintain it; 4) the transformation of large estates 
into model farms under the management of agricultural associa-
tions; 5) the allotment of state funds for the temporary support of 
those who incurred financial loss as a result of land reform; and 6) 
the right of the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly to make the final 
decision on land reform.15 

On political and national issues, too, the Second Congress of 
the UPSR went beyond the First Congress. “While standing on the 
principle of revolutionary socialism and subscribing to the interna-
tional class struggle of the toiling masses of all nations,” the party 
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now considered that “the common goals of humanity” could be 
achieved “only along national paths”; it “consciously defended] the 
national heritage of all nations.” Moreover, the national problem, it 
held, could be solved “only under a socialist regime.” The party 
supported everything which would 

foster the class consciousness and international solidarity of the masses, sat-
isfy the socialist principle of the equality of all nations before the International 
and guarantee the right of each nation to self-determination, that is, the widest 
political freedom—the complete sovereignty of nations. 
. . . the UPSR stands for the transformation of the present warring imperialist 
states into a federation of democratic republics, established on the basis of the 
national-territorial principle, with an international guarantee of the rights of 
minorities .... The limits of sovereignty of the federal union should be estab-
lished, through voluntary agreement among the sovereign nations forming 
the federation, in accordance with the interests of the masses of each nation 
concerned. 

And finally it was deemed imperative 

to demand the transformation of the Russian state into a federation of na-
tional-territorial republics with equal rights and with the guarantee of the 
rights of the national minorities within each republic. As for Ukraine, it should 
join this federation, along with other nations, as a democratic republic within 
its ethnic boundaries, regardless of its present state allegiance.16 

It is important to note that the UPSR regarded Ukraine as having 
equal rights with other nations and that the federation which 
Ukraine would join was conceived as a voluntary union, not neces-
sarily limited only to the other peoples of the former Russian Em-
pire. 

Despite the heated debates among the various factions within 
the party, at this early stage in the Revolution the resolutions of the 
Second Congress were approved “almost unanimously” and incor-
porated into the party program. According to Khrystyuk, the lead-
ing figure at the Second Congress, there were at that time three con-
tending groups within the party: the Moderates; the Confederalists, 
primarily from Right Bank Ukraine, advocates of independence; 
and the Internationalists, primarily from the Left Bank from the 
provinces of Poltava and Kharkiv, who, because they were “under 
the strong influence of the Russian SR’s and the Russian socialist 
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intelligentsia in general,” emphasized social and economic issues. 
It was from the Internationalists that the Borotbisty were to emerge. 
It should be noted that of the seventeen members elected to the 
Central Committee by the Second Congress, two were future Bo-
rotbisty—Mykhaylo Poloz and Panchenko.17 

Those were days of the rising tide of revolution in Ukraine, 
although conditions were not yet so stormy as in Russia. The large 
landed estates were still intact, and the factories undisturbed. But 
because of delay in executing the necessary reforms and because of 
the inability of the Rada to form a sound state apparatus within so 
short a time or to combat Bolshevik propaganda effectively, the 
Rada’s control over the country gradually weakened. In the words 
of the Left SD Mykhaylo S. Tkachenko, a prominent Ukrainian po-
litical figure of the day, “the splendid Ukrainian organization be-
gan to waver.’18 

2.  Influence of Bolshevik Ideas on the Ukrainian Revolution 
and on the UPSR 

The Second Session of the All-Ukrainian Council of Peasants’ Dep-
uties. Immediately following the unsuccessful Kornilov coup in 
Petrograd, the Second Session of the All-Ukrainian Council of Peas-
ants’ Deputies convened in Kyiv, September 2–5 (15–18), 1917 un-
der the auspices of the UPSR. A resolution addressed by the Coun-
cil to the Petrograd Provisional Government advised “all Russian 
democracy” that “the very elements hostile to the Ukrainian liber-
ation movement were to be found in the Kornilov circles” and that 
the latter’s “information” was influencing Petrograd in its Ukrain-
ian policy. The resolution further demanded Ukrainian autonomy 
by calling on Petrograd to recognize the General Secretariat of the 
Rada.19 A second resolution favored continued activity of the coun-
cils (soviets) of soldiers’, workers’ and peasants’ deputies through-
out Russia and Ukraine, since they had played such an important 
part in suppressing the Kornilov revolt. It recommended that the 
Provisional Government do everything in its power to bring the im-
mediate cessation of the war” and “the con-of peace among the bel-
ligerent nations.” At the same time the Second Session advocated 
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the strengthening of the peasant unions as “the only organizations 
capable of safeguarding the achievements of the Revolution against 
the evil designs of the bourgeoisie.’20 

In the economic field, “control over industry” was recom-
mended for the purpose of establishing price control over scarce 
commodities, banning the production of luxury goods and regulat-
ing “the distribution of essential goods— mainly through the coop-
eratives.” Factories “neglected by their owners” should be reo-
pened and food distribution transferred from the food committees, 
which had been formed at the beginning of the Revolution but 
which now contained “few democratic elements,” to the newly 
elected “democratic zemstvos.21 As for agricultural problems, the 
Rada was requested “to confirm the rights of the land committees 
and to authorize them to fix land wages and rents.” Toward this 
aim, the Second Session resolved to expel the Don Cossack, Cauca-
sian and other military detachments from Ukraine, “since they had 
been quartered in Ukraine on order of the counterrevolutionary 
generals to protect the interests of the landowners.’22 In addition, it 
was decided that “the transfer of large model estates to agricultural 
associations for collective farming may be carried out only with the 
approval of village communes and [only] when there are people 
willing to undertake collective farming.’’23 The idea of model farms 
had originally been proposed by specialists from the intelligentsia, 
but because of the attempted Kornilov coup the masses had become 
suspicious of all educated persons and their plans; hence the provi-
sional clause in the resolution on model farms. 

With regard to the coming elections to the All-Russian Con-
stituent Assembly, the Second Session advised the Peasant Union 
to “vote in a bloc with the UPSR and USDRP, but with the latter 
only if the SD’s recognized the land program of the Peasant Un-
ion.’24 

The Third All-Ukrainian Military Congress. At the time of the 
Bolshevik coup in Petrograd (October 25 [November 7]), the Third 
All-Ukrainian Military Congress was meeting in Kyiv, October 20–
29 (November 2–11), 1917.25 Although the majority (1,300) of its del-
egates were supporters of the UPSR, political parties at that time 
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were not so much in control of the masses as carried away by 
them.26 This was especially true of the young, inexperienced UPSR. 

Members of the French, Belgian and Rumanian military mis-
sions attended the Third Military Congress as guests. “In order to 
combat anarchy,” the Congress demanded that the Central Rada 
and the General Secretariat, “supported by the Ukrainian revolu-
tionary army, assume full power in the entire territory of Ukraine.” 
The Bolshevik demand that all power in Ukraine be transferred to 
the councils of workers’ and peasants’ deputies was opposed, since 
in Ukraine this would “mean the transfer of power to the hands of 
non-Ukrainian democracy.” Nonetheless, the Congress did not re-
gard the Russian Bolshevik coup in Petrograd as “anti-democratic”; 
on the contrary, it promised “to make every effort to prevent 
Ukrainian soldiers from fighting against the representatives of the 
interests of the toiling people.” But on the national problem the 
Congress did criticize the position of the Russian Bolsheviks; it ask-
ed that the Rada “immediately proclaim a Ukrainian Democratic 
Republic within the ethnic boundaries of Ukraine.”27 

In the military sphere, the Congress rejected the idea of a per-
manent Ukrainian army, but favored the creation of a people’s mi-
litia and the complete Ukrainization of the army and navy with the 
transfer, until demobilization, of Ukrainian sailors from the Baltic 
to the Black Sea. And in the realm of religion, the Congress pro-
posed the formation of “a free Orthodox Autocephalous Church, 
disestablished from the state…with a congregational constitution 
[sobornyi ustriy] and a liturgy in the Ukrainian language...”28 

Clearly, some of the points in the resolutions of both the Sec-
ond Session of the All-Ukrainian Council of Peasants’ Deputies and 
the Third Military Congress were borrowed from the Bolsheviks. 
Although the Bolsheviks did not control these congresses, their 
ideas and propaganda were slowly infiltrating the Ukrainian 
masses. 

The Third Session of the All-Ukrainian Council of Peasants’ 
Deputies. On November 7 (20), 1917 the Central Rada published its 
Third Universal (manifesto) proclaiming the Ukrainian People’s Re-
public, in federation with Russia. The General Secretariat added a 
supplementary explanation on land reform, while a circular from 
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Minister of Agriculture Martos promised that farms of up to 50 
desyatins would remain intact.29 It was with this decision in mind 
that the Russian Bolsheviks accused the Rada of protecting the in-
terests of wealthy peasants. 

In welcoming the Third Universal, the Third Session of the All-
Ukrainian Council of Peasants’ Deputies, which convened in Kyiv, 
November 18–23 (December 1–6), 1917 took into account the results 
of the elections (held November 12 [25], 1917) to the All-Russian 
Constituent Assembly. On the average, 70 per cent of those eligible 
had voted; in the province of Poltava from 90 to 95 per cent. To 
Lenin the election results clearly revealed that 

in November 1917 the majority of the votes in Ukraine went to the Ukrainian 
Socialist Revolutionaries and Social Democrats, who together polled 3,900,000 
votes as against 1,900,000 cast for the Russian SR’s. The total votes cast 
amounted to 7,600,000.30 

In favoring “a provisional, central federated government for Rus-
sia” consisting of all socialist parties—from the Bolsheviks on the 
left to the People’s Socialists on the right— the Third Session con-
demned the Bolshevik coup in Petrograd. At the same time it pro-
posed that the national governments should be represented in the 
central government at Petrograd and peace treaties concluded with 
the participation of delegates from the Ukrainian People’s Repub-
lic, but that Ukrainian soldiers in the Russian army should remain 
in uniform until the signing of such a treaty.31 

In response to the promise made by Martos to keep intact 
farms of up to 50 desyatins, the Third Session demanded that the 
Central Rada issue a decree abolishing the right of private owner-
ship of land. On the other hand, when the session expressed its op-
position to the holding of new elections to the Central Rada, as de-
manded by the Bolsheviks, the Ukrainian peasants showed in effect 
that they had not lost faith in the Rada; they regarded the Russian 
Bolshevik attacks upon it as a continuation of Kerensky’s centralist 
policy.32 In as much as the Bolshevik slogans advocating a soviet 
form of government for Ukraine were finding favor throughout 
Ukraine, Khrystyuk believed that the Bolsheviks would have been 
much more successful had they attempted “to form a strong 
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Ukrainian communist party in Ukraine,” one which would have in-
cluded “suitable elements” among Ukrainian revolutionaries. 

Such tactics would not have inflamed national passions; as a matter of course, 
they would have shifted the center of gravity from the national to the socio-
economic field, the class struggle, which would have been precisely in the in-
terests of a rapid development of the Revolution.33 

Similar ideas advanced by Ukrainian socialists who were prepared 
to give power to the Bolsheviks, but only if they were Ukrainians, 
will appear later. 

C.  From the Third Congress of the UPSR to the 
Liquidation of Ukrainian Revolutionary 
Democracy 

1.  The Third Congress of the UPSR and the Party’s 
movement toward the Soviet position 

It was against the background of these events that the Third Con-
gress of the UPSR convened in Kyiv, November 21–24 (December 
3–6), 1917 with 500 delegates attending, many from the front lines. 
The Congress adopted the following agenda: 

I) the current situation; 2) directives to the deputies elected to the All-Russian 
Constituent Assembly; 3) the Constituent Assembly of Ukraine; 4) the party 
and the Peasant Union; 5) additions and corrections to the party program and 
party statute.34 

As had the Third Session of the All-Ukrainian Council of Peasants’ 
Deputies, the Third Congress of the UPSR welcomed the Third Uni-
versal and favored the creation of a federation of democratic repub-
lics of the peoples of the former Russian Empire. However, the 
views of the Internationalist wing of the party are evident in the 
statement that “the national aspect of the revolution in some meas-
ure is beginning to imperil, further successful development of the 
social and economic class struggle. .;.; and is dictating a policy .of 
social conservatism” ‘which “might destroy” the support given to 
the Rada by the peasants and workers.’35 Khrystyuk, a participant 
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of the Congress, relates that the Internationalist wing, well repre-
sented, sharply disapproved of the Rada, accusing it of over-em-
phasizing the national struggle at the expense of social and eco-
nomic issues, thus endangering the political and national gains 
made by the Ukrainians. As a result, the Congress passed a special 
resolution outlining legislation which the UPSR would attempt to 
put through the Rada:  

1) abolition of the right of private ownership of land; 2) state 
and workers’ control over industry; 3) cultural autonomy for the 
national minorities in Ukraine; and 4) nationalization of some 
branches of industry, especially factories which had ceased opera-
tion.36 

In its attitude toward the form of the future Ukrainian govern-
ment, the Congress was ambivalent. While favoring an all-class 
parliament (the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly), it also supported 
a “central all-Ukrainian class organ” (an all-Ukrainian council of 
peasants’, workers’ and soldiers’ deputies). It seemed to envisage 
the coexistence of these two bodies, for the latter was to serve as the 
foundation for the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly. It was there-
fore demanded that the Rada form “territorial centers— councils of 
workers’, peasants’ and military deputies.” Toward this end, the 
Congress advocated the withdrawal of non-Ukrainian armed forces 
from Ukraine and their replacement by Ukrainians and the concen-
tration, in purely Ukrainian regiments, of all Ukrainians serving in 
the Russian army. It also called for the convention of an all-Ukrain-
ian council of soldiers’ deputies and for new elections to all the local 
peasant, soldier and worker councils.37 

The new Central Committee elected by the UPSR at its Third 
Congress included several members of the Internationalist wing, 
future Borotbisty—Mykhaylo Poloz, Panas Lyubchenko, Hnat 
Mykhaylychenko, the poet Vasy P M. Ellansky, Siverov-Odoyev-
sky, Oleksander Ya. Shumsky, Andriy Zalyvchy, and Levko Ko-
valiv. Shapoval, a member of the center, later recalled in emigration 
that the majority of the Central Committee 
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favored a socialist revolution in accordance with the resolutions of the Third 
Party Congress, while the minority favored a bourgeois revolution. The de-
bate over the future Ukrainian government clearly illustrated the fact that the 
UPSR was split into three main groups: a) the Left, in favor of a socialist rev-
olution in union with the Bolsheviks; b) the Center, in favor of an independent 
Ukrainian social revolution and negotiations with the Bolsheviks; and c) the 
Right, in favor of war against the Bolsheviks and a bourgeois-democratic rev-
olution. The leaders of the Left were Poloz, Mykhaylychenko, Ellansky, 
Shums’ky, Kovaliv, and others; of the Center—[Mykola] Shrah, [Ivan] Lyza-
nivsky, [yu] Okhrymovych, [Nykyfor L] Hryhoryiv, myself, and others; of the 
Right-[M.] Saltan, [Mykola] Chechel’, [Vsevolod] Holubovych, [O] Zhu-
kovs’kyi, [Oleksander] Sevryuk, and others, led in fact by the non-party man 
[Mykhaylo S.] Hrushevsky. 
The main struggle was between the Right on the one side and a combination 
of the Left and the Center on the other. The forces of all three groups were 
approximately equal, but the Left and the Center together formed a majority, 
which was in favor of. . . a peace treaty with Moscow.38 

This clear-cut division, however, was not so apparent at the time. 
The real difference was between the left (the Internationalists) and 
the non-left, yet even this division was not a fixed one, for often 
members of the right advanced very leftist suggestions. During the 
first cabinet meeting of the government headed by the SR Vsevolod 
Holubovych in mid-January 1918 (old style), the program of 
“power to the councils” was proposed, while a few weeks later the 
same government called the German army into Ukraine. This action 
not only compromised the party but also, more than anything else, 
showed the political immaturity of the party leadership.  

2. The Impact of the Russo-Ukrainian War 

The Third Congress of the UPSR had outlined a plan for the con-
vening-of an all-Ukrainian congress of councils of workers’, peas-
ants’ and soldiers’ deputies. Without waiting on the initiative of the 
Rada to convoke such a congress, the Ukrainian Bolsheviks called 
one on their own to meet in Kyiv, December 4–6 (17–19), 1917. Alt-
hough this congress was attended by 2,500 delegates, only about 
sixty of them were Bolsheviks. It was precisely at this moment that 
the Bolshevik government in Petrograd issued its ultimatum to the 
Rada, in effect a declaration of war on Ukraine.39 This move at once 
changed the atmosphere of the Congress, giving it a national em-
phasis. “No [other] Ukrainian congress was so enraged against the 
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Bolsheviks,” writes Khrystyuk, an eyewitness, “as this one, which 
was convened on Bolshevik initiative.” Even the Ukrainian Bolshe-
viks were taken aback by the Petrograd ultimatum. Consequently 
one of their leaders, Vasyl M. Shakhray, attempted to explain the 
ultimatum as “a misunderstanding,” assuring the Congress that the 
Ukrainian Bolsheviks, who “had just as much right to call them-
selves Ukrainians as the representatives of other parties,” would do 
their utmost to bring about a peaceful settlement.40 But his assur-
ances were of no avail. 

In “appealing to the peoples of Russia to prevent the possibil-
ity of a new, shameful war,” the First All-Ukrainian Congress of 
Councils declared that “while the Council of People’s Commissars 
is negotiating peace with General Hindenburg, it has presented the 
democracy of all the peoples of Ukraine with an ultimatum and 
threatens war.” Just as had the Third Session of the All-Ukrainian 
Council of Peasants’ Deputies two weeks previously, the First All-
Ukrainian Congress of Councils disapproved of the Bolshevik coup 
and demanded that all socialist parties be included in the new Pet-
rograd government.41 

Here two attitudes manifested themselves—the romantic rev-
olutionary and the Bolshevik realist. To the romantics the Bolshevik 
negotiations with Hindenburg and simultaneous war against 
Ukraine seemed paradoxical, a betrayal of the Revolution. But the 
Russian Bolsheviks, being weaker than the German army, regarded 
the negotiations as a necessity; yet they also viewed the war against 
the young and weak Ukrainian republic as a necessity, because the 
Congress of Councils repudiated them. It was almost a certainty 
that the elections to the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly, set for 
December 27 (January 9), would lead to the rejection of any collab-
oration with the Bolsheviks. Furthermore, it would have been more 
difficult for the Bolsheviks to combat a Ukrainian Constituent As-
sembly than to fight the Rada, which still bore the stamp of revolu-
tionary improvisation. The Bolsheviks had no reason to believe that 
a compromise with the Rada was possible; the latter had already 
exhibited open hostility toward the Bolshevik regime on several oc-
casions. 
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It is true that the Russian Bolsheviks momentarily hesitated, 
calculating whether another policy toward Ukraine might be more 
advantageous. They were about to return the Ukrainian national 
treasures, preserved in Russian museums, and even to transport 
Ukrainian military units to Ukraine from Russia.42 

But the Bolsheviks insisted that the Rada recognize the su-
premacy of their Council of People’s Commissars, predicating their 
demand on the Rada’s Third Universal, which, as has been seen, for-
mally acknowledged the federation of the Ukrainian People’s Re-
public and Russia. In the final analysis however, the war was initi-
ated because the Bolsheviks and the Rada could not find a common 
meeting ground. Moreover, the Bolsheviks also hoped to attract 
sympathizers from among the Ukrainian people, who were not sol-
idly united behind the Rada. Here they met with some success, alt-
hough the Bolshevik occupation of Ukraine under Mikhail Mura-
vyov, the Red general, made them extremely unpopular with the 
masses. 

The peculiar relationship between the Ukrainian Rada and the 
Bolshevik Council of People’s Commissars now divided the 
Ukrainians into two camps. One camp was inclined to seek under-
standing with the Bolsheviks at any price, while the other placed its 
hopes in the military support of the Entente or the Central Powers. 
Faced with the fact that the First Congress of Councils in Kyiv had 
turned against them, the Bolsheviks, plus some of the members of 
the Kyiv City Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, with-
drew to Kharkiv, where on December 14 (27), together with the 
Congress of Soviets of the Donets and Krivoi Rog Regions, they 
formed a rival congress which elected a central committee and de-
clared the Rada dissolved.43 It is this congress which has gone down 
in Soviet history as the First All-Ukrainian Congress of Soviets of 
Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. 

The first Russo-Ukrainian war led to a major crisis within the 
ranks of Ukrainian revolutionaries; it brought about an internal 
transformation of the UPSR and accelerated the growth of that 
party’s Internationalist wing. It also demonstrated the weakness of 
Vynnychenko’s government. On January 9 (22), 1918 the Rada is-
sued its Fourth Universal, proclaiming the complete independence 
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of the Ukrainian People’s Republic.44 Under pressure from the 
UPSR, the Rada included in the proclamation a clause concerning 
the socialization of land and industry and the state control of banks. 
Nevertheless the Ukrainian SR’s demanded Vynnychenko’s resig-
nation. The left wing of the Central Committee of the UPSR, in con-
tact with the Russian Left SR’s (who had entered a coalition with 
the Bolsheviks), demanded the creation of an SR government in 
Ukraine and an immediate truce with the Russian Bolsheviks. The 
more moderate members of the UPSR, on the other hand, advo-
cated a coalition with the left wing of the USDRP. However, events 
moved faster than political plans. The Bolsheviks advanced into 
Ukraine, the government of Vynnychenko resigned and the UPSR 
was asked to form a new government. But the party was being torn 
asunder by two warring factions. 

3. Failure of a Left SR Coup and of a Right SR Government 

Shapoval has observed that the left wing of the UPSR considered 
the war with Soviet Russia “simply a mistake and a misunderstand-
ing”; from their point of view the Rada had moved too far to the 
right, and at the same time they “found it difficult to reach an agree-
ment with the more moderate sections of the party.” In fact the Cen-
tral Committee, despite several days of meetings, failed to agree ei-
ther on a platform or on a cabinet. During this period of indecision 
the left wing “even considered... a political coup to overthrow the 
Rada and proclaim a soviet government in Ukraine... .” Due to their 
hesitation, however, most of their leaders—Poloz, Mykhayly-
chenko, Siverov-Odoyevs’ky, and Shumsky—”were arrested on or-
ders of the Social Democrat Kovenko, the city commandant in 
Kyiv.” They were released soon afterwards, and, “in the end, the 
Socialist Revolutionary Vsevolod Holubovych was entrusted with 
the formation of a new government.”45  

Vynnychenko’s version of this basic conflict within the UPSR 
has a slightly different emphasis. “Among the very members of the 
Central Rada and the General Secretariat were men who recognized 
the hopelessness of the struggle for the type of government we 
wanted,” yet who realized that a defeat “by force of arms” “would 
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jeopardize the gains of the national revival,” for in that event the 
government “would pass into the hands of non-Ukrainian nation-
als.” Therefore they were prepared to see new elections to the Rada; 
they would “accept the slogan ‘all power to the Soviets’ and were 
even ready for a coup,.,. . if only it were brought about by Ukrainian 
forces.” Both Vynnychenko and Shapoval agree that the group 
which planned the coup, through their contacts with Russian Left 
SR’s, “reached an understanding with the Council of People’s Com-
missars on the establishment of a Ukrainian soviet government. ...” 
It was evident, adds Vynnychenko, that “they would also have 
come to an agreement with the Kharkiv People’s Secretariat,” that 
is, a Bolshevik group, “in order to ensure a national character to a 
soviet government. ...”46 

It is clear from these events that the antagonisms within 
Ukrainian political life at that time were not so deeply ingrained as 
those within Russia. This was due in part to the fact that there were 
relatively few Ukrainian bourgeois capitalists or large landowners, 
and in part to the fact that all Ukrainian parties were united in the 
desire to preserve the national gains of the Revolution. The conces-
sions which some of the Ukrainian parties were prepared to grant 
their rivals in order to conserve national sovereignty are character-
istic of the whole Ukrainian revolution. 

Khrystyuk once said that the UPSR was more revolutionary 
than the USDRP, but this was true only while the Revolution was 
in full swing; as soon as the peak was passed, the UPSR as a whole 
moved to the right of the USDRP. The best illustration of this right-
ward tendency was provided by the policy of Holubovych’s gov-
ernment in treating with the Central Powers.47 

The failure of Holubovych’s government to halt the advance 
of the Bolsheviks into Ukraine can be explained by 1) the inade-
quacy of the Rada’s reforms, 2) its feeble administrative structure 
and the absence of a standing army, 3) the Russification of the 
Ukrainian towns, 4) the greater military potential of the Russians, 
5) the unemployment and famine in Russia which prompted an at-
tack on the rich Ukraine, 6) the presence in Ukraine of Russian 
armed forces which had been fighting on the German front and 
which were therefore at the rear of Ukrainian units fighting against 
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the Bolsheviks, and 7) the absence of natural geographical bounda-
ries between Ukraine and Russia. In addition to these factors, the 
Central Powers virtually placed Ukraine in the position of an occu-
pied country, preferring rather to aid Ukraine through the employ-
ment of their own troops than to release the Ukrainian units of the 
Austrian army or the Ukrainian prisoners-of-war in Germany.48 

Despite Bolshevik attempts to foment civil war in Ukraine on 
a class basis, the war remained largely a national one—Ukraine ver-
sus Russia. It was no accident that the Bolshevik troops entering 
Kyiv were greeted not by a Ukrainian but by a Russian Right SR, 
Ryabtsev, or that tsarist gendarmes lay slain side by side with Red 
Guards in the Prague Hotel, which had passed from Red to Ukrain-
ian hands during the street fighting. The Bolshevik army, led by 
Muravyov executed several prominent Ukrainians, including even 
the Left SR’s (Zaslavskiy, for example) who had negotiated with the 
Council of People’s Commissars. 

Chiefly because of the national character of the war, a faction 
of the Ukrainian Bolsheviks formed an opposition against their 
leaders. In December this faction published a leaflet in Kyiv entitled 
“Concerning Social Democracy in Ukraine,” in which they accused 
the Ukrainian Social Democrats and Socialist Revolutionaries of 
having formed a pact with the bourgeoisie. They declared that the 
Bolshevik party was alien to Ukraine and therefore, to defend the 
proletariat, advocated the formation of a new party.49 Later, after 
Muravyov went over to the Whites, these Bolsheviks attempted to 
dissociate themselves from the behavior of the Red troops in 
Ukraine. 

The first campaign of the war between Russia and Ukraine 
was one of the factors leading to the German occupation of Ukraine 
in the spring of 1918. On April 28, the German army dissolved the 
Rada and on the following day instituted a government under Het-
man Pavlo Skoropads’kyi. Revolutionary democratic government 
in Ukraine had come to an end. 
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4 The Borotbisty Under the Hetmanate 

Ukrainian political life during the Hetmanate was in part con-
ducted underground; this was especially true of the UPSR and of 
all peasant organizations. ‘Revolution had brought radical changes 
in the agrarian life of the country—the abolition of private owner-
ship of land and the partition, in some measure, of the large landed 
estates. By dissolving all land committees and restoring the right of 
ownership and sale of land, the Skoropadsky regime re-established 
prerevolutionary conditions. 

A.  Worker and Peasant Opposition  
to the Hetman Coup 

1.  The Second All-Ukrainian Peasants’ Congress 

The proclamation of April 29, 1918 by the Hetmanate was coolly 
received by the masses and by practically all Ukrainian political 
parties. Opposition was registered at the Second All-Ukrainian 
Peasants’ Congress, which convened illegally in the Holosiiv Forest 
near Kyiv, May 8–10.1 Despite the arrest of many delegates en route 
to the Congress, more than twelve thousand delegates from virtu-
ally all villages in Ukraine gathered at the Congress, in which the 
Ukrainian SR’s played a prominent role. The Congress resolved 1) 
not to recognize the Hetman regime, 2) to demand the restoration 
of the Ukrainian People’s Republic, 3) to appeal to the German peo-
ple and their government to support the Ukrainian claims, 4) to de-
mand the convocation of the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly, 5) to 
form local armed groups which would, upon instructions from the 
center, start an uprising, and 6) to appeal to the workers and dem-
ocratic organizations in Ukraine to unite with the peasants in sup-
port of the aims of the Revolution. 

The proclamation to the Ukrainian peasantry, which the Con-
gress distributed illegally in hundreds of thousands of copies, read: 

Brother peasants! Land and freedom are in peril! A black cloud has spread 
over our land and would. . .keep the peasants in poverty and ignorance. 
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Let us all rise up against counterrevolution! We will die, but we will not 
surrender our land and freedom! 

2.  The Second All-Ukrainian Workers’ Congress 

The second All-Ukrainian Workers’ Congress convened, also ille-
gally, in Kyiv, May 13–14.2 The majority of the delegates were rep-
resentatives of Russian and Jewish workers. The Congress adopted 
a series of resolutions which advocated 1) the restoration of the 
Ukrainian People’s Republic, 2) the creation of a Ukrainian Constit-
uent Assembly, 3) the transfer of the land to the people, without 
compensation to owners, 4) the institution of an eight-hour work-
ing day and workers’ control over production, 5) the guarantee of 
all liberties proclaimed by the Third and Fourth Universals, and 6) 
the equality of all nationalities in Ukraine. The Congress declared 
that the Hetmanate was “the beginning of a struggle by the world 
bourgeoisie against the revolutionary aspirations of the working 
masses of the whole world. Suppression of revolution in Ukraine 
will be followed by suppression of revolution in Russia.” The pro-
posal of the Bolshevik delegates to call on the workers to fight for 
the establishment of a Soviet Ukraine, however, was rejected by the 
Congress. 

Robitnycha hazeta [Workers’ Gazette], the USDRP’s organ in 
Kyiv, heralded the Congress as “the first united demonstration of 
the proletariat of Ukraine which refused to orient itself toward 
Moscow and Petrograd and declared itself ... in favor of the Ukrain-
ian [People’s] Republic.’3 The question arises: Why did the Russian 
Mensheviks and Jewish Bundists at the Congress vote for an inde-
pendent Ukraine? The Russian Cadets (Constitutional Democrats) 
and other rightist parties which supported the Hetmanate spoke 
openly, at their own party congresses, of the temporary nature of 
Ukrainian statehood. The answer lies in the fact that an independ-
ent Ukraine had by this time become an integral part of the Revo-
lution. The Second Workers’ Congress certainly would not have 
supported this idea, had it not felt compelled to recognize the de-
mand for the existence of a Ukrainian state. 
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B.  The Fourth Congress of the UPSR and the Split 

1.  The Fourth Congress 

The Fourth Congress of the UPSR, the last congress of the still 
united Ukrainian SR’s, convened illegally in the vicinity of Kyiv, 
May 13–16.4 Because many of the party’s leaders were under arrest 
or in hiding, only thirty-four or thirty-five delegates were able to 
assemble. The agenda for the Congress included 1) reports from the 
party group in the Central Rada and from the party Central Com-
mittee, 2) the current situation and 3) party tactics. According to 
Shapoval, a participant in the debates of the first two days, there 
were three openly hostile groups at the Congress: 

During the first two days, there were reports, debates and resolutions. The 
discussion of the question of whether the Rada could be regarded as an organ 
of revolution was especially heated. The Left was already disposed to follow 
the Bolshevik line; it repudiated the Rada and proposed a resolution which 
condemned it in the strongest terms. However, the majority voted for the res-
olution of the Center. The Right supported the Center. The resolution criti-
cized the Rada but did not reject it. The [new] Central Committee was elected 
on the third day. Because some of the delegates of the Right and the Center 
were absent and because some of the members of the Center were included in 
the list of the Left, a paradox occurred: the list presented by the Left received 
a majority by one or two votes. Thus the Central Committee fell into the hands 
of the latter! . . . Asked whether the Central Committee would follow the di-
rective[s] indicated in the resolutions, the new men of the Central Committee 
gleefully replied that they would not. That response prompted the Center to 
declare that they were creating a separate faction of their own within the 
UPSR. The split was a fait accompli .... Thus the largest revolutionary party of 
Ukraine was destroyed only a year after its Constituent Assembly.5 

The differentiation which Shapoval made between a center und a 
right wing was not manifest, according to Khrystyuk, until after the 
Congress. Khrystyuk, the major source for the Congress, speaks 
only of a division into a left and a right wing, each of which was 
almost equally represented. The representatives of die right wing 
insisted that the breathing space offered by the Hetmanate should 
be used “to organize the masses and raise their cultural level and 
their class and national consciousness.’’ Motivated by a desire to 
preserve the Ukrainian state as one of the greatest gains of the Rev-
olution, they favored participation in a future parliament (State 
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Council), if one were to be convened by the Hetman, and believed 
that the UPSR should collaborate with the USDRP and UPSF “for 
the purpose of placing the government in Ukrainian hands.” 

The left wing delegates, on the other hand, regarding the Rev-
olution as incomplete, stressed the importance of its social and eco-
nomic aspects. They protested the “national, state-minded and evo-
lutionary” policy of the party’s right wing and “the undermining” 
of the class struggle by the non-political and cultural work of the 
party heads. To prepare the peasants and workers for an uprising 
against the Hetman regime, they called for a party underground 
organization. 

The following excerpts from speeches delivered by members 
of the left wing anticipate the split that was to rend the party fol-
lowing the Congress. (To protect their identity the speakers were 
referred to by numbers.) 

Comrade 6. The present state of affairs is the result of the policy of the Central 
Committee and the government. The Hetmanate is a further outgrowth of that 
policy. In following the road of unity with counterrevolutionaries in the Rada, 
the UPSR has brought about the downfall of the government of the moderate 
parties. It is with this in mind that we must judge the present situation. Two 
irreconcilable wings have developed within the UPSR. . . . The first was pro-
German; the second, if it had had the troops, would have fought the first. To 
criticize the government was not enough; it should have been destroyed by 
armed force. The government was supported by all but its own people. The 
name “Socialist Revolutionary” was adopted by persons other than Socialist 
Revolutionaries. When comrades say that we must establish a democratic 
bourgeois republic, this clearly characterizes that wing. We must separate. In 
matters of tactics, perhaps we will agree with the right wing, but our presup-
positions and our psychology are different. ... It is clear that one or the other 
must leave the party. 
Comrade 17. The principal reason for the bankruptcy and weakness of the 
party lies in the fact that it is not socialistic. Those who stood for merely a 
national revolution have joined it. Under the banner of the party they joined 
the [Rada] government to establish Realpolitik. Those who summoned the 
Germans were little interested in the revolution. They stifled our revolution 
and have delayed its outbreak in Germany. They wanted to save the state at 
any price. Social issues were of secondary importance. Now they are ready 
immediately to abandon the [demand for] socialization of the land. We are 
now divided into two groups—the Internationalists and the Statists. We are 
not against the German people; we are simply against the policy of the present 
government. 
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Comrade 18. We have two trends in our party—the revolutionary and the 
evolutionary. The latter is revolutionary [only] in the nationalist sense. This is 
evident from its work both in the government and in the Rada. All this ob-
scures the class struggle. In those organizations which remain legal we should 
work legally. But at the same time we should also develop revolutionary ac-
tivity. Our principal work will be done underground. 

Because of the division of the Congress into left and right, each 
wing offered a resolution “on the present situation, tactics and ap-
praisal of the past activity of the party.” The resolution proposed 
by the right wing stressed the following points: 

1. In the past revolutionary year [some of the demands] of the party…have 
been realized... The party has found strong support in the revolutionary en-
thusiasm of the masses...Yet the fact that the party relied mainly on revolu-
tionary enthusiasm was also its weakness; for when the revolutionary enthu-
siasm of the masses began to subside, it became-clear that the party lacked 
other, more stable foundations which would enable it to remain the leader of 
the masses and at the same time check the triumphant course of reaction and 
moderate the ebbing of the revolutionary wave. 
2. The [Hetman] coup of April 29 does not reflect the configuration of the [so-
cial] forces in the country. From the point of view of social evolution it is ab-
normal. Power has been usurped by elements which have no support in the 
country. Therefore, one of the current tasks of party tactics is the fight...for the 
democratization of political and social life in Ukraine. . . . 
3 The period of political stagnation should be utilized to strengthen the 
party so that at the earliest reappearance of the revolutionary wave the party 
will emerge better prepared and stronger. 
These tactics should apply equally to national and social policy, since the turn 
of events in Ukraine represents a threat to both the national and the social 
gains of the Ukrainian Revolution. 

The resolution proposed by the left wing, the future Borotbisty, was 
the first document in which they clearly formulated their position. 

1 The Fourth Congress of the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries 
takes cognizance of the fact that since the last (Third) Party Congress the Cen-
tral Committee, the parliamentary representatives and the party members 
who participated in the [Rada] government have deviated from the path 
which was clearly defined by the ideological program, the tactical postulates 
of the party and the very foundations of international socialism. As a result, 
the party has become ideologically bankrupt and has abetted counterrevolu-
tion in Ukraine. Having lost popularity among the masses, the party has com-
pletely discredited its name .... 
2 Recognizing that the toiling peasants and workers of Ukraine, deprived of 
their gains, should continue to marshal their forces for the final victory over 
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reaction and hoping that the revolutionary movement in Ukraine, as an orga-
nized force, will become an integral part of the world revolutionary move-
ment, the Congress recommends: 

a. initiating a wide campaign among the masses in order to prevent 
spontaneous outbreaks by the people, which weaken the revolutionary 
forces of democracy; 
b. granting priority to an active organized struggle in the tradition of 
Socialist Revolutionaries; 
c. dissociating the party clearly from all socialist and non-socialist polit-
ical trends in Ukraine which by following a conciliatory policy, obscure 
the tasks of class struggle; 
d. striving unswervingly for the consolidation of all revolutionary so-
cialist forces in order to achieve the final victory of socialism through 
class struggle. 

The resolution offered by the right wing received a slight majority. 
The draft resolution on the land question advocated abandon-

ment of the policy of socialization and proposed, instead, that land 
be granted to the peasants “for their lifetime and their posterity,’“ 
but without right of sale. However, this resolution, together with 
the resolution on the past record of the Central Committee and the 
party’s representatives in the Rada, failed to receive the necessary 
majority. 

Khrystyuk believes that the victory of the left wing in the elec-
tions of the new Central Committee can be explained by the fluid 
composition of the Congress, a fact which was in turn the result of 
its conspiratorial nature. The members of the new Central Commit-
tee, according to Khrystyuk, consisted almost exclusively of leaders 
of the left wing—Levko Kovaliv, Andriy Zalyvchy, Hnat 
Mykhaylychenko, Arkadiy Prykhodko, Vyacheslav Lashkevych, 
and K. Korzh, a candidate. Mykola Shrah and the candidate Mykola 
Chechel were members of the right wing.6 

Several weeks after the Congress, the Central Committee an-
nounced the dissolution of the UPSR, ignoring the resolutions 
which had just been approved. From then on the party existed only 
illegally. The party newspaper Borotba [Struggle], previously a 
daily, became an underground weekly. The members of the left 
wing of the UPSR eventually became known, therefore, as ‘‘Bo-
rotbisty,” that is, supporters of Borotba. In the new party registra-
tion the Central Committee accepted members only from the left 
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wing. It is true that a new registration was long overdue. In 1917 
membership in the UPSR had numbered more than a million, but 
this was largely a paper membership; the majority had registered 
collectively, during mass political meetings. To have left the party 
in such a state of unchecked and uncontrolled mass membership 
during the Hetmanate would have exposed it to dangerous provo-
cation. 

2. Aftermath of the Congress 

Opposition of the Non-Left. The opposition to the left-controlled 
Central Committee announced the formation of a “Provisional Or-
ganizational Committee of the Central Faction,’? which included 
Shrah (who withdrew from the new Central Committee), Chechel’, 
Saltan, Ivan Lyzanivskyi, Volodymyr Zaliznyak, Holubovych, and 
Okhrymovych. The Central Faction addressed the following decla-
ration to all party members: 

.... As is well known, there has existed in the party for some time a wing which 
has called itself “Internationalist” or simply “Left Bank men.” This was a 
small group which had its strongholds chiefly in some towns in Poltava and 
Kharkiv Provinces. The ideology of this group differed and differs in many 
respects from the basic ideology of the party. This was particularly evident 
with respect to the idea of [creating] a state. While the majority of the party 
believes that the national liberation of the Ukrainian people, through the cre-
ation of an independent Ukrainian state, is a necessary prerequisite for the 
success of their struggle for social and political liberation, the afore-mentioned 
group has underestimated the problem of the national state, regarding the 
idea of Ukrainian (but not Russian) statehood more or less as both factions of 
the Russian Socialist Revolutionaries have regarded and still do regard it. This 
was the first fundamental difference. 
Another point of difference lay in the understanding of the methods of class 
and mass struggle. While in the opinion of the majority of the party the best 
method was the political and professional organization and education of the 
masses and an organized struggle over a longer period of time, regardless of 
whether the revolution was advancing or receding, the afore-mentioned 
group paid little attention to work among the masses and....emphasized in-
surrectional tactics exclusively. By way of analogy it might be said that the 
majority of the party approximated the position of European socialism, while 
the above-mentioned group was close to the position of Russian Bolshevism... 
In this connection, the group showed great reluctance to accept any minimum 
program, while the elements which today compose the Central Faction of the 
UPSR have always defended the view that the party program must be realized 
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by both revolutionary struggle and evolutionary activity; therefore, a mini-
mum program and its gradual realization cannot be regarded as incompatible. 
These were and still are our main differences. 

The declaration went on to announce that, because it had been im-
possible to overcome these differences at the Fourth Congress, the 
party had split into two equal factions. The newly elected Central 
Committee had placed the party in an extremely difficult position; 
hence the need arose to create a center composed of all who did not 
share the former’s views. The declaration further asserted that it 
was “necessary once for all to clarify the problem as to whether our 
party should, in the class struggle, adopt the methods of European 
socialism or follow the road of Russian anarchic insurrectionism.” 
It closed with an expression of confidence that the majority of the 
party would join the Central Faction and that at the next party con-
gress this action would be confirmed.7 

The left-controlled Central Committee responded to this dec-
laration by resolving “1) to consider the creation of a ‘Central Fac-
tion’ as inadmissible, and 2) to forbid party members from partici-
pating in its formation”....The tone of the resolution was that of a 
different party.8 

Whether or not final victory would lie with the left wing or 
with the Central Faction hinged on the political situation of the mo-
ment. The course of events indicated a definite tendency toward the 
left, toward agrarian revolution which had been interrupted by the 
Hetman regime. The Hetmen regime itself provoked a leftward re-
action which threatened to unleash civil war. The growing wave of 
peasant discontent favored “anarchic insurrectionism,” not “Euro-
pean socialism.” It is not surprising, therefore, that not long after 
the split in the UPSR the Borotbisty acquired a large following, 
while the right wing of the old UPSR narrowed to a small circle of 
government elite.”9 Even during the Fourth Congress the Bo-
rotbisty showed greater vitality than the right wing. While the Con-
gress was compelled to move from one place to another, the Bo-
rotbisty attended its sessions more regularly and were a more dis-
ciplined force than the right wing, and hence were successful at the 
critical moment, the election of the new Central Committee. They 
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controlled the party apparatus at the Congress, for illegality and 
underground work were their forte. 

According to Shapoval, at the time of the party split the lead-
ers of the right wing were Mykola Kovalevs’ky, Holubovych, Sal-
tan, and Sevryuk; those of the center included Shapoval himself, 
Nykyfor Hryhory, Lyzanivsky, and Shrah.e The right wing had 
been dominant during the period of the Central Rada. The center, 
despite the efforts of Shapoval and Hryhoryiv during the period of 
the Directoryf, was never successful in playing a leading role, per-
haps because Shapoval himself, like so many SR’s, emigrated to the 
West very early.10 

The split of Ukrainian society into legal and illegal camps. 
On May 24, four moderate Ukrainian parties, including even the 
Ukrainian Democratic Agrarian Party which had actively sup-
ported the Hetman coup, sent a joint statement to the Hetman gov-
ernment protesting its “anti-Ukrainian and antidemocratic poli-
cies.” The regime was therefore forced to rely entirely on the sup-
port of the right Russian parties, the Cadets and Monarchists, which 
in Ukraine represented the Russified upper stratum of society. 
Hence the course of the regime was set to the right, despite the fact 
that the German authorities declared that the government should 
include representatives of the Ukrainian socialists and should fol-
low a leftist policy.11 

The Hetman government and administration included many 
former tsarist officials, from ministers at the top to members of the 
village police at the bottom. They offered their services as “special-
ists,” only too happy to leave insecure Petrograd for hospitable 
Kyiv. The policy of the new “Ukrainian State” (the official title 
which superseded that of “Ukrainian People’s Republic”) aimed at 
the destruction of the revolutionary gains. A strict censorship of the 
press was imposed, public meetings were restricted, strikes were 
banned, and the eight-hour day was abolished. A compulsory work 
program was introduced for urgent agricultural projects, which in 

                                                 
e  Cf. p. 135–136 
f  See Chapter 5 
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practice meant that the peasants were forced to work on landed es-
tates for wages established by special governmental commissions. 
State-fixed prices for grain also hurt the peasants. The German oc-
cupation army despoiled the country of its agricultural produce 
and raw materials. The peasants were compelled to restore to the 
landed estates everything which they had seized during the Revo-
lution. To help the landowners collect the fines imposed against 
peasants who could not meet this demand, the Hetman govern-
ment formed punitive detachments which terrorized villages and 
frequently executed peasants. According to records of the German 
general staff, by the end of the summer more than 20,000 German 
soldiers had been lost in combating peasant uprisings.12 

These drastic measures only accelerated the polarization of 
Ukrainian political life. Vynnychenko offers the following charac-
terization of the period: 

The Ukrainians were divided into two major camps—the legal and the illegal. 
The legal camp comprised all parties which had formerly been in the Central 
Rada—the SD’s, SR’s, SF’s, Independents, and other groups...The illegal camp 
included left Ukrainian SD’s (Independents) and left Ukrainian SR’s, who had 
broken away from their legal parties. They sharply criticized those SR’s and 
SD’s who had negotiated with the Germans, the Hetman government and the 
Russian bourgeoisie. .. . 
Unfortunately, the left camp was too weak to marshal Ukrainian democracy.... 
The chief Ukrainian political leaders remained in the legal camp. In spite 
of….the criticism levelled at them by their leftist comrades, they attempted to 
save whatever they could.13 

The illegal camp held that real national sovereignty for Ukraine 
could be achieved only through social revolution. In their view, 
Ukraine could never become a bourgeois state, because it lacked 
Ukrainian landowners and industrial capitalists. They accused the 
legal parties of siding with the Russian bourgeoisie, since they sup-
ported the latter’s protégé the Hetman. 

The legal camp stood for the preservation of the Ukrainian 
state at any price. Later the parties within this camp were to justify 
their revolt against the Hetmanate by the fact that the 1 latter pro-
claimed a federation of Ukraine with Russia (November 14, 1918), 
thus betraying the idea of Ukrainian independence. They regarded 
the collaboration of the Borotbisty with the Russian Bolsheviks, Left 



 BOROT’BISM 153 

 

SR’s and Anarchists its national treason. In an attempt to Ukrainize 
the Hetman government and to control it from within, the legal 
Ukrainian opposition parties formed the Ukrainian National Union 
(Ukrainsky Natsionalnyi Soyuz), headed by Vynnychenko. It was 
charged with the defense of Ukrainian independence, both at home 
and abroad, and the establishment of a parliamentary system of re-
sponsible government.14 It is noteworthy that such an opposition 
body existed only in Kyiv. The German occupation army and the 
Hetman regime precluded a wide activity on the part of the Na-
tional Union. In the provincial cities, especially where German 
troops were garrisoned, no such organizations were possible. On 
the other hand the revolutionary mood of the oppressed peasantry 
tended to favor illegal parties, especially the Borotbisty who, ac-
cording to Khrystyuk, possessed the most effective political organ-
ization of the day. 

C.  The Program of the Borotbisty 

1.  The Platform of the New Central Committee 

One document from this period shows the Borotbisty to be, ideo-
logically, a completely new political group: the “Platform, of the 
Central Committee of the UPSR.” Before presenting the main fea-
tures of this Platform, it will be useful to define some of the termi-
nology current at that time. The term “democracy” in the vocabu-
lary of the UPSR was used in the social and economic, not the po-
litical and constitutional, sense. The “democratic” forces were the 
peasants and workers; only those movements were “democratic” 
which recognized the interests of the toiling masses. In Borotbist 
documents the term “statehood” was largely a negative concept, 
acquired under the influence of the Russian Left SR’s, the Anar-
chists and perhaps, too, Drahomanov. However, it is important to 
emphasize that, although “artificial state boundaries,” “independ-
ence as the ultimate goal” and efforts “to create national states (in-
evitably connected with imperialist tendencies)” were condemned 
in Borotbist publications, “the right of Ukraine to equal partnership 
among states” was taken for granted. 
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The Platform, having acknowledged the temporary triumph 
of counterrevolution in Ukraine, went on to analyze the reasons for 
this development. These were found to be 1) the absence of strong 
mass organizations in Kyiv and throughout the country; 2) the one-
sided, nationalist policy of the Rada, which had delayed social re-
form and aroused suspicion among the peasants, thus adding fuel 
to Bolshevik propaganda; 3) the destructive Bolshevik war against 
Ukraine, which had demoralized the toiling masses, paved the way 
for separatist and nationalist tendencies and for collaboration with 
the Germans, and brought an end to revolutionary organizations in 
Ukraine; 4) the influence of the “international bourgeoisie,” in par-
ticular the German bourgeoisie, on the Hetman government; 5) the 
“infamous” alliance of the Hetman regime with German militarism 
which “was compromising the very idea of the Ukrainian liberation 
movement and the Ukrainian socialist parlies”; and 6) the lack of 
support from international revolunonary socialist forces and the 
Second International. 

“International’ reaction,” the Platform declared, “in taking ad-
vantage of the military unpreparedness of the [Ukrainian] Republic 
and the weakness of its democratic organizations, has openly aided 
the bourgeoisie in their struggle against land and other reforms.” 
This reaction, it was stated, aimed 1) to transform Ukraine into a 
colony, 2) to abrogate those rights secured by the Treaty of Brest-
Litovsk, 3) to transform the independent Ukrainian government 
into a dependency subservient to Berlin, and 4) to prevent revolu-
tion in Germany. The Platform expressed faith in “the inevitable 
revolutionary solution to chaos in the world by international de-
mocracy.”  

the success of the struggle which the toiling masses are waging . . . for their 
political, national and socio-economic liberation will be possible only if the 
struggle is supported by the politically mature democratic organizations in 
Ukraine and is conducted in close contact with the democracies of other coun-
tries to which Ukraine has been bound by the course of historical events. 

It is noteworthy that this Borotbist pronouncement contains no re-
grets over the separation of Ukraine from Russia and makes no di-
rect reference to Russian revolutionary movements. The Platform 
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expressly stated that, “in coordinating its work with international 
revolutionary democracy,” the Central Committee would “main-
tain the closest of ties with the socialist parties of Germany, Austria-
Hungary, Great Russia [sic], Poland, and other neighboring coun-
tries, and [would] inflexibly pursue class tactics.” 

The Hetman regime was severely censured, yet at the same 
time the Platform warned against premature and ill-organized 
peasant uprisings. As for the German occupation, the Central Com-
mittee would “combat demagogic slogans which were calculated to 
stir national enmity and which called for an armed uprising against 
the Germans,” but it would “advocate a struggle on the domestic 
class front.” 

The Central Committee was of the opinion that government 
by councils of workers’ and peasants’ deputies would be “possible 
only for the short period of actual revolution,” after which “govern-
ment should be transferred to local self-governing organs....and to 
a central parliament, the first of which must be the Ukrainian Con-
stituent Assembly.” Finally, it was considered “imperative that the 
Ukrainian Constituent Assembly be convened in the shortest pos-
sible time.” 

2. The Weapon of Terror 

Appended to the Platform was the Central Committee’s resolution 
of June 3, 1918 on domestic tactics. In addition to dissolving all legal 
organizations of the party, ‘the resolution sanctioned the use of ter-
ror against “the most influential and most iniquitous representa-
tives of reactionary despotism in the capital and in the periphery as 
well as against the representatives of international counterrevolu-
tion in Ukraine.” The resolution continued in the following words: 

Political terror is germane to the view of revolutionary socialism concerning 
the role of the individual in history. It is justified by the recent revolutionary 
past and by present events. .. .Systematic terror, together with other forms of 
mass demonstration (such as strikes, peasant unrest and sabotage), is of enor-
mous importance; it disorganizes the enemy. Moreover, terror aids propa-
ganda and agitation; being an open means of warfare which is manifest before 
the eyes of all the people, it destroys the authority of the government and en-
genders new revolutionary forces. ... Finally, terrorist activity by an illegal 
revolutionary party is a means of self-defense and protection against harmful 
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influences, spying and betrayal. Terrorist activity ceases only with victory 
over reactionary despotism and with the full restoration of all political and 
civil liberties.15 

The phrase “terror is germane to the view of revolutionary social-
ism...” was borrowed from the program of the Russian SR’s. In 
1918, the year of greatest terrorist activity throughout Russia, Rus-
sian Right SR’s assassinated Volodarski and Uritski in Petrograd 
and attempted to assassinate Lenin in Moscow. To sabotage the 
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, the Russian Left SR’s assassinated Count 
Mirbach, the German envoy in Moscow, and General Eichhorn, the 
Commander-in-Chief of the German army in Ukraine. The Anar-
chists bombed the building of the Moscow City Committee of the 
Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik), killing several people, 
among them Barbara Yakovleva, the secretary of the Bolshevik 
Moscow Committee. The cult of terror evoked by revolutionary ar-
dor and by the unruly and violent masses of demobilized soldiers 
was intensified in Ukraine by the severity of the German occupa-
tion and became an accepted part of the revolutionary times. 

The leaders of the UPSR (Borotbisty), like the Russian Left SR’s 
and Anarchists with whom they were closely allied, were also car-
ried away by the wave of terror. Terror was glorified by the two 
Borotbist poets Vasyl Chumak, at the time nineteen years old, and 
Vasyl Blakytny, a member of the Central Committee. It is therefore 
understandable that the Borotbisty, unlike the right wing of the 
UPSR, did not participate in reformist institutions such as the Na-
tional Union and the zemstvos. A few months of the Hetman re-
gime was sufficient to deepen considerably the gulf between Left 
and Right Ukrainian SR’s. It was in this period that the Borotbisty 
severed all ties with Ukrainian parliamentary democracy, never to 
re-establish them. 

3.  The National Question 

While the right wing of Ukrainian democracy sought to compro-
mise with the Hetmanate and the Germans, the Borotbisty at-
tempted to establish contact with revolutionary socialist groups in 
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Europe, especially in Germany. They believed that world revolu-
tion was at hand and, rapt in their apocalyptic visions, had no time 
for the prosaic endeavors by the Ukrainian liberal and right socialist 
groups to bring about a democratization of the Hetman regime. 

The position of the Borotbisty was clearly evident in an article 
entitled “Appeasers, published in their underground organ Borotba 
in August 1918.16 The article discussed a recent memorandum of 
the zemstvos to the Hetman which pleaded with the government to 
protect democracy and the Ukrainian nation. (The zemstvos were 
led primarily by moderate socialists, the most active of whom was 
Symon Petlyura.) “The gentlemen of the zemstvo have forgotten 
just one thing,” the Borotbisty declared, that “Mister Hetman is a 
usurper and a tool of the Black Hundred, a mortal enemy of the 
Ukrainian people. If they have forgotten, then they are simply pre-
pared to make... a pact with the devil himself and to aid reaction.” 

The second issue of Borotba carried a long article entitled “The 
Ukrainian National Union,”17 which offered a discussion of “the 
party point of view on the problem of the nation and the state”: 

During world war, at a time when the supremacy of the bourgeoisie is threat-
ened by revolution, the best means of defense...of the…status quo against the 
growth of socialist action is the involvement of the working people in all kinds 
of national-statist orientations. Among the “great power” nations the function 
of such disruptive tactics has been performed by various theories of “historic 
missions” “racial destinies,” etc., as well as by pseudo-liberating slogans 
which have screened the aggressive and imperialist intentions [of these pow-
ers]. Among the “smaller,” the “non-historic” nations the bourgeoisie pains-
takingly spread and support separatist and independent tendencies and in-
culcate into the masses the desire to build national states, a desire which is not 
only foreign but hostile to the independent class policy of the proletariat. 
The various illusions of the proletariat, which are linked with the growth and 
strengthening of a national state, lead to the worst kind of opportunism, to 
collaboration between classes and to an unnatural unification on the “na-
tional-state” front which allows the dominant classes to appease the revolu-
tionary spirit of the people by means of. . . insignificant “reforms,” thus re-
straining them from [carrying out] a wide find planned struggle for the com-
plete transformation of the present social structure. However, social conces-
sions, the complete liquidation of revolutionary efforts and the substitution of 
civil peace for the class struggle do not ameliorate the national problem. Na-
tional oppression is detrimental to the masses, not only because civil liberties 
are destroyed in an atmosphere of national restrictions, but above all because 
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[it] keeps the people in ignorance, prevents the development of class con-
sciousness and diverts the attention of the masses from the cause of all en-
slavement—social inequality. In the fight by oppressed people for their total 
liberation, the national (just as the political) struggle must therefore be re-
garded as a means [to an end]; it must not replace the class struggle. All the 
more inadmissible is the substitution of a national struggle for the ultimate 
goal—the institution of a socialist order in which alone the realization of full 
and total, sovereign [sic] freedom is possible. 
At a time when the consciousness of national injustice must play the role of a 
revolutionary agent, bourgeois politicians with all their efforts are propelling 
the proletariat toward a statist ideology, deceiving it with promises of na-
tional liberation through the creation of a national state. The enthusiasm 
shown for the slogan of national statehood destroys the solidarity of interna-
tional toiling democracy and substitutes the conservative slogan of the state 
for the revolutionary idea of the nation, thus giving the national bourgeoisie 
a monopoly in the exploitation of the masses within the country and in an 
imperialist-aggressive policy abroad. 
The state was and is the instrument of this exploitation, the means of subjugation 
of the majority by the minority, and the centralized national state even more 
so than the federative. Therefore socialist [policy] must strive to win back, step 
by step, the recognition of [the rights of] national collectives and to endow 
them with an important share of the functions of a modern state, until their 
transformation into a federation of “autonomous national-personal (extra-ter-
ritorial) alliances” [natsional’ no-personal’nykh (eksterytoriyalnykh) spilok]. 

Having set forth this theory, the article continued with an attack on 
the National Union: 

Our understanding of the national problem, dictated by the fundamental pos-
tulates of international revolutionary socialism, ... draws a sharp line between 
the UPSR, on the one hand, and the national-democratic, bourgeois and 
pseudo-socialist parties and organizations which make up the so-called 
“Ukrainian National Union” [on the other]. 
Both the naked idea of “creating a strong independent Ukrainian state” [in-
corporated in the Statute of the Union], . . . concealed only by the fig leaf of 
commercial liberalism, . . . and the tactics of the Union, which have hitherto 
been demonstrated in obsequiousness toward the German government and 
in shrewd political combination which follow the goal of contemporary Ukrain-
ian reaction, instead of fighting it, not only preclude the possibility of partici-
pation in the “Union” ... by the UPSR, but make it the task of all party organs 
and members of the party to conduct a determined struggle against the influence 
of the “Union” on the toiling masses,,. , 
The UPSR is deeply convinced that the Ukrainian people basically has nothing 
in common with the Ukrainian State; there is no difference whether it is a 
monarchy, as today, or a bourgeois republic, the dream of our national-patri-
ots. While struggling for social and political liberation, for the opportunity for 
a wide development of its national, people’s culture, the proletariat of Ukraine, 
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like every other proletariat under capitalism, has no country. It must simply 
win one for itself, and do this not in alliance with “its” national bourgeoisie, 
but in a fierce struggle against it, within the great world-wide struggle of the 
oppressed against the oppressors for the destruction of the contemporary or-
der and the establishment of socialism. 

This revised program of the UPSR (Borotbisty) had several new 
characteristics. First, it used as its argument “the class struggle of 
the proletariat” and repeated the Marxist dictum that “the proletar-
iat has no country.” This meant that the UPSR (Borotbisty) had 
shifted from its earlier populist, peasant-oriented platform to that 
of the Social Democrats, or more accurately (by the fall of 1918) to 
that of the Communists. Second, to “the conservative idea of the 
state,” the new program opposed “the revolutionary national idea.” 
This was obviously not Marxism, which has a place for the state at 
one stage of social development. For the Borotbisty, the national 
idea at that time was by no means secondary, even though they 
made national liberation dependent on social liberation. They re-
fused, however, to recognize the fact that, in addition to the prob-
lem of national liberation, there also existed the problem of national 
sovereignty. 

The third issue of Borotba, in October, continued the polemic 
against the Ukrainian democratic right, on the occasion of the proc-
lamation of the right to self-determination announced by the West-
ern powers. 

Under the historical conditions of life in Ukraine the idea of national liberation 
was advanced simultaneously with the idea of social liberation. But in the 
course of this struggle, particularly in the most recent times,…the Ukrainian 
socialist parties have made the problem of the national state the first item on 
their agenda... . 
...Supported by foreign circles and governments in their behind-the-scenes 
combinations to strengthen the Ukrainian Hetman state, they discredit and 
cynically profane the very idea of national liberation in the eyes of the toiling 
masses, thrusting them into the clutches of those Russian left socialist parties which 
showed quite clearly during the revolution their lack of understanding of the national 
problem and their imperialist-centralist chauvinism.18 

The Borotbisty, as can be seen, were seriously concerned with the 
fate of the Ukrainian national revolution and feared that the 
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Ukrainian right socialists by their policy would drive the Ukrainian 
masses into the Bolshevik camp.  

D.  Movement of the Borotbisty Toward a Non-
Bolshevik Soviet Platform 

1.  The Kharkiv Province Party Conference  

Although the Borotbist program just discussed was already far to 
the left, there developed under the Hetmanate an opposition fac-
tion within the UPSR (Borotbisty) which advocated an even more 
radical course. A group in the Kharkiv organization of the UPSR 
(Borotbisty) prompted a discussion of that section of the party Plat-
form which stated that “the transfer of power to the councils of 
workers’ and peasants’ deputies is possible only for the short pe-
riod of the revolutionary overturn,”‘ following which the function 
of government was to be delegated to a parliament through the 
Constituent Assembly. 

During the party conference in Kharkiv Province, held July 
14–15, 1918 a group within the UPSR (Borotbisty) sharply attacked 
this point of view and advanced the slogan “all power to the coun-
cils of toiling democracy.” A resolution to that effect was rejected, 
whereupon the group withdrew from the party and issued the fol-
lowing statement: 

During the recent period of the revolution the UPSR has compromised itself 
in the eyes of the toiling people, a fact which became especially evident after 
the October coup. In place of a coalition government, the October coup ad-
vanced the slogan of government by the toiling revolutionary democracy. 
This slogan was adopted by the revolutionary socialist party [sic] of Russia, 
but it found support among only a few members of the UPSR. The position of 
the party as a whole until then was not clear; in fact, the right wing in the 
party overwhelmed the left. As a result the Central Committee, as well as the 
Council of Ministers and the Central Rada, in which Ukrainian SR’s partici-
pated, pursued a nationalist policy and rejected the toiling elements of 
Ukraine, leaving them to the Bolsheviks. This policy was stretched to the limit 
when the so-called UPSR concluded an alliance with the German imperialists 
in order to stifle socialist revolution in Ukraine. 
Since the formation of the Hetmanate, the UPSR of the left wing recently suc-
ceeded in dissolving the infamous leadership of the party and founded a new, 
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illegal party of reliable persons who hold firmly to the principle of revolution-
ary socialism. However, once again the elected illegal Central Committee held 
to a non-revolutionary platform, having adopted the tactics of appeasement 
and coming out, at this difficult hour of the revolution, for the slogan of a 
Constituent Assembly, while the proletariat and the toiling peasantry of Rus-
sia are fighting for a government of Soviets. Because of the direction taken by 
the new Central Committee, some old members of the UPSR, traitors to the 
toiling people, [re] joined the party, while members who stand for a govern-
ment of Soviets are expelled from the party. We think, therefore, that the 
“Platform of the Central Committee,” which recognizes the slogan of a Con-
stituent Assembly as the only revolutionary slogan, is a platform of appease-
ment. In this difficult period for the revolution it is necessary to stand on the 
principle of the class struggle and not to organize the toiling masses in parlia-
mentary institutions in which the bourgeoisie, as well as the toiling elements, 
will participate. 
We, Ukrainian SR’s of the left wing, therefore deem it impossible to remain 
longer in the party. We leave the party which has advanced not along the road 
of revolutionary socialism, but along the road of the Russian Right SR’s and 
Mensheviks—the road of appeasement.19  

This declaration shows the great influence of the Russian Left SR’s, 
which is not surprising in view of the fact that radical ideas from 
Soviet Russia were penetrating all the more into a Ukraine terror-
ized by occupation, in particular into the region bordering on Rus-
sia. 

2. The August Conference of Party Emissaries 

The differences within the UPSR (Borotbisty) were also manifest at 
the All-Ukrainian Conference of Party Emissaries, held August 19–
22, 1918.20 It was attended by party agents from the provinces of 
Kyiv, Podolye, Volyn’, Kherson, Poltava, Kharkiv, and Chernihiv, 
the chief representatives of the Central Committee for internal, ex-
ternal and military affairs, and the representative of the literary sec-
tion of die Central Committee and the secretary—in all fourteen 
members. The agenda for the conference included 1) reports from 
local delegates, 2). party organizations, 3) party apparatus, 4) party 
relations with other parties and trade unions, 5) military organiza-
tions of the party and their relation to other sections of the party, 6) 
party counterintelligence and its organizations, 7) the next party 
congress, and 8) current business. The agenda alone shows to what 
extent the Borotbisty had expanded their range of interests and 
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strengthened their organizations since the Fourth Congress of the 
UPSR. 

The Conference devoted its attention primarily to a discussion 
of the question of whether the UPSR (Borotbisty) was a new party 
or the old UPSR regenerated. Blakytny (under the pseudonym Brat) 
argued that “we have merely revived our old party, the UPSR, 
which was steered in an alien direction by our March guests” (a 
reference to the mass influx of new members following the Febru-
ary Revolution of 1917). Lashkevych (using the pseudonym Baron) 
said that “we are a new current in the old party.” (In 1919 Lash-
kevych was to leave the Borotbisty and go over to the Bolsheviks.) 
In reality, the new UPSR was very different from the old UPSR, 
which after the Second Party Congressg had expressed itself in fa-
vor of parliamentary democracy and a bourgeois revolution, rele-
gating socialist revolution to the distant future. 

The debates on the class basis of the UPSR (Borotbisty) 
showed how far the party had departed from its recent past. Many 
of the speakers pointed to the necessity of expanding party work in 
the cities, even advocating that the urban proletariat should become 
the focal point of their attention. As one of the speakers using the 
pseudonym Otello put it, in reporting on party organizations and 
the party apparatus, “we should conduct a broad and active cam-
paign among the working class in order to combat the monopoly of 
influence which the Social Democrats and Bolsheviks have over the 
factory proletariat.” 

Considerable attention was also given to the place of a na-
tional state in the socialist revolution and to the party’s relations 
with the state-oriented Ukrainian socialist parties and to the Rus-
sian Bolsheviks and Russian Left SR’s. The majority held the view 
that the solution of the national problem was as important as that 
of the socio-economic problem. However, the national state as a 
mere slogan and as an end in itself was rejected. The position of all 
other Ukrainian parties was i ondemned as counterrevolutionary. 
At the same time the ( onference voiced disapproval of the tactics 
of the Russian Holsheyiks and Left SR’s with respect to the national 
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question, particularly the Ukrainian problem. Modzhyuk (possibly 
a pseudonym of Mykhaylychenko), declared: 

It is impossible for us to cooperate with the Communists (Russians) who set 
themselves against the socialists and represent a statist party, fighting for [the 
preservation of] the Russian state, or with the Russian Left SR’s, who follow 
the Bolsheviks. 

Blakytny argued that “we cannot unite with these parties because 
they are communist, while we are socialist.... “. Yet eighteen months 
later, Blakytny was to become the most ardent advocate of union 
with the Bolsheviks. 

It is of course impossible to regard these pronouncements of 
the young Borotbisty as their definitive political views. Most of 
them were not yet thirty. The important fact is that they had de-
parted from their recent past and were looking to the future. 

*  *  * 

Meanwhile events in Ukraine moved rapidly. Disregarding the se-
rious discontent, the Hetman regime became even more oppres-
sive. The fines which peasants had to pay landowners were so ar-
bitrary that the Austrian military forces refused to assist in their 
collection until the alleged damages had been supported by evi-
dence. A congress of landowners and wealthy peasants, meeting in 
Kyiv in early November, opposed the compulsory redistribution of 
land, arguing that it abolished the” right of private ownership of 
property, “the cornerstone of the very existence of the state.’21 

Faced with defeat in the West and the threat of internal revo-
lution, official German policy began to favor a union of Ukraine 
with a non-Bolshevik Russia. Fedir A. Lyzohub, Prime Minister of 
the Hetman government, in an interview with the newspaper Ber-
liner Tageblatt, pointed to the Pereyaslavl Treaty of 1654 as the 
ideal form of alliance between Ukraine and Russia. The Hetman 
government was forced to surrender Rostov-on-Don, Taganrog and 
the Donets region to the White Don government.22 

In consequence, resistance to the Hetman regime was intensi-
fied and the National Union redoubled its efforts to persuade the 
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Hetman to appoint a new, pro-Ukrainian government. But follow-
ing the outbreak of revolution in Germany on November 7, the 
White Russian ministers in the Hetman government insisted that 
the Ukrainian army be placed under the command of the Russian 
general Anton Denikin. When the Hetman issued the declaration 
announcing federation of Ukraine with Russia on November 14, the 
Ukrainian ministers resigned, because the government banned a 
meeting of the National Union scheduled for November 17. Simul-
taneously the National Union, forming a new Ukrainian govern-
ment, the Directory, called for a general uprising against the Het-
manate, in which both wings of the old UPSR played a prominent 
role. 

In the words of Mazepa, the Hetmanate was, on the whole, 

an artificial delaying of the revolutionary movement which .. . reached the 
peak of its development toward the end of 1917 and the beginning of 1918. 
The peasants scarcely had time to take over the land from the landlords when 
a new regime began.. .to give it all back. . . . This was the main reason for the 
continued growth of the revolutionary spirit among the masses.23 



 BOROT’BISM 165 

 

 



  

 



  

167 

5 The Borotbisty in Revolt Against the 
Hetmanate and the Directory 

A. The General Uprising Against the Hetmanate 

Local uprisings against the Hetmanate had occurred as early as the 
summer of 1918, led by the Anarchist Nestor Makhno, a brilliant 
partisan leader in the province of Katerynoslav, by the Borotbist 
Mykola Shynkar in Zvenigorod District of Kyiv Province and by 
the Bolshevik group in the border region between Ukraine and Rus-
sia.1 The moderate Ukrainian parties at that time had attempted to 
guide the Hetmanate toward democratic rule; not until the Hetman 
proclaimed federation with Russia on November 14 did they break 
completely with the regime. 

On November 13, the Ukrainian National Union in secret 
meeting formed a Directory of the Ukrainian People’s Republic, 
choosing a cabinet which consisted at first of three, later of five, 
members: Vynnychenko (SD) as Chairman, Fedir Shvets’ (Peasant 
Union), Symon Petlyura (SD), Panas Andriyesky (Independent So-
cialist), and Andriy Makarenko (Independent, representative of the 
railwaymen’s association).2 In the period between the formation of 
the Directory and the final downfall of the Hetmanate on December 
14, the USDRP formed in illegal Ukrainian Military Revolutionary 
Committee in Kyiv, which, according to Vynnychenko, “repre-
sented the Directory in Kyiv. ….and was responsible for the con-
duct of the uprising ... in the capital.”3 

The Directory’s call, on November 15,h to revolt against the 
Hetmanate was taken up by hundreds of thousands of peasants; 
soon the whole of Ukraine was engulfed in a sea of revolution. 

A few days before the uprising against the Hetmanate, 

P[anas] Lyubchenko, having learned from N[ykyfor] Hryhoryiv that the cen-
ter [of the UPSRj -would participate in the organization of an uprising, de-
clared that the Central Committee [i.e., the Borotbisty wished to keep in touch 
with the Organizational Committee. . . . Lyubchenko also disclosed the fact 

                                                 
h  See pp. 181–183 for Bolshevik activity in this period. 
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that the Central Committee had decided to carry out an act of terror against 
General Skoropadsky, since it held the view that an uprising should begin [in 
this way] and not directly, as had been planned by the insurrectional center 
of the Ukrainian National Union. However, the uprising forestalled the plans 
of the Central Committee. . . .4 

It is almost certain that an uprising initiated with assassination 
would not have been so relatively peaceful and bloodless as the 
coup of December 13–14, organized by the Directory’s Revolution-
ary Committee in Kyiv. Oleksander Shulhyn has described it as not 
a revolution, but simply a transfer of power from the Hetmanate to 
the Directory.5 

“During the uprising,” recalls Khrystyuk, who was then nego-
tiating for the center group of the UPSR, 

Poloz (from the Central Committee of the Party) arrived at Fastov for lengthy 
talks with N. Hryhoryiv concerning party unification and joint action, stress-
ing that there was no basic divergence of views between the two wings 
….However, after talking to S[ymon] Petlyura, Poloz changed his mind about 
joint action, declaring that Petlyura’s position could not be accepted by the 
Central Committee and that he, Poloz, did not believe it would be possible to 
carry out a revolutionary socialist policy [in collaboration] with Petlyura; 
therefore the Central Committee would take action against the Hetman, inde-
pendently of the Directory.6 

When the Military Revolutionary Committee, in which the various 
Jewish parties were represented in addition to the USDRP, staged 
its successful coup against the Hetmanate in Kyiv during the night 
of December 13–14, 1918 the Borot’bisty failed to send their forces 
as promised.7 This was their third unsuccessful revolutionary inter-
vention in an urban area. Earlier the Directory’s call for an uprising, 
according to Moisei G. Rafes, a prominent leader of the Jewish 
Bund, had been “supported by underground organizations of Com-
munists and Ukrainian Borotbisty scattered across the country.”8 In 
the city of Poltavai the Borotbist Matena-Bohayevych had led an 
unsuccessful uprising, while the Borotbist-led uprising in Cher-
nihiv ended in failure and the death of the able Central Committee 

                                                 
i  For an account of the uprising against the Hetmanate in Poltava Province, ex-

pecially the unit led by Pyatenko in the volost of Kustulovo, see Appendix I, 
p. 280. 
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member Andriy Zalyvchy. The Borotbisty were in close liaison with 
the other parties of the left—the Borbisty, the Anarchists and the 
Bolsheviks—through the Provincial Insurgent Committee (Huber-
niyalnyi Povstctnsky Komitet, (abbreviated HAPKA), rather than 
with the National Union. It is therefore understandable that the Bo-
rotbisty were not represented on the Military Revolutionary Com-
mittee in Kyiv. 

It would be a mistake to conclude that all Ukrainians who par-
ticipated in the general uprising against the Hetmanate shared the 
Directory’s platform. Aside from the regular army units won over 
from the Hetman, such as those under the command of Colonel Pe-
ter Bolbochan, and the Sichovi Striltsi regiment, which had been re-
cruited from former prisoners-of-war of Galician origin, the Direc-
tory controlled only a few of the minor insurgent detachments: 
those commanded by Shepel in Podolye Province, Anhel in Cher-
nihiv Province and Ihnatyev-Mysevra in Poltava Province.9 The 
program of the insurgent peasant masses was, in fact, far more rad-
ical than that of the National Union. Fedenko, a historian sympa-
thetic to the National Union, writes that “although the Directory’s 
call to arms was obeyed by hundreds of thousands of peasants and 
workers, they now sympathetized to a large extent with the Bolshe-
vik slogans of Soviet government and dictatorship. ” The masses 
had come to believe the propaganda spread by the leftist parties to 
the effect that “Skoropadsky’s regime was the consequence of the 
Rada’s policy.” Thus “many insurgent detachments, headed by the 
Atamans [military chieftains] Hryhoryiv, Makhno and Zeleny, de-
clared their support for a soviet government.”10 Unlike the minor 
insurgent bands mentioned above which had no concentrated party 
support, behind these three atamans there stood the strongly leftist 
political leadership of the Borotbisty, the Anarchists and the 
Ukrainian SD’s (Independents), respectively. 

In the general uprising against the Hetmanate the forces of the 
Directory and the armies newly won over from the Hetman carried 
the yellow and blue flag, the recognized colors of the Hetmanate, 
while the Borotbisty flew a red banner.11 This was perhaps the first 
manifestation of hostility toward the Directory. There were occa-
sions when Ukrainian insurgents carried both banners; such was 
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the case in the united bands led by the Left SR (Borbist) Serdyuk and 
the Petlyurist Ihnatyev-Mysevra, who cooperated in the general 
uprising against the Hetmanate. In more restricted circles, how-
ever, Serdyuk spoke of a separate political platform. ‘Vynnychenko 
cites a telling peasant comment on the rise of the Directory: “Lo, 
there goes Petlyura after the Hetman; she will show him. Glory be 
to God, there will be no more of this Ukraine.”12 The suspicious at-
titude adopted by the illiterate peasant masses toward the Ukrain-
ian state influenced the Russian Bolsheviks, who began to assume 
that there was little or no national consciousness among the Ukrain-
ian people. However, Bolshevik policy in Ukraine, based on this 
false assumption, later suffered several serious setbacks. 

The role played by the National Union in overthrowing the 
Hetmanate should not be underestimated. Only those close to the 
government circles and in contact with the Hetmanate army could 
have seized Kyiv so quickly and compelled the Hetman to abdicate. 
Moreover, only a coup led by such well-known figures as 
Vynnychenko and Petlyura from the moderate socialist parties 
could have achieved the necessary psychological victory over the 
Hetman and the well-to-do peasants who, despite misgivings over 
the collapse of the Hetmanate, supported the Directory.13 It was 
therefore to be expected that the Directory, headed by the popular 
Vynnychenko, would become a government representing all revo-
lutionary Ukraine. 

B.  Disaffection with the Directory 

1.  Failure of the Directory’s Military and Foreign Policy 

It soon became evident that the real rulers of Kyiv and the provinces 
were the military groups, which the Directory could not control. 
“During the night of December 23, an armed group raided the of-
fices of the Central Bureau of Trade Unions [in Kyiv], destroying all 
books and records concerning the elections to the [city] council.... 
Early on December 25, the first Communists were executed by an-
other armed group. ’14 The Central Bureau of Trade Unions was 
raided four times. A special regiment under the command of the 
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Ukrainian SD Kovenko was dispatched on punitive expeditions to 
towns where councils of workers’ and peasants’ deputies had been 
formed. Some members of the Central Committee of the USDRP, 
the predominant party in the government of the Directory, “did not 
sleep at home for fear the military forces might arrest them without 
trial.”15 “The bodies of workers killed by unknown assailants were 
found in Kyiv almost every day...” At the same time “the Het-
manites... had a wonderful time in Kyiv.. . .”16 The numerous anti-
Jewish pogroms, in which some of the Directory’s high-ranking at-
amans participated, added to the complete disgust with which the 
Directory was regarded by both Ukrainian and non-Ukrainian 
democrats. It was not surprising that the forces of the Directory rap-
idly dwindled. 

When the Directory was installed in power, it had an army of of 30,000 strong 
near Kyiv alone. Its strength throughout Ukraine reached 100,000. The army 
. . . which entered Kyiv was admired by all for its discipline and good bearing. 
. . . The fact that over 300 million rubles were spent on the army during these 
six weeks should also be borne in mind.. . . Yet a week before our expulsion 
from Kyiv...there were only 21,000 men in the entire Ukraine on all fronts, 
including all garrisons and reserves.17 

The foreign policy of the Directory was as unpopular with the 
masses as the arbitrary violence of the military. At the request of 
the French forces in Odessa the volunteer Russian White Guards 
were dispatched to the Don.18 The Directory’s orientation toward 
the Entente and the unpopular war against Soviet Russia, which in 
fact had been forced upon it by Soviet Russia (the Directory finally 
declared war on January 16, 1919), helped to undermine the pres-
tige of the Directory with the people. Only the Directory’s isolation 
from all groups of the peasantry could “explain the overwhelming 
success and rapid advance of the Soviet armies up to the time of 
Ataman Hryhoryiv’s first shift of allegiance to the side of the Soviet 
government.” It was this act which “led to the [Soviet] occupation 
of Odessa and the expulsion of the French.”19 In the end, the Direc-
tory’s policy of compromise “aroused opposition from both the 
Right and the Left.”20 The army rank and file went over to the Bol-
sheviks, while the officers joined the Whites. “If our own peasants 
had not risen against us,” Vynnychenko concludes, “The Russian 
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Soviet government would have been powerless against us.”21 
Against this background of rapid change, the Borotbisty emerged 
as the most numerous and influential Ukrainian political party of 
the day. 

2.  Peasants’ Congresses Under Borotbist Influence 

During the uprising against the Hetmanate and in the period of the 
Directory the influence of the Borotbist platform was manifest in 
nearly all the resolutions passed by peasant congresses, despite the 
fact that some Borotbist leaders were received unfavorably.22 For 
example, Shumsky’s plea for a more critical attitude toward the Di-
rectory met no response at the Kyiv Province Peasants’ Congress, 
held December 21–24, 1918. Yet, although the peasants still trusted 
the Directory, a resolution adopted by this Congress favored a 
“Ukrainian Toilers’ Republic” and “reforms ... which would 
strengthen the position of the toiling classes—the peasants and the 
workers.” The Congress also demanded that the Hetmanate gener-
als and officers should be punished severely and that all foreign 
armies should leave Ukrainian soil as soon as possible. Both re-
quests, of course, were sharply at variance with the Directory’s pol-
icy. In a similarly ambivalent vein, the district peasants’ and work-
ers’ congress in Zolotonosga, Poltava Province, on January 4–5, 
1919 expressed confidence in “our revolutionary government, the 
Directory,” yet at the same time demanded that “private ownership 
of land be abolished.” But the Directory continued to tolerate pri-
vate ownership of property. Moreover, the district congress de-
manded that “the army must be, for the time being, a class army, 
that is, it must consist exclusively of the revolutionary toiling ele-
ment.” Many other peasant congresses expressed open hostility to-
ward the Directory, and as a result their meetings were sometimes 
banned.j 

                                                 
j  For example, see the account of the clash between Bolbochan and the Borotbist 

Roman Matyash at the peasants’ congress in Poltava Province, Appendix I, 
pp. 283–284.  
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The growth of Borotbist influence is particularly evident in the 
resolutions adopted by the Executive Committee of the All-Ukrain-
ian Council of Peasants’ Deputies at its session of January 14–15, 
1919. The Council demanded that 

the Directory... issue a decree within the next twenty-four hours transferring 
power in the volosts, districts and provinces to the.. . councils of peasants’ 
and workers’ deputies .... The central government should be in the hands of 
the All-Ukrainian (united) Congress of Councils of Peasants’ and Workers’ 
Deputies. .. . 

The Borotbisty further persuaded the Executive Committee to de-
clare that “the provinces of Kharkiv, Poltava and part of Chernihiv and 
Katerynoslav have repudiated the government of the Directory.”23 Aside 
from the Borotbisty, the center of the UPSR and the Independent 
wing of the USDRP attempted to exert an influence in the country-
side; however the latter was too small a group, while the former did 
not adopt a platform of “all power to the councils” until January 28, 
1919. It can therefore be said that in this period peasant Ukraine 
was best represented by the Borotbisty. 

C.  Final Attempts to Reunite the UPSR 

Despite the split at the Fourth Party Congress in May 1918, the re-
actionary policy of the Hetmanate caused the Central Faction of the 
UPSR to move to the left. When its Organizational Committee in 
Kyiv expressed general agreement with the program of the Bo-
rotbist Central Committee, the former held two official sessions 
with the Central Committee’s representatives. 

One of the major issues raised during the negotiations for re-
union was that of federation. The Central Committee, Ma-
zurkevych reported for the Borotbisty, recognized “federation as 
the ideal.”24 It was not against an independent Ukraine”; neverthe-
less, “it desired agreement with the Muscovite revolutionary par-
ties, including the Bolsheviks.” The Borotbist conception of federa-
tion was not that of a step toward independence but of a step, after 
independence, in the direction of international union. Only equal 
and independent nations could form a federation; therefore, in their 
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view, independence was a prerequisite for federation. Since the Bo-
rotbisty frequently are regarded as federalists, it is important to 
bear this conception in mind. This approach “was satisfactory to the 
members of the Organizational Committee,” which in fact found 
“no serious differences in principle” between the two committees. 

The negotiations now shifted to a discussion of organizational 
control of the party. The Organizational Committee “insisted that 
the Central Committee’s resolution concerning the dissolution of 
the party should be annulled.” Speaking for the Central Committee, 
Mazurkevych and Shumsky informed Nykyfor Hryhoryiv of the 
Organizational Committee that “the Central Committee demanded 
the immediate dissolution of the Organizational Committee.” Af-
terwards, individual members of the center, “except those compro-
mised through their ‘conciliation’ policy, would have the right to 
register in the Central Committee’s organization.” To this Hry-
horyiv replied: “Either register all members of our group or we will 
remain as a separate party organization of the center.” On this point 
the negotiations were deadlocked, but it was agreed that Hry-
horyi’v should continue to talk with Lyubchenko, and that O. 
Shadyliv (for the center) should talk with Zalyvchy (for the Central 
Committee). However, Zalyvchy died in Chernihiv, and 
Lyubchenko and Hryhoryiv, shortly before the uprising, were un-
able to agree on joint action against the Hetmanate in view of the 
Borotbisty’s desire to initiate the uprising with an assassination. 
The Borotbisty also disliked Petlyura’s approach to the plan for an 
uprising. Still, Lyubchenko “expressed a desire to bring party uni-
fication to a satisfactory conclusion, a hope which Hryhoryi’v 
shared.” 

Once the Directory’s forces had entered Kyiv on December 14, 
unity talks were resumed. 

In charge of the press, Hryhoryiv provided the Central Committee with paper 
and printing facilities in Kyiv. . . . Members of both groups met in an atmos-
phere of mutual confidence. Negotiations for unification proceeded especially 
satisfactorily after the center began publishing in Kyiv its organ Trudova 
respublika [Toilers’ Republic], which represented the platform of the soviet 
tendency within the center. N. Hryhoryiv conferred with II. Mykhaylychenko, 
P. Khrystyuk with A. Prykhod’ko, and O. Zhukovs’kyi with Shynkar’. . . . 
Hrushevsky also voiced his approval. However, the bid for unification again 
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failed. The acting head of the Organizational Committee, Yanko, was at that 
time so openly pro-Directory that he was more hostile toward unification. 
M.Yu.Shapoval, himself a member of the Organizational Committee, was 
working for “unification” of the center of the Party with the Ukrainian Na-
tional Union. The Party “leaders” [i.e., the center] therefore took a sharp turn 
to the right. The Directory’s policy also precipitated a crisis. The Central Com-
mittee’s organ was banned; left SR’s, now regarded as equivalent to Bolshe-
viks, were arrested. ... A situation arose in which-one group, the center, was 
in the National Union, in the Directory and in the government and was hence 
fully responsible for its policy, at the same time tolerating the terror directed 
against another group, the left, which was forced to go deep underground. 
The logic of events had brought about a complete divergence in fact, if not in 
word. The problem of unification. . , was thus buried. 

The friendly atmosphere of the negotiations had been conditioned 
by the fact that not only the center of the UPSR, but many other 
political and military leaders were sympathetic to the idea of a so-
viet form of government for Ukraine. Indeed, faced with the leftist 
sympathies of the masses, the Directory attempted to adapt itself to 
their wishes. Vynnychenko (SD), Shapoval (Center SR) and Viktor 
Mazurenko (SD Independent), all represented in the government, 
“advocated that Ukraine be proclaimed a soviet republic, thereby 
hoping to neutralize Russian Bolshevik propaganda in Ukraine.”25 
The tendency was so strong—the Russian Bolsheviks had initiated 
their second invasion of Ukraine in late December 1918k—that the 
Independent wing of the USDRP broke with that party at its Sixth 
Congress, January 10–12, 1919 and adopted a soviet platform, alt-
hough, in contrast to the Borotbisty, it continued to have relations 
with the Directory, hoping to win the latter over to its own policy.26 
And in late January the center of the UPSR also “accepted the soviet 
platform on the basis of the so-called ‘labor principle’.”27 As Vo-
lodymyr M. Chekhovs’ky, Prime Minister and Foreign Minister of 
the Directory, declared at the Sixth Congress of the USDRP, “the 
soviet system and Bolshevism are two different things.”28 

It is difficult to appraise the sincerity of the Borotbisty in their 
negotiations for party unity. Political reality forced the two wings 
of the party further apart. The decision was made in the outlying 

                                                 
k  See pp. 181–183 
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areas of the country, where enmity between Borot’bist and Direc-
tory military units erupted in open battle.29 

D.  Borotbist Ties With Pro-Soviet Parties 

Borotbist influence in the towns and the capital was much weaker 
than in the country. As has already been indicated, the three at-
tempts to exert an influence in urban areas during the actual final 
uprising against the Hetmanate had been unsuccessful. Rafes pro-
vides a glimpse of Borotbist activity in Kyiv after the Directory had 
entered the capital. While the Ukrainian National Union was con-
ferring over the formation of a cabinet, the Military Revolutionary 
Committee, preserved as a “civic” organization, “convened a par-
allel conference of delegates of all the socialist parties, including the 
Bolsheviks and their allies the Ukrainian SR’s (Borotbisty).”30 After 
Vynnychenko had received the delegation of the United Jewish So-
cialist Party, which sought to establish contact with the govern-
ment, the Central Committee of the USDRP called a conference of 
the central committees of all socialist parties, including the Bo-
rotbisty, which met on the night of December 28–29. Rafes labeled 
it a “historic” conference, because afterwards the left socialist 
groups concluded that agreement with the Directory was impossi-
ble and that it would have to be overthrown.’31  

The representative of the Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries (Borotbisty) was 
most insistent on this point, having carefully analyzed the policy of the Direc-
tory and having underlined the danger of repeating the errors of the Central 
Rada from the viewpoint of the interests of the development of the young 
Ukrainian nation.32 

In the face of the second Russian Bolshevik invasion of Ukraine, 
Chekhovsky acting for the Directory, in late December prepared 
“an extraordinary diplomatic mission” including representatives of 
all influential parties for the purpose of conducting peace talks with 
Moscow. Poloz, the Borotbist representative, declared that “his 
party was ready to take part in the trip to Moscow only to obtain 
information.”33 It is clear that the Borotbisty did not want to be 
identified with the Directory. 
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At this time the Bolsheviks controlled the Kyiv City Council 
of Workers’ Deputies with 85 per cent of the votes. The Ukrainian 
SR’s, in addition to the United Jewish Socialist Party and the Bund, 
were admitted as members of the Council’s Executive Committee, 
as Rafes indicates, “because of their role throughout the country,” 
despite their small numbers in the Council itself. There can be no 
doubt that Rafes had in mind only the Borot’bisty. “All the parties 
thus favored a decisive struggle for a soviet government and, com-
prising an illegal Executive Committee, participated in the prepa-
ration of armed strife against the Directory in Kyiv.’34 

To thwart pressure from the left, the Directory convened a 
Toilers’ Congress (Trudovyi Kongres), an attempt at a parliament, 
which opened in Kyiv, January 23, 1919.35 “The decision to call the 
Toilers’ Congress,” writes Mazepa, “was an obvious concession to 
Bolshevik slogans. The landowners and the financial and business 
circles, which had supported the Hetmanate were excluded. . . .” In 
spite of this, both the workers (Ukrainian and non-Ukrainian) and 
the peasants greeted the elections to the Congress passively. The 
rightist groups were no less satisfied with the Congress, even 
though the idea of parliamentary democracy triumphed over that 
of soviet government. The left parties, for the most part, boycotted 
the elections to the congress. There were no Bolsheviks represented, 
and of the 593 delegates, the theoretical total, only “about thirty 
were sympathetic to the idea of a soviet government, all of them 
Left Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries (Borotbisty) or Independ-
ent Ukrainian Social Democrats.” Neither in its elections nor in its 
organization was the Congress representative of the revolutionary 
masses, declared the USDRP (Independents) in a statement deliv-
ered during the Congress; freedom of agitation had been forbidden, 
and no soldiers took part in the elections. While the Directory, in 
convening the Congress—the statement continued—wished to sat-
isfy both socialist and imperialist ambitions, it had in fact failed to 
satisfy either. This was the consensus of all the left parties, includ-
ing the Borotbisty. The speeches by members of the pro-Soviet par-
ties-the Borot’bist Korniy Taranenko, the SD Independent Zino-
vyev and the Bundist Rafes—”were greeted by shouts and whis-
tling.36 The slightest reference to the necessity of concluding peace 
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with Soviet Russia or to transferring power to the workers’ and 
peasants’ councils aroused deep resentment. ...” 

While the Congress was in session the Bolshevik Kyiv Com-
mittee circulated among the delegates a statement supposedly con-
taining “the conditions of an agreement between the Directory and 
the Allies.” Allegedly, the Directory had agreed to join a Russian 
federation, fight against Bolshevism and place its armed forces un-
der the joint command of a staff to consist of a Frenchman, a Rus-
sian, a Pole, and a Ukrainian. Further, a volunteer Russian army 
was to be formed in Ukraine. In return for this, the Allies were 
ready to admit the Ukrainian People’s Republic to the Paris Peace 
Conference. The Bolshevik statement asserted that the information 
had been obtained by Bolshevik counterintelligence at considerable 
cost.37 

Actually the statement corresponded to the demands of the 
French which had been presented to the representatives of the Di-
rectory in Odessa. No agreement was reached, but the rumors, de-
liberately spread by the Bolsheviks, were effective; according to 
Rafes, “the Congress terminated under the impression that the Di-
rectory had come to terms with the Entente, and this only served to 
isolate the Directory.” The delegates of the left walked out of the 
Congress the day before it closed, issuing a proclamation which ac-
cused the Directory “of responsibility for the war against Soviet 
Russia and of plotting with the imperialist governments of the En-
tente.” The parties of the left, the declaration continued, “once more 
declare that the Congress has no right to speak in the name of the 
toiling masses of Ukraine. . . . [We] are leaving the Congress and 
disclaim any responsibility for its resolutions and their possible 
consequences.”38 

The consolidation of the left socialist parties, which the 
USDRP failed to achieve in favor of the Directory at the end of De-
cember, was thus effected at the end of January against the Direc-
tory under the leadership of the Bolsheviks. 
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E.  Inherent Weakness of the Borotbisty 

Although the Borot’bisty understood the mood of the peasantry 
and therefore had a large following in the villages, in failing to con-
solidate their rural forces they were unable to profit from their po-
sition. The UPSR as a whole 

failed to seize control of the peasant rebellions, largely because the party failed 
to plan an uprising against the Hetmanate on an all-Ukrainian scale and to 
create an all-Ukrainian revolutionary-political center necessary for such a re-
volt. The party had neither sufficient strength, authority, nor the organiza-
tional and technical ties with the insurgent elements on an all-Ukrainian scale 
to do this.39 

Most peasant rebels joined a chieftain not because of his political 
platform, which they could not understand, but because of his per-
sonality. The peasants trusted Makhno, not his anarchism; they fol-
lowed Zeleny, not the Social Democratic platform which he repre-
sented. This fact in turn inflated the personal ambitions of the indi-
vidual rebel leaders, who usually began their careers as agents for 
some political party and ended as self-styled heroes, repudiating 
their party. Such was the case with Hryhoryiv, who started out as 
a minor unknown Borotbist, later rising to the position of a great 
popular leader, conducting his own policy. There is no doubt that 
this phenomenon, known in Ukrainian history as otamanshchyna 
[chieftainry], limited the political significance of the uprisings, 
causing them to descend in many instances to mere expressions of 
dare-devilry and sometimes even lawlessness. 

On the other hand, although the Borotbisty acted independ-
ently of the Directory and were strong in the countryside, they 
failed in their bid to control the revolutionary movement largely 
because they were weak in the cities, where they were powerless to 
compete with Bolshevik influence. The Borotbisty attempted to be-
come a party of the urban proletariat but were unable to do so. To 
do this they would have had to re-educate the Russified workers of 
the cities, and this required more time than was at their disposal. 
Just as the Russified bourgeoisie inclined toward Denikin, the Rus-
sified working class (tended to look to Red Moscow.40 In fact, all 
Ukrainian political parties lacked adequate support among the 
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Ukrainian urban population. The workers’ councils in Ukrainian 
towns were, as Shakhray said, “facing Petrograd, with their backs 
turned on Ukraine.” This may be an exaggeration, but it was nev-
ertheless suggestive of the chief weakness of the Ukrainian revolu-
tion. 

The Borotbisty were thus deprived of an independent role in 
the history of the Ukrainian revolution. To become the deciding 
force, they needed the support of the Ukrainian urban proletariat; 
instead, by leading the poor peasants and village proletariat to sup-
port the program of “power to the councils,” they allied themselves 
with the Bolsheviks. Given the relative forces of the two contending 
parties, this situation could only lead to the eventual surrender of 
the Borotbisty to the Bolsheviks. 

By accepting the platform of the Bolsheviks, however, the Bo-
rotbisty forced them to live up, at least partially, to the slogan which 
proclaimed the free development of each nation. In this way the 
Borotbisty paved the way for the Ukrainization of the working class 
and of the Ukrainian cities which began in the 1920’s under the So-
viet regime. 
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6 The Second Period  
of Bolshevik Rule in Ukraine 

A.  The Bolshevik Approach  
to the Ukrainian Problem 

During the period of the Directory and the advance of the Soviet 
Red Army into Ukraine, Borotbist policy veered toward the Bolshe-
vik platform. In order to understand the situation which faced the 
Borotbisty in late January 1919, it is necessary briefly to trace Bol-
shevik participation in the uprising against the Hetmanate. With 
the collapse of German power in the fall of 1918,  

the Council of People’s Commissars [in Moscow] decided on November 11 to 
direct the Revolutionary Military Council of the [Russian Soviet Federated So-
cialist] Republic to launch an attack within ten days in support of the workers 
and peasants of Ukraine who were rebelling against the Hetman.1 

For this purpose a Revolutionary Council, consisting of Georgii L. 
Pyatakov, Volodymyr P. Zatonsky, J.V. Stalin, and Vladimir A. An-
tonov-Ovseyenko, was established in the Kursk frontier area on 
November 17, 1918.2 At the same time a Provisional Workers’ and 
Peasants’ Government of Ukraine headed by Pyatakov was formed. 

The servants of an empire are often more aggressive in the do-
minions than in the mother country. It was Pyatakov who provided 
the theoretical justification for the empirical attitude of the Russian 
Bolsheviks in Ukraine who regarded everything Ukrainian as coun-
terrevolutionary and destructive of all-Russian proletarian unity.3 
On the national question Pyatakov shared the views of the German 
Social Democrat leader Rosa Luxemburg, who regarded the na-
tional struggle for independence as detrimental to the interests of 
the proletarian revolution.4 A man of extraordinary will power, Py-
atakov engineered conflicts between the Directory and the Council 
of People’s Commissars in Moscow. In opposition to the Borotbisty, 
the Ukrainian SD Independents and even some local Bolsheviks, he 
advocated a policy of direct intervention by the Russian Red Army. 
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Pyatakov and his associates did not believe that the Bolsheviks 
would gain a following among the workers and peasants in 
Ukraine. On November 11, 1918 Yakov A. Epshtein (pseudonym 
Yakovlev), a Katerynoslav Bolshevik, declared that “although the 
workers and many of the peasants, especially in Chernihiv Prov-
ince, are on our side, there is no basis for thinking that a [pro-Bol-
shevik] revolutionary movement can arise, let alone succeed, in 
Ukraine without the support of considerable forces of the Red 
Army.”5 And in fact the Ukrainians rebelled against the Hetmanate 
under both democratic and leftist Soviet slogans.l A centralist at 
heart, Pyatakov tolerated the existence of a Ukrainian Soviet gov-
ernment, but firmly opposed any compromise with Ukrainian real-
ities or with the Ukrainian left wing pro-Soviet parties. 

In the Bolshevik view—the view which is today official Com-
munist policy—the rights of men and nations are relative rather 
than absolute; they arise in the process of transition from old to new 
social conditions. These rights, according to the Bolsheviks, mani-
fested themselves clearly for the first time during the French Revo-
lution, yet the stage of development of the forces of production in 
eighteenth century France made their full realization impossible. In 
order to win complete freedom, the theory runs, it was necessary to 
destroy the existing, antiquated social forms. History had assigned 
this task to the working class, whose aims were to be realized by 
the Bolshevik Party. Everything would have to be subordinated to 
this goal, since its realization was the prerequisite for other liberties, 
among them the freedom of subjugated peoples who could never 
achieve real equality under the old social conditions. For the Bol-
sheviks, the national problem was therefore of secondary im-
portance. Lenin stated that the Bolsheviks did not support every 
national movement of liberation, but only those which advanced 
the struggle for the liberation of the proletariat.6 This was the basic 
ideological distinction between the Bolsheviks and the Borotbisty. 
(It is important, however, to bear in mind the fact that the Bolshe-
viks never openly repudiated the equal rights of the Ukrainian peo-
ples.) 

                                                 
l  See pp. 167–170 
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The Bolsheviks became strong in Ukraine primarily because 
they had the support of the Red Army. Yet this fact does not com-
pletely explain their success. They controlled 85 per cent of the seats 
in the Kyiv City Council of Workers’ Deputies during the Direc-
tory.m Bolshevik influence was equally strong in the Donets Basin 
and the urban areas of the provinces of Kharkiv, Katerynoslav and 
Odessa. The fact that the Bolsheviks commanded the vital political 
centers, the cities, was enough in itself to make them powerful in 
Ukraine. In the final analysis the proximity of Ukraine to Red Rus-
sia precluded successful competition with the Russian Bolsheviks, 
who regarded Ukraine as merely one more battlefield in the Civil 
War. 

B.  Borotbist Efforts to Form a Government 

The Borotbisty stood for the complete equality of Ukraine and Rus-
sia. Guided by their belief in the inalienable rights of personal and 
national freedom, they too had the proletarian revolution at heart, 
for social liberation was the realization of man’s right to equality. 
But that was precisely why they attacked the national policy of the 
Bolsheviks which, in their view, obstructed the strengthening of so-
viet government in Ukraine. They accused the Bolsheviks of abet-
ting, by their policy, Petlyurism and making this movement popu-
lar even with social classes which ought to have been on the Soviet 
side.  

Taught by the experience of the Muravyov period of Bolshevik 
rule in Ukraine in early 1918,n the Borotbisty in January 1919 
worked for “a) the organization of a separate national Ukrainian 
army, b) an independent and separate administration of the 
Ukrainian economy, and c) an intensification of Ukrainization.”7 

1.  The Borotbist Central Revolutionary Committee 

Khrystyuk mentions a Borotbist Chief Revolutionary Committee, 
consisting of Shynkar, Mykhaylychenko, Blakytny, Shumsky, 

                                                 
m  See pp. 176–177 
n  See pp. 139–144 
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Lytvynenko, and Lashkevych, which participated in the organiza-
tion of the uprising against the Hetmanate. Dissatisfied with the Di-
rectory’s policy, the Committee, in league with the Russian Bolshe-
viks, directed an uprising against the Directory throughout Left 
Bank Ukraine.8 As far as can be ascertained, this is the same com-
mittee, with a slight modification in name, as the Borotbist Central 
Revolutionary Committee which became active in mid-January: 
“the Ukrainian SR’s [Borotbisty], vacillating between the Directory 
and the Bolsheviks, were an important political group which 
formed the so-called Central Revolutionary Committee, headed by 
Hnat Mykhaylychenko.”9 

Rafes devotes considerable attention to the conflict of this Bo-
rotbist center with the Bolsheviks and the attitude which the Jewish 
Bund adopted toward it. 

The formation of Pyatakov’s government in Kharkiv consisting solely of 
members of the Communist Party was highly embarassing to all of us. We 
regarded it as. . . an attempt to ignore all other groups at the risk. . . of causing 
friction with that part of the peasantry which. . . supported the Borotbisty. In 
the middle of January, because of this friction, the party of Ukrainian SR’s 
(Borotbisty) created its own government, the “Council of Revolutionary Em-
issaries,” paralleling the [Bolshevik] Kharkiv government. This was no mere 
gesture, since the Borotbisty carried on extensive work and mustered large 
partisan units. The creation of this second government was also very disturb-
ing to us (the Bund). [As a result] the Bureau [of the Bund\ called a special 
meeting which adopted the following attitude toward this conflict: 
“Having heard the declaration of the “Council of Chief Revolutionary Emis-
saries,” formed by the party of Ukrainian SR’s (Borotbisty), the meeting. . . has 
come to the following conclusion: 
“1) The formation of this center solely by the party of Ukrainian SR’s (Bo-
rotbisty), which draws its support exclusively from the Ukrainian peasantry, 
and without agreement with the other parties which accept the platform of 
Soviet rule, in particular the Communist Party, is a sign of growing friction 
between the urban proletariat and the poorer strata of the peasantry. . . . 
“2) Under the difficult international circumstances in which the fight for the 
establishment of Soviet rule is being and will continue to be waged during the 
initial period following its institution, this fight is being aggravated in 
Ukraine by the national differences between the city and the village and con-
ceals in itself consequences extremely dangerous for the whole revolution in 
Ukraine. Thus, the task of all adherents of Soviet rule is to make every effort 
to liquidate the imminent conflict, by means of agreement among the revolu-
tionary socialist parties. 
“3) As an organization which relies on the support of the urban proletarian 
masses, the Bund, in this conflict, cannot in any event tie itself with the center 



 BOROT’BISM 185 

 

formed by the Ukrainian SR’s (Borotbisty). In endeavoring to achieve an 
agreement, it should limit itself to the propagation of its platform among the 
working masses and, by the influence it thus gains, to the continuation of its 
revolutionary activity in the organs of the “Executive Committee” [of the Kyiv 
City Council] in close contact with the political organization of the Com-
munists.”10 

Thus the minority party, the Bund, troubled as it was by the conflict 
between the Bolsheviks and Borotbisty, came to support the 
stronger side, the Bolsheviks. 

2  Attempted Use of Hryhoryiv’s Army 

The first item on the Borotbist political agenda in their endeavor to 
establish a soviet, but non-Bolshevik government in Ukraine was 
the formation of an independent Ukrainian Red Army. The source 
of manpower and military skill for such an army was to be the par-
tisan army of Ataman Hryhoryiv, who had succeeded in uniting 
under his command many Borotbist partisan detachments in south-
ern Ukraine which had kept aloof from Bolshevik influence after 
the uprising against the Hetmanate. 

Ukrainian historians who maintain that Hryhoryiv betrayed 
the Directory overlook his role as a Borotbist partisan leader and 
forget that the Borotbisty never recognized the Directory. “Before 
the uprising against the Directory,” according to one Soviet source, 
“Hryhoryiv was, it would appear, a district emissary of the [Bo-
rotbist] Central Revolutionary Committee.”11 This would indicate 
that in the Borotbist movement Hryhoryiv was, politically, a new 
man, since the rank of district party emissary was certainly low for 
a military leader of his caliber. 

There is only one set of documents available which shed light 
on the cautious, although under the circumstances quite daring, at-
tempt of the Borotbist Central Revolutionary Committee to contend 
with the Bolsheviks in the creation of a Ukrainian Red Army. The 
documents record the negotiations between Hryhoryiv and the So-
viet high command in the last days of January 1919, when the Bol-
shevik Red Army was already deep in Ukraine.12 The following tel-
egram from Hryhoryiv to the Bolshevik Revolutionary Committee 
in Aleksandrovsk (now Zaporozhye) initiated the negotiations: 
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I, the Ataman of the partisans in Kherson Province and Taurida wish to speak 
with the representatives of the governmental authority in Aleksandrovsk and 
transmit very important information to it. Will a representative of this author-
ity speak with me? 
I shall at once advise you of my platform, if the authority in Aleksandrovsk is 
democratic, not Cadet. Therefore listen: with the capitulation [of the Direc-
tory] on January 25 [l919] new style, soviet rule has been proclaimed in 
Ukraine. The Directory has fallen. To replace the Directory a new government 
has been formed of Left SR’s [Borotbisty] and Ukrainian Bolsheviks. Members 
of the new government include Hnat Mykhaylychenko, Mykola Shynkar’, Ko-
losfov], Shums’kyi, Vasyl’ Blakytnyi, Vyacheslav Lashkevych, and Mykola 
Lytvynenko. Revolutionary headquarters of the Central Revolutionary Com-
mittee is located in Kharkiv. Do you know about this? 
All twenty of my partisan units are fighting against the independents [i.e., 
nationalists] and the supporters of the world bourgeoisie; we are against the 
Directory, the Cadets, the English, the Germans, and the French, whom the 
bourgeoisie have brought to Ukraine. We are not against the toiling people of 
Germany or France or other states; we fight only those who protect the bour-
geoisie. The toiling peasants and the workers are with us. 
Right now a declaration of the Council of Revolutionary Emissaries to the 
Ukrainian people, the peasants and the proletariat is being printed. Keep in 
touch with Apostalovo by telegraph; tomorrow the declaration will be trans-
mitted for distribution among the people. Councils and land committees must 
be introduced everywhere. I am now sending a delegation to Aleksandrovsk 
to verify the type of government which is being established in that area. 

Having described the strength and distribution of his forces, Hry-
horyiv continued: 

Vynnychenko, it is said, went to Soviet Russia to conduct negotiations, but his 
mission was too late; several representatives of the new government in 
Ukraine proclaimed soviet rule in order to avoid strife within democracy and 
in order to achieve that which our weary and betrayed toiling people have so 
long awaited. Our motto is: all power to the councils and dictatorship of the 
proletariat.13 

The Soviet historian of these events contends that Hryhoryiv was 
“confused” over recent political developments: 

Mykhaylychenko, Blakytnyi, Shums’kyi, and other leaders of the Ukrainian 
SR’s [Borotbisty] were organizers of the Central Revolutionary Committee in 
opposition to the Directory, but were not members of the provisional Revolu-
tionary Government (Bolshevik), although the Central Revolutionary Com-
mittee sent Blakytnyi (Ellans’kyi) and Marchenko (Lashkevych) to negotiate 
an agreement with the Bolsheviks. 
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At first glance it might appear that Hryhoryiv really was ignorant 
of the political developments. His reference to a new Soviet, Bo-
rotbist-controlled government in Kharkiv, headed by Mykhayly-
chenko, seems to strengthen this view. However, a later telegram 
from Khristian Rakovsky to Georgii V. Chicherin, Soviet Commis-
sar of Foreign Affairs, makes it clear that a government headed by 
Mykhaylychenko did exist in Znamenka, very near Hryhoryiv’s 
headquarters. From Hryhoryi’v’s reference to Kharkiv, it can thus 
be argued that he intentionally filled the new Kharkiv Bolshevik 
government with Borotbisty. In any event, other available evidence 
confirms the view that Hryhoryiv, while negotiating with the Bol-
sheviks, was not improvising, but was acting in accordance with 
someone’s definite plan. 

Having relayed its conversation with Hryhoryiv to the high 
command of the Kharkiv group of Soviet armies, the Aleksan-
drovsk Revolutionary Committee received the following telegram 
from Vladimir Kh. Aussem: 

To the Military Revolutionary Committee in the city of Aleksandrovsk. 
 
Having heard the report by the representatives of your committee on the ne-
gotiations between your delegation and Ataman Hryhoryiv, I have to inform 
you that the high command of the Ukrainian Soviet Red Army can enter into 
negotiations or agreements only upon these conditions: unconditional recog-
nition of Soviet authority in the Ukraine as represented by the Provisional 
Workers’ and Peasants’ Government which is in Kharkiv and [which] is 
headed by Comrades Pyatakov, Kotsyubyns’kyi, Rakovsky, Artyom, and oth-
ers, and subordination to the high military command of the Soviet Red Army 
of the Ukraine. 
Should these conditions be acceptable, it is suggested that Ataman Hryhoryiv 
appear in person or send his representatives to the city of YeKaterynoslav for 
negotiations, which will be conducted with him by Comrades Dybenko and 
Petrenko, on behalf of the military command, and by someone to be author-
ized, on behalf of the government. The representatives should be accompa-
nied by a member of the Aleksandrovsk Revolutionary Committee, safe-
guarded by special pass to be issued by the afore-mentioned Revolutionary 
Committee. It is understood that the representatives will be guaranteed safe 
conduct. 
 
Commandant of the Kharkov group of troops of the Soviet Army: Aussem. 
Senior Adjutant: Shulzhenko. 
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From the tone of Aussem’s telegram it is obvious that the Bolshe-
viks, while recognizing the importance of Hryhoryiv’s partisan 
army, felt sufficiently strong to demand his complete submission. 

The progress of the negotiations can be followed in the record 
preserved of a direct wire conversation between Hryhoryiv and the 
authorized Bolshevik representative, Petrenko, on February 1, 1919: 

Hryhoryiv: I am Afaman Hryhoryiv. 
Petrenko: I am Chief of Staff of the special group, Petrenko. 
Hryhory’iv: Good afternoon, Comrade Petrenko. What has my delegation 
achieved and when can I expect it back? Petrenko: You alone are responsible 
for the delay. We are awaiting your reply. Do you agree to recognize the Rev-
olutionary Military Council of the Ukrainian Soviet Army as the only military 
center? 
Hryhoryiv: Such a council should be formed from representatives of our center 
and yours. We have almost the same platform as you and have our own Cen-
tral Revolutionary Committee. In my opinion it would be most advisable to 
unite our armies and high commands into one; it would be a little awkward 
to subordinate one army to the other. As of today we have approximately 
100,000 men on all fronts: 30,000 partisans, and the remainder regular units.  

The fast-moving military events of February 1, 1919 were turning 
to the advantage of the Bolsheviks. The Directory’s army was in re-
treat before the Bolsheviks, advancing on Kyiv. In view of this, Hry-
horyiv’s figure of 100,000 men under his command was probably 
an exaggeration. 

The conversation between Petrenko and Hryhoryiv continued 
as follows: 

Petrenko: Comrade Hryhoryi’v! We do not want to resort to propaganda and 
agitation. I think you must realize the present situation. There is in the 
Ukraine the Provisional Workers’ and Peasants’ Government, which consists 
of Bolsheviks and Left SR’s [Borot’bisty].14 It is headed by Rakovsky. Of the 
Left SR’s I know so far only one. Do you wish to recognize this government 
and accept the supremacy of the Revolutionary Military Council appointed 
by it? We have nothing else to talk about. Compromises and contacts will be 
established later in the party centers upon agreement between the Bolsheviks 
and [Left] SR’s. 
Hryhory’iv: Our movement consists almost entirely of [Left] SR’s, except that 
my chief of staff and his aide are Bolsheviks. In order to halt the advance of 
the English, French, Germans, and Cadets, whom I have been fighting for four 
days, we should combine our front. You must realize that yesterday and today 
I fought stiff battles against forty-two echelons of [Ukrainian] nationalists and 
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Galicians. In Znamenka, I myself, my staff and our partisans are ready to ex-
tend to you a brotherly hand, but without authority from our center, with 
which I have been out of touch for the second day, I wish to regard our agree-
ment [obyednannya], or more exactly my agreement with you, as tactical [op-
eratyunym]. 
I agree to your conditions and recognize your supreme command, provided 
that in future the problem concerning unification of the higher command 
rests with your center and ours. I think that your command and ours will 
reach an agreement, since we shall not argue over the [problem of] author-
ity. Power should belong to the people through their elected representa-
tives; our supreme authority and yours are temporary and revolutionary. 
The permanent government will be formed not by us or by you, but by the 
people. What do you say to this? 
Petrenko: The Congress of Soviets which will be held early in March will elect 
the government. You will learn more details about this in the declaration of 
the Workers’ and Peasants’ Government. I shall now report your agreement 
to our command. With your delegation we shall begin to discuss the shorten-
ing of the front. The rest we shall leave to the party centers. . . .  

The results of his conversation with Hryhoryiv, Petrenko now re-
ported to Aussem by telephone: 

Chief of Staff Petrenko, on the phone: I wish to inform you that agreement with 
Ataman Hryhoryiv was reached at 1500 hours today. Ataman Hryhoryiv has 
accepted our conditions, has recognized the supreme authority of the Provi-
sional Workers’ and Peasants’ Government and the military command of the 
Revolutionary Military Council, stipulating the possibility of further negotia-
tions between his center, that is, the Left SR [Borotbist] government, and our 
center. He commands forces in the area from Aleksandrovsk to Kherson and 
Nikolayev, along the right bank of the Dnepr. He is in complete control of the 
Nikolayev-Znamenka railway line, just outside Nikolayev at Novopavlovka 
station. . . . 
Aussem: Once Hryhoryiv has accepted our terms, it will be possible to begin 
regrouping his units. Have him tell us just what units he has and give us exact, 
not fantastic figures. The point about future negotiations with his center or, as 
you put it, the SR government, is rather vague. There is no such center, at least 
not in Kharkiv, as he says in his first telegram. Vasyl’ Blakytnyi is here, but he 
doesn’t know about the center.15 Please tell him this and do not agree to con-
duct any negotiations with the center. 
Petrenko: When I transmit to you the contents of our telephone conversation 
with [Hryhoryi’v], the picture will become clearer. Blakytny’s name appears 
under the declaration of people’s commissariat to the Ukrainian people and 
soldiers.”16 We have [a copy of] this declaration, and Averin knows of it too. 
The delegation cannot furnish exact details of its forces, since these are parti-
sans. The Central Revolutionary Committee, as the supreme authority is 
known, is located in Znamenka. It is said that there are in all 20 units, 23,000 
men strong, with some artillery and a considerable number of machine guns. 
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Hryhoryiv’s chief of staff was not, as he said a Bolshevik, but the 
very popular partisan leader Yurko Tyutyunnyk.17 Moreover, the 
Borotbist Central Revolutionary Committee was in Znamenka, the 
location of Hryhoryiv’s headquarters. 

His account of being cut off for two days was merely a political 
maneuver. The Borotbist Central Revolutionary Committee did not 
want to participate directly in the negotiations, since it was already 
holding talks with the Bolsheviks in Kharkiv. Hryhoryiv’s negotia-
tions must therefore be regarded as a diplomatic move by the Bo-
rotbisty in an attempt to impress the Kharkiv Bolsheviks with Bo-
rotbist military strength. However, because the bargaining power 
of the Borotbisty was small, Hryhoryiv readily accepted Bolshevik 
supremacy, albeit conditionally. He had the choice of joining either 
the then popular Red Army or the unpopular army of the Ukrainian 
People’s Republic. By siding with the Bolsheviks he had little to 
lose: on the one hand he retained command of his forces, while on 
the other hand Bolshevik support enabled him to carry out a suc-
cessful campaign against the French and Denikin’s Volunteer Army 
in the south. On March 9, 1919 Hryhoryi’v retook Kherson, on 
March 12, Nikolayev, and on April 4, Odessa, thus becoming a pop-
ular hero fighting under the slogan “Drive the Entente into the 
sea!’18 

Finally, there is Rakovsky’s telegram concerning the Bolshe-
vik agreement with Hryhoryi’v to the Moscow Commissar of For-
eign Affairs Chicherin: 

Moscow. To Chicherin. Copy to Lenin, Trotsky, Sverdlov. 
 
On February 1, an agreement was reached between representatives of our 
army, which is operating on the border of Katerynoslav and Kherson Prov-
inces, and Ataman Hryhoryiv. He is a Ukrainian SR who commands consid-
erable partisan forces and is operating in Kherson Province on a continuous 
front as far as Nikopol*. 
Hryhoryi’v has recognized the supremacy of the authority of the Provisional 
Workers’ and Peasants’ Government of Ukraine and the Command of the 
Revolutionary Military Council, leaving it to the Ukrainian SR government, 
established on the right bank of the Dnepr, to negotiate a political agreement 
with us. 
Two representatives of the Ukrainian SR’s, Elansky and Blakytny are here, but 
negotiations have not yet begun.19 
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Rakovsky.  

To confront the Bolsheviks with an already existing Borotist con-
trolled Ukrainian soviet government, supported by a Borotbist-con-
trolled Ukrainian red army, was the only move open to the Bo-
rotbisty. The documents indicate beyond the shadow of a doubt 
that the Borotbisty attempted to do this, but the balance of military 
and political forces was not in their favor. The more experienced 
administrative and military personnel of Ukraine had withdrawn 
to the west with the Directory, leaving the Borotbisty exposed to 
the organized machine of the Russian Bolsheviks. The Borotbisty 
had little control in the cities, and, had they declared war on the 
Bolsheviks in the winter of 1919, their large following in the villages 
would probably have refused to support them. The masses would 
not have understood why two parties with the same political plat-
form—Soviet rule—should fight one another, especially when the 
threat of intervention by the Allies in the south and by the Directory 
in the west had yet to be removed. 

A minor but contributing factor to Borotbist failure was their 
hostile relations with the Independent wing of the USDRP which 
were rooted in ideological differences. In attempting to shake off 
the tag of idealistic populism in their evolution toward com-
munism, the Borotbisty lived through a period of ideological 
eclipse. The Ukrainian SD Independents, having gone through the 
same Marxist school as the Bolsheviks, could withstand them better 
then could the Borotbisty, whom the Independents regarded with 
contempt. The Borotbisty, on the other hand, feeling more closely 
identified with the masses, looked on the Independents as friends 
of the Directory, and hence bourgeois. Collaboration between the 
two Ukrainian parties of the left was thus impossible. 

C.  Implementation of Bolshevik Occupation Policy 

The decline in prestige of the Ukrainian state among the masses as 
a result of Hetman rule, together with the advice of Bolshevik lead-
ers in Ukraine, was undoubtedly behind Lenin’s remarks at the 
Eighth Congress of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik) in 
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March 1919 that “Ukraine is separated from Russia by exceptional 
circumstances; the national movement has not taken deep roots 
there. Even if it did exist, the Germans stamped it out.’20 

Prior to the arrival of the Bolshevik Soviet government from 
Kharkiv, the Bolshevik-controlled Executive Committee of the Kyiv 
City Council, contending with a host of Ukrainian problems, 
named four Borotbisty among the special commissars appointed to 
take over the various ministries vacated by the Directory: 
Mykhaylychenko (Foreign Affairs), Panas Lyubchenko (War), 
Taranenko (Rationing), and Klunnyi (Agriculture).21 However, the 
Soviet government headed by Rakovsky, who replaced Pyatakov, 
had no intention of granting concessions to the Ukrainians; Ukraine 
was then regarded primarily as a source of food. 

The Bolshevik habit of mechanically measuring all conditions 
by the Russian yardstick can be seen at work when the Bolsheviks, 
crudely and without even the transitional period which had existed 
in Russia, attempted bodily to transplant the system of War Com-
munism to Ukraine. (In Soviet Russia the whole system of War 
Communism—complete nationalization of industry and land, abo-
lition of the free market, confiscation of the peasants’ surplus pro-
duce, and compulsory employment—reached its peak in 1919.) 

The cardinal factor in Bolshevik occupation policy in Ukraine 
during the first months of 1919, however, was the existence of fam-
ine in Russia. In the wake of the advancing Red Army, the Moscow 
press wrote jubilant articles designed to appeal to the famished 
population. For example, the Moscow City Soviet on February 6, 
1919 issued the following proclamation: 

Comrades! The victory of the uprising of workers and peasants in Ukraine 
opens the way to save the workers and toiling masses of Russia from famine 
and economic disaster. The Ukrainian Red Army of workers and poor peas-
ants has regained from the German imperialists and the local landowners, ku-
laks and bourgeoisie very large reserves of grain, meat, fats, sugar, salt, fod-
der, coal and in general everything from the want of which the population of 
our cities is starving, suffering and dying. Food reserves exceed tens of mil-
lions of poods. They offer salvation to us, our families, our children, and the 
entire cause of the proletarian revolution. . . . Deliverance from famine and 
disaster is in our bands. It is near.22 
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Moscow’s agents invaded the Ukrainian villages to supervise the 
requisition of foodstuffs. Khrystyuk describes how this worked out 
in practice: 

The Workers’ and Peasants’ Government stripped Ukraine.. . of everything it 
could lay its hands on—bread, sugar, meat, factory machine tools and equip-
ment, farm implements, furniture from buildings, even musical instruments. 
. . . By a simplified system of requisitioning, the Red Army men seized from 
Ukrainian peasants everything that could be removed—grain, cattle, poultry, 
plows, even women’s clothes.23 

On February 26, 1919 Pravda wrote: 

Ukraine now has approximately 250–300 million poods of extra grain. . . . Be-
fore spring, Ukraine can deliver some grain, about 200,000 poods of frozen 
meat, 200,000 poods of salt, 300,000 poods of dried fruit, a large quantity of 
potatoes, almost seven million poods of sugar, some confectionary products, 
and small quantities of millet.24 

As Aleksandr G. Shlikhter, then Commissar of Food Supplies of 
Ukraine, wrote in 1928, “every pood [of food] was soaked in 
blood.” According to his calculations, 

the government acquired by July 1 not fifty million poods, but only eight and 
a half million. However, even three-quarters of this [amount] remained in 
Ukraine and was rationed to proletarian centers (primarily to workers of the 
Donets Basin) and to the Red Army. Only about two million poods were sent 
to Moscow and Petersburg].25 

Neither the principles of the communist program concerning the 
equality of nations, nor the Directory’s proposals (in January) for 
peace and trade with Russia, nor the outbreak of revolution in Hun-
gary (in mid-March) could check the onslaught of the hungry Rus-
sians from the north.26 Pyatakov’s thesis denying the existence of a 
national problem in Ukraine was ideological balm for the Moscow 
strategists, since it fitted in with the momentary needs as well as 
the desires of Soviet Russia. 

No less catastrophic than the food requisition policy was Bol-
shevik agrarian policy in Ukraine. The government held back about 
three million desyatins, or 25 per cent of the land fund (former 
state-owned land, forests, sugar-beet farms, and large estates which 
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were transferred to agricultural communes). To obtain the remain-
ing 75 per cent of the land, the peasants had to seize it themselves.27 
‘Here, too, Bolshevik policy gave less consideration to the peas-
antry in Ukraine than it had in Russia. 

The failure of the Bolsheviks to solve economic problems in 
Ukraine was compounded by their blundering national policy. 
They simply refused to recognize Ukraine as a nation, not only po-
litically but even culturally. Rakovsky declared at a meeting of the 
Kyiv City Council on February 13, 1919 that the attempt “to insti-
tute Ukrainian as a state language was reactionary and entirely un-
necessary. . . . One is told to remember the peasantry, but the peas-
ants also regard themselves as Russians.’28 He repeated the old Rus-
sian contention that the Ukrainian cause and the very idea of a 
Ukraine were the invention of Ukrainian intellectuals. (Within five 
years Rakovsky was to become a staunch defender of the rights of 
the Soviet Ukraine.) Rakovsky was criticized for his views by rep-
resentatives of all the pro-Soviet parties. The Left Bundist Rafes 
warned: “Woe to that party, woe to that government which does 
not consider all the peculiarities of the country.”29 The negative 
stand on the Ukrainian question taken by Rakovsky, a Rumanian 
who had been in Russia only since 1918, was the result of Russian 
influence, especially that of the Soviet administration in Ukraine 
which was predominantly Russian and openly hostile to Ukrainian 
culture and ideas. The Soviet administration requisitioned build-
ings of Ukrainian cultural institutions for state purposes and ex-
cluded the Ukrainian language from public use.30 In practice the 
administration was even more anti-Ukrainian than the govern-
ment. 

The foregoing factors provide an explanation of the un-yield-
ing Bolshevik attitude toward all pro-Soviet Ukrainian parties, the 
fury of the plundering Red Army and the persecution of everything 
Ukrainian. In the nature of things it would have been extraordinary 
had there been no reaction to the state of affairs engendered by the 
implementation of Bolshevik occupation policy.31 
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D.  Borotbism in Crisis 

1.  Internal Party Differences 

 
The inability of the Borotbisty to form their own government 
caused a serious crisis within their ranks. The Kyiv branch of the 
party resolved at a meeting held during the first half of February 
that, 

Because ideologically and tactically the Communist Party (Bolshevik) of 
Ukraine has recently come very close to the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Rev-
olutionaries [Borotbisty],32 the Central Committee of the UPSR [Borotbisty], 
in the interests of the world socialist revolution and particularly of Ukraine, 
should call a Party Congress for the purpose of solving the problem of the 
possible forms of joint activity by both parties-the UPSR [Borotbisty] and the 
CP(b)U.33 

At a second meeting later in February, the Kyiv group proposed 
outright merger in the following resolution: 

1) Since there appear to be no great differences of opinion between the UPSR 
[Borotbisty] and the CP(b)U in matters of basic tactics; 2) taking into account 
the desire of the party rank and file to add to the name “UPSR” the word 
“Communist,” or suitably to rename the UPSR altogether; 3) warning the 
party that with its separate existence, in opposition to the leaders of the 
CP(b)U, events and the party’s support from “reliable” elements inevitably 
will lead it into the camp of counterrevolution; 4) taking into account that 
there already exists the nucleus for a real communist party, linked organiza-
tionally with communist parties of other countries and [ideologically] with 
their correct positions; 5) regarding it as a duty to support these positions as 
much as possible; and 6) considering it a duty to avoid that disorganization 
within the UPSR [Borotbisty which might arise if individual members or sep-
arate groups were to join the CP(b)U—the meeting, in the interests of a suc-
cessful development of the socialist revolution, has resolved: To demand that 
the Central Committee of the Party enter into negotiations -,with the Central 
Committee of the CP(b)U with a view to uniting the UPSR [Borotbisty] with 
the CP(b)U and effecting this merger successfully at the Fifth Congress of the 
UPSR [Borotbisty].34 

“Not only ideological but practical considerations as defined in 
point three of the resolution,” Khrystyuk writes, “played an im-
portant role in the desire to merge.’35 As was expected, the Bo-
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rotbisty called for a merger with the Bolsheviks at their Fifth Con-
gress, held in Kharkiv, March 6–8, 1919. It was at this Congress that 
the Borotbisty once again changed their party name, this time to 
“Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries (Communists-Bo-
rotbisty).”36 

The danger of disorganization which was feared by the Ky-
ivan Borotbisty became acute when Vyacheslav Lashkevych, a 
member of the Central Committee and of the Council of Revolu-
tionary Emissaries, Serhiy Pylypenko and many other party mem-
bers individually joined the CP(b)U.37 Despite this threat, a merger 
of the Borotbisty and the Ukrainian Bolsheviks was impossible in 
March 1919. Not only did the Borotbisty as a whole still believe in 
their separate existence; the CP(b)U, flushed with victory, was not 
interested in bringing them into the CP(b)U or the Bolshevik gov-
ernment. 

2.  Rejection by the CP(b)U 

The unification plea of the Borotbisty (and of the Bund) was for-
mally rejected by the CP(b)U at the latter’s Third Congress in 
Kharkiv, during the first week of March. By a small margin of votes, 
101 to 96, the Congress adopted the resolution “On the Attitude To-
ward Petty Bourgeois Parties” proposed by the CP(b)U’s left 
wing.38 The following passages are relevant to the Borotbisty: 

1. At a time of growing and intensified civil war in Ukraine, and in anticipa-
tion of an inevitable and violent kulak counterrevolution in the villages, no 
agreements with such parties as the Right SR’s, the Independent Ukrainian 
Social Democrats and others are admissible. . . . 
2. Taking into account the fact that the victorious development of the prole-
tarian revolution in Ukraine has deprived such strata of the petty bourgeoisie 
as urban craftsmen and the middle peasantry of any hope of realizing their 
program and has proved the impotence of their political parties, and [the fact] 
that in the course of events these parties (the Left Bund and the Ukrainian SR’s 
[Borotbisty]) are compelled either to accept the platform of Soviet rule or to 
attempt to merge with our party: 
the Third Congress considers that, despite their acceptance of Soviet rule, 
these parties are incapable of accepting the program of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat with all its consequences and that therefore their representatives 
must not be given any responsible posts in the councils. The Congress particularly 
emphasizes the fact that it is inadmissible to include them in the government 
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of Ukraine, which should consist solely of representatives of the Communist 
Party, the only leader of the toiling revolutionary masses.39 
Concerning attempts of the petty bourgeois parties (the Left Bund and Ukrain-
ian SR’s [Borotbisty]) to unite with our party, the Third Congress of the 
CP(b)U has decided not to admit any groups in the ranks of our party and to 
accept [new members] only. . . in accordance with the [party] statute.”40 

Accordingly, no Borotbisty were admitted to the Bolshevik-con-
trolled government, although the Third All-Ukrainian Congress of 
Soviets, which was well attended by the Borotbisty, elected several 
Borotbist deputies to the Central Executive Committee.41 To be 
sure, practice differed in local government. Unable to fill all posi-
tions in the local councils, the Bolsheviks were compelled to accept 
Borotbist participation. “Having failed to reach an agreement with 
the CP(b)U despite great concessions, the UPSR [(Borotbisty-Com-
munists)], like all other Ukrainian soviet parties,” Khrystyuk point-
edly observes, “logically should have declared war on the CP(b)U 
and become an illegal organization. [But] the party inclined. . . to-
ward agreement at any price.42 

E.  Joint Action Against Hryhoryiv 

1.  Bolshevik Detente with the Borotbisty 

The Bolsheviks had scarcely installed a central government in 
Ukraine when their multiple disregard of Ukrainian interests 
brought on widespread rebellion. By April 1919 the Bolsheviks had 
lost de facto control over large areas of Ukraine. From then on, as 
even the Bolshevik historian M. Kubanin admits, “the revolution-
ary committees and councils existed only nominally and were in 
fact controlled by one or another ataman or underground organi-
zation.”‘43 The population ignored the Bolshevik government’s or-
ders and lived under the protection of underground insurgent cen-
ters. Atamans Hryhoryiv, Zeleny and Makhno all led their parti-
sans in active rebellion. 

Only when faced with open revolt throughout Ukraine did 
“the need to unite all revolutionary forces against counterrevolu-
tion prompt the Central Committee of the CP(b)U to adopt a reso-
lution admitting the [Borotbisty] into the Ukr.-S.S.R. Council of 
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People’s Commissars.”44 The CP(b)U in May waived its March res-
olution against admission on direct orders from the Central Com-
mittee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik). “All soviet par-
ties. . . were admitted to the Central Executive Committee. Repre-
sentatives of the Ukrainian SR’s Communists (Borotbisty) were in-
cluded in the presidium of the Central Executive Committee and in 
the Council of People’s Commissars of Ukraine.’“45 Borotbisty who 
were brought into the government included Mykhaylo Panchenko 
(later replaced by Shumsky) as People’s Commissar of Education; 
Lytvynenko as Commissar of Finance; Lebedynets’ as Commissar 
of Justice; Poloz” as Chairman of the Supreme Council of National 
Economy; and Yakovlev us deputy head of the Cheka in Ukraine.46 
In these areas of government the Borotbisty, although not active, 
were in a position to resist cultural Russification,o check the eco-
nomic plundering of Ukraine and abate the campaign of terror then 
being conducted against Ukrainian intellectuals, perhaps despite 
the presence of Yakovlev.47 The posts of Deputy People’s Commis-
sar of Internal Affairs, Food, and Communications were also held 
by Borotbisty. However, Poloz was the only member of the Bo-
rotbist Central Committee in the government, and no key commis-
sariats were in the hands of the Borotbisty. Moreover, as Rafes aptly 
comments, “this change in the center was scarcely reflected in the 
countryside, where the old policy remained in force. . . .’“48 

2.  Hryhoryiv’s revolt against the Bolsheviks 

D. Petrovsky, another Bolshevik historian, supports the view that 
the attempt to placate the Ukrainian pro-Soviet parties was already 
late.49 In the period April 1–May 1, 1919 there were 93 uprisings; in 
the period May 1–15, 28 uprisings; and in the period June 1–19, 207 
uprisings.50 The insurgent partisans were the same peasants who 
two and three months earlier had welcomed the Bolsheviks. 
Ukrainian peasants, poor and rich alike, joined in battle against the 
Russian Bolsheviks. “The first large rebellion,” occurring in early 
May and, led by Ataman Hryhoryi’v,51  

                                                 
o  See Appendix 4. 
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spread rapidly through three provinces, destroying a great part of [Bolshevik] 
successes and facilitating the advance of Denikin. . . . Not only did the prole-
tariat mobilize its forces, but the petty bourgeois parties came out against Hry-
horyiv.... The RSDRP [Mensheviks] and the Bund rallied their forces in oppo-
sition to Hryhoryi’v and Denikin. The Left SR majority [i.e., the Borotbisty] 
and the [Ukrainian] SD Left “Independents” also arrived at a decision [to 
fightj against the Hryhoryiv adventure. . . . Only two parties supported Hry-
horyiv . . . the Ukrainian Left SR-Activists52 and the SD “Independents-Activ-
ists.”53 By decree of the Council of Workers’ and Peasants’ Defense they were 
declared to be outside the law and subject to the red terror.54 

Reduced to one partisan detachment, Hryhoryi’v wrote to the gov-
ernment of the Ukrainian People’s Republic on June 28, 1919: 

We broke away from you because you were conducting a petty bourgeois do-
mestic and foreign policy which allowed the Entente powers to exploit our 
people and their wealth. We broke away from the Communists and we fight 
them because 90 per cent of the people do not want communism and do not 
recognize the dictatorship of a party or dictatorship of an individual. In our 
view, it is necessary to have proportional representation of the nationalities in 
the councils. . . . Tell us and the whole Ukrainian people what kind of rule you 
are bringing to Ukraine, for people say that you have an agreement with the 
Entente powers and that the National Union, which in our view is a nest of 
the “Black Hundred,” still exists. . . . As for the land problem, socialization of 
the land is the only acceptable solution in Ukraine. . . . We are in contact with 
the All-Ukrainian Revolutionary Committee [of the USDRP (Independents)]. 
Rumors about [our ties with] Denikin and Kolchak are all lies.55 

In general Ataman Hryhoryiv remains an enigmatic figure. Some 
even refuse to believe that he was ever a Borotbist. It is most prob-
able that, like so many of the partisan leaders of the day, he was an 
independent ataman whom no party, either Borotbist or Bolshevik, 
could discipline. After his break with the Borotbisty he acquired 
some notoriety for his, anti-Jewish pogroms. In July during an at-
tempt to reach an understanding with Makhno, Hryhoryiv was 
shot at Makhno’s headquarters. The reason is unknown, but pre-
sumably personal rivalry was involved.56 

In January the Borotbisty had counted on the forces of Hry-
horyiv to organize an independent Ukrainian Red Army, but his 
May his active opposition to Bolshevik rule made him their enemy. 
Except for Hryhoryiv’s about-face and the anti-Bolshevik uprising 
led by the Borotbist Shchohryn, the Borotbist party as a whole re-
mained loyal to the Bolshevik government.57 Their participation in 
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the government and active aid against the anti-Bolshevik partisan 
uprisings had a double effect upon the party. While on the one hand 
the party became even more pro-Soviet, on the other hand it lost 
some its adherents. That the party’s influence among the peasants 
was still considerable, however, became evident during the All-
Ukrainian Congress of Volost Executive Committees in Kyiv in 
June 1919, at which the Borotbisty controlled Approximately 50 per 
cent of the delegates.58 

The forces of the Ukrainian People’s Republic, approaching 
from the west, and the armies of General Denikin, moving in from 
the south and east, occupied Kyiv on August 31, 1919. This date can 
therefore be considered as marking the formal end of the second 
period of Bolshevik rule in Ukraine. Khrystyuk justly remarked of 
the period that 

the groundwork for the [Soviet] government in Ukraine was prepared by the 
growth of the Ukrainian revolution, but the government itself rested, . . . ide-
ologically, ... on the Russian Communist Party and, materially, on the Russian 
[Red] Army and Russian [bureaucracy]. . .59 
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7  Borotbisty in the Denikin Underground 

A.  Formation of the Ukrainian Communist Party 
(Borotbisty): UCP(B) 

While the armies of the Ukrainian People’s Republic were fighting 
in the approaches to Kyiv in August 1919, an important event oc-
curred in the life of the UPSR (Communists-Borotbisty). The Cen-
tral Committees of the UPSR (Communists-Borotbisty) and the 
USDRP (Left Independents) by joint decision announced the for-
mation of a new Ukrainian political party in a covering letter of a 
memorandump which was directed to the Executive Committee of 
the Communist International. The Memorandum, primarily an ap-
peal to economic factors rather than to ethical values, outlined 
briefly the peculiarities of the social and economic development of 
Ukraine which made incumbent the formation of a single com-
munist center. The covering letter read as follows: 

To the Executive Committee of the Third Communist International 
 
By decision of the Central Committees of the Ukrainian Social Democratic 
Workers’ Party (Left Independents) and the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Rev-
olutionaries (Communists)* of August 6, 1919 both parties named have 
merged into one Ukrainian Communist Party (Borotbisty) with the motto 
“Workers of the World Unite!”1 
The act of merging into a single Communist Party two detachments of Ukrain-
ian Communism, which until now have participated separately in the prole-
tarian revolution in Ukraine, is a great, crowning moment in the development 
of the Ukrainian communist movement, which accurately expresses the real 
command of local social reality and at the same time is a new point of depar-
ture in the future organizational and ideological consolidation of communist 
forces in the towns and villages of Ukraine. 
The deep split within the ranks of the Ukrainian socialist parties and the di-
viding off of the communist forces, which grow organically out of the ag-
gregrate of social and economic conditions in Ukraine, began immediately af-
ter the February Revolution of 1917 and, by the first siege of Kyiv by the troops 
of Soviet Russia, had reached such intensity and force that the representatives 
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of the left wing of the Ukrainian socialist parties were arrested and con-
demned to execution by the right wing, which then controlled all political life 
in Ukraine. 
The subsequent course of the Revolution brought this split to its inevitable 
end; the left wing—that organic cell of Ukrainian Communism—irrevocably 
took up the struggle in the name of rule by Soviets as the only organizational 
form of the dictatorship of the proletariat. 
The ranks of fighters united round the organizational center of Ukrainian 
Communism during the dark period of Hetmanate reaction; they were tem-
pered in the heroic and ruthless struggle both against it and against the 
Ukrainian National Union, which disguised its counterrevolutionary nature 
with democratic phraseology. 
The disorganization of the Hetmanate apparatus by vigorous action and the 
unmasking of the counterrevolutionary nature of the Ukrainian National Un-
ion before the eyes of the Ukrainian proletariat and peasantry led Ukrainian 
communist forces to the uprising against the Hetmanate, to the active control 
of that uprising, [including] the seizure of Poltava, Zhitomir, Zhmerinka, and 
other localities, and to the decisive struggle against the product of the Na-
tional Union—the Directory—both at the head of insurgent detachments and 
at the “Toilers’ Congress” convened by the Directory. 
In the heat of this struggle for the greatest ideal of our age, the struggle in the 
name of rule by Soviets, the last threads are being cut, the last traces of former 
contacts with the compromising parties are vanishing, and the intrinsic nature 
of the organizational and ideological center of Ukrainian communist forces 
which has been strengthened in battle is outgrowing the bounds of old party 
names. 
The struggle against the Hetmanate and the Directory was conducted shoul-
der to shoulder with the Communists-Bolsheviks of Ukraine. The deep reali-
zation of all the dangers [arising out] of the existence of two communist cen-
ters in Ukraine forced the organizational and ideological core of Ukrainian 
communist forces (the Communists-Borotbisty) to call, in March 1919, for the 
formation of an inter-party Soviet center at the moment of uprising and for 
organizational merger with the Communists-Bolsheviks. 
The urgent need for the creation of a single Communist Center in Ukraine has 
not been understood and evaluated by the Communists-Bolsheviks of 
Ukraine. 
The experience of the subsequent development of the proletarian revolution 
in Ukraine, the practical participation [of the Borotbisty] in the formation of 
the Soviet government and its fateful outcome have sharpened the awareness 
among the ranks of Ukrainian Communists of the urgent need to create a sin-
gle communist center, which will grow organically out of the aggregrate of 
social and economic conditions and peculiarities of Ukraine. 
A consideration of this experience and the increased understanding of the 
next and most important task in the development of the revolution in Ukraine 
have led to the merger of two detachments of Ukrainian communist forces 
into one Ukrainian Communist Party (Borotbisty), which has assumed the 
leadership of the Ukrainian communist movement and its representation in 
the ranks of the Third International. 
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Facing the eclipse of the second proletarian revolution in Ukraine, entering a 
period of the fiercest reaction in Ukraine, leading the entire party, and, to-
gether with it, going underground tin preparation] for a new struggle, the 
Central Committee of the Ukrainian Communist Party (Borotbisty) an-
nounces the entry of the party into the ranks of the Third International and 
sends warm greetings to the leaders of the proletarian revolution, assuring 
them that the hour is at hand when, forged together by one Communist Cen-
ter, the workers and peasants of Ukraine will start a new uprising in the name 
of rule by Soviets, and a regenerated Ukrainian Soviet Republic once again 
will engage in open battle with the enemies of international communism. 
Kyiv, August 28, 1919. 
 
Central Committee of the Ukrainian Communist Party (Borotbisty).2 

By implication the covering letter scored the Bolshevik leaders in 
Ukraine who fled to Russia with the retreating Red Army in the 
hope of eventually returning under the protection of a victorious 
Red Army.’3 The meeting of the Central Committees of the two old 
parties at which this joint decision was made came to be regarded 
as the First Congress of the new UCP(b). 

Both parties participated in the merger on a parity basis, alt-
hough actually one large party, the UPSR (Communists-Bo-
rotbisty), was joined by a small left wing group of Kyivan SD Inde-
pendents. 

The left wing Independents had refused to follow the USDRP 
(Independents)” in the latter’s active opposition to the Bolshevik-
controlled government in the spring of 1919. When the USDRP (In-
dependents) became an underground organization, creating an All-
Ukrainian Revolutionary Committee which declared open warfare 
against Rakovsky’s government, the left wing remained a legal or-
ganization.4 Under the leadership of Pankiv and Hukovych, they 
became known as the Left Independents. Through their representa-
tive at the All-Ukrainian Congress of Volost Executive Committees 
in Kyiv in June 1919, the Left Independents officially conveyed their 
greetings to the Congress. They condemned the participation of the 
USDRP (Independents) in the anti-Bolshevik uprisings, yet at the 
same time criticized the excesses of Rakovsky’s government. The 
Left Independents thus moved close to the Borot’bist position, and 
their merger with the Borotbisty was the logical consequence. 
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As Marxists who had long since accepted the doctrine of “the 
dictatorship of the proletariat,” the Left Independents escaped the 
ideological crisis through which the Borotbisty passed. In the minds 
of the Borotbisty, as they came under the influence of Marxism in 
their movement toward communism, the heritage of populism 
seemed a political liability. Given this frame of mind, the Borotbisty 
found merger with the USDRP (Left Independents), though a small 
group, of considerable ideological and political significance. 
Through them, the new party, the UCP(b), rid itself of the populist 
heritage of Borotbism. At the same time the merger strengthened the 
opposition of Ukrainian leftist parties to the Bolsheviks. No longer 
did the Borotbisty feel compelled to demonstrate that they were as 
good Marxists as the Bolsheviks. They could now claim before the 
Communist International, and before the Ukrainian urban proletar-
iat, that they were demanding for Ukraine no more than the sover-
eignty due every nation, while the Bolsheviks were actually subju-
gating Ukraine to Russia. The Borotbisty, it is clear, hoped that the 
Communist International would draw the proper inference—that 
for Ukraine, at least, they had become better Marxists than the Bol-
sheviks. 

Lenin, who carefully followed the Borotbist moves, soon 
claimed the very opposite. On February 22, 1920 he wrote: “I em-
phatically insist that the Borotbisty be accused not of nationalism, 
but of counterrevolutionary and petty bourgeois mentality.”5 The 
implication was that even though the Borotbisty agreed with the 
Bolsheviks on the national question— which was not the case—
they were unreliable as Marxists. The Borotbisty for their part, anx-
ious to obliterate their populist past, treated the Left Independents 
as equals and accepted the Marxist slogan “Workers of the World, 
Unite!” With the infusion of new Marxist blood into the party, the 
Borotbisty hoped, revitalized, to re-enter the struggle against the 
Bolsheviks for a sovereign, communist Ukraine. 
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B.  Two Views on the Formation of the UCP(B) 

1.  The “Dual Roots” Theory 

The Bundist Rafes, writing during the Denikin occupation in 1919, 
oversimplified the Borot’bist point of view when he quoted one of 
their planks, “support for the national culture of young nations,” to 
demonstrate that “the new party, in the words of its initiators, is 
based on a Marxist outlook, but differs from [the Bolsheviks] in its 
views on the national question.”6 The heart of the matter lay not 
merely in “the national culture of young nations” but in their equal-
ity and independence. Another former Bundist, Ravich-Cher-
kassky, writing as a Bolshevik in 1923, described the formation of 
the UCP(b) in the following words: 

At a time when Mazurenko, Drahomyretsky and other leaders of the Inde-
pendents stirred up kulak rebellions and pogroms, a small but consolidated 
group split away. . . and created a new party of “Left Independent Ukrainian 
Social Democrats.” This group was headed by Pankiv and Hukovych. The Bo-
rotbisty, as the Ukrainian Left SR Party, indisputably showed themselves to 
be revolutionaries during the struggle between the Bolsheviks and the Direc-
tory. . . , During the entire period of Soviet rule in Ukraine in 1919 the Bo-
rotbisty gradually, very slowly it is true, rid themselves of their traditional, 
semi-Petlyurist tendencies. Before that time considerable strata of the peas-
antry had been more or less under their influence. After the Third Congress 
of the CP[(b)]U branded them as petty bourgeois national-socialists, the Bo-
rotbisty, in seeking to influence the urban proletariat, began to polish up on 
the Marxist view of history, gradually destroying the vestiges of their SR prej-
udices. In August 1919 this process of adaptation to the proletarian revolution 
was crowned by the merger of the Borotbisty with the above-mentioned 
group of Ukrainian SD Left Independents. This merger of quantity and, rela-
tively, even of quality undoubtedly increased the prospects of the Borotbisty 
to [acquire] the right to call themselves communists.’7 

In his History of the CP(b)U Ravich-Cherkasski in 1923 advanced the 
idea for which he was condemned by official Soviet critics in the 
late 1920’s that the CP(b)U was not a branch of the Russian Com-
munist Party (Bolshevik), but a new communist party in Ukraine 
created by Bundists, Borotbisty, Jewish Communists, Borbisty, and 
Ukapisty, as well as by the Bolsheviks. By 1923 this theory of the 
multiple origin of the CP(b)U was also accepted by former Bo-
rotbisty, themselves members of the CP(b)U. On the other hand the 
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Bolsheviks, having once consolidated their power in the 1920’s and 
having absorbed the other leftist parties, rejected the view that the 
CP(b)U was a confluence of many streams. Rather, they claimed 
that the elements in the CP(b)U of non-Bolshevik origin had quickly 
become assimilated. Insofar as the essential ideology of the CP(b)U 
is concerned, they were correct. Wielding undivided power, the 
Bolsheviks preserved their basic party doctrine. But the Borotbisty, 
and later the Ukapisty, nonetheless did influence the policy of the 
CP(b)U with respect to the national question (Ukrainization); when 
the Bolsheviks later decided to abandon this policy, they had to de-
stroy all the former Borotbisty and Ukapisty within the CP(b)U. 

The Borotbisty themselves considered their merger with the 
Left Independents to be an inevitable consequence of the Ukrainian 
revolution: 

As the Ukrainian peasantry was divided into kulaks and toiling peasants, and 
the latter into the well-off middle peasant and the hired laborer, . . . the 
Ukrainian Party of SR Communists, the party of the Ukrainian peasant prole-
tariat, crystallized more and more out of the ill-defined, old opportunist party 
of the Ukrainian SR’s. With a similar crystallization of the purely proletarian 
elements out of that mass of workers, intellectuals and petty bourgeoisie 
which had been under the influence of the USDRP, there arose the party of 
Left Independents, linked primarily with the industrial proletariat of 
Ukraine—the proletariat of the city. Since the interests of all proletarian 
groups were identical, . . . the splits in the USDRP and the UPSR ever more 
forcefully bore out the need to unify the communist forces in city and village.8 

2.  The Bolshevik Argument 

In order to understand why the Bolsheviks, and Lenin in particular, 
took such a hostile stand toward the Borotbisty, especially toward 
their efforts to gain admittance to the Third International, it is nec-
essary to consider briefly the Bolshevik argument. A synthesis of 
their argument, based on statements by Lenin and other prominent 
Bolsheviks, would run as follows: 1) The cardinal political differ-
ence between the Bolshevik party and all other Soviet parties was 
that the Bolsheviks had guided the Revolution to the Soviet plat-
form, indeed had fostered and created the Soviet system, while all 
other parties had merely been drawn toward that platform. The cor-



 BOROT’BISM 211 

 

rectness of this thesis was supported even by the Borotbist pro-
nouncement that the UCP(b) had arisen as the result of a process of 
differentiation within the Ukrainian peasantry and urban proletar-
iat under the impact of the Bolshevik Revolution. 2) Such an “em-
pirical” explanation for the origin of Borotbism, whose radicalism 
was the product of revolutionary events, harbored the danger that 
an ebbing of the revolutionary wave among the masses might well 
impair that radicalism. 3) The Borot’bist proposition that the 
UCP(b) was the only center around which Ukrainian communist 
forces could crystallize was not valid; Chronologically, the Left 
USDRP (led by Neronovych) had been the first such center, while, 
besides the Borotbisty, another possible center was the Ukrainian 
Communist Party (the Ukapisty) which had held its constituent con-
gress in Kyiv, January 22–25, 1920. Borotbism therefore represented 
but one stage in the crystallization of Ukrainian communist forces. 
The proper rallying center was the Bolshevik organization of the 
industrial proletariat, which were an integral part of Ukrainian life 
no less than the professedly Ukrainian movements. 4) It would be 
more correct to speak of the CP(b)U as possibly independent of the 
Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik), as had been suggested by 
the Ukrainian Bolshevik Shakhray, than to suggest the transfer of 
leadership of the Ukrainian proletarian revolution from the prole-
tarian party, the Bolsheviks, to a party which at best could only as-
pire to the proletarian. 5) The existence of a large Russified urban 
proletariat in Ukraine made the formation of a purely Ukrainian 
government impossible during the difficult period of the Revolu-
tion. Such a government would inevitably be controlled by the 
peasants rather than by the workers, a circumstance which would 
destroy the fundamental aim of the Revolution-the dictatorship of 
the proletariat. 6) Even if other proletarian parties were to attempt 
to rise to the top in Ukraine, or if the CP(b)U itself were to attempt 
to become independent, Bolshevism would ruthlessly beat down 
such attempts, because the dictatorship of the proletariat in back-
ward peasant countries could be realized only by means of a highly 
centralized communist party. 7) Given the existing conditions, 
there could be no talk of administrative equality between that ter-
ritory (Russia) which contained the center of the Revolution and a 
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territory (Ukraine) where the Revolution was directed by that cen-
ter. Speaking at the Eighth All-Russian Conference of the Russian 
Communist Party (Bolshevik) on December 3, 1919 Lenin stated: 

Comrade [Dmytro Z.J] Manuilsky is greatly mistaken in thinking that we re-
proached them [i.e., the Ukrainian Bolsheviks] for separatism [samostiinost’] 
in the national sense, in the sense of independence [nezavisimost’] for 
Ukraine. We reproached them for their separatism in the sense of their not 
wishing to reckon with Moscow’s views, the views of the Central Committee 
in Moscow. This word [samostiinost’] which was used in jest, had quite a dif-
ferent meaning.9 

This method of granting nominal independence to non-Russian 
peoples while in actual fact subordinating them to Moscow, “the 
center of world revolution,” was later applied by Stalin in gaining 
control over the so-called satellite states of Eastern Europe. 

The Russian Bolshevik attitude toward the Borotbisty is best 
illustrated in a draft resolution entitled “Our Attitude Toward the 
Borotbisty,” sketched probably by Lenin himself, concerning the 
liquidation of Borotbism. Found among the Trotsky papers pre-
served at Harvard University, it bears the date May 1919: 

The bloc of our Party with the Borotbisty had as its aim to attract to a sustained 
Communist policy a young political party in the socialist structure of Ukraine, 
still so poor in experience. 
In making this experiment, our Party had clearly in mind the fact that it might 
have directly opposite results, namely that it might hasten the degeneration 
of the Borotbisty into a militant party of counterrevolution, with the splitting 
off from it of its most honest and conscious socialist elements. 
In either case, the drawing of the party of Borotbisty into governmental re-
sponsibility—by hastening the political evolution of the party, would have a 
progressive meaning, since it shortened the period of indefiniteness- and 
formlessness of political groupings and relationships. 
4. At the present time it can be confirmed with full conviction that the Party 
of Borotbisty has evolved to the right, i.e., to the side of degeneration into an 
intellectual political group, basing itself mainly on kulak elements of the vil-
lages and on swindler-scoundrelly elements of the city, including also the 
greater part of the working class [sic]. . . .  
7. Under the guise of a struggle for Ukrainian independence, which found 
its expression in the Ukrainian Soviet Government,the Borotbisty have carried 
on a disorganizing struggle against the necessary union and unification of the 
economic apparatuses serving the interests of both countries. By this they help 
economic chaos and threaten to undermine all the work for economic con-
struction in Ukraine and in Russia. 
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8. Especially criminal, however, is the work of the Borotbisty in the military 
field. In the guise of a struggle for an independent Ukrainian army, the Bo-
rotbisty support the partisan bands,by word and deed opposing them to the 
Red Army, and are multiplying thereby the elements of bandit chaos which 
are leading Ukraine to the brink of chaos. Under the conditions of a far from 
completed struggle in Ukraine with internal and external counterrevolution, 
the encouragement of partisanism [the organization of the armed forces into 
independent guerrilla detachments—B.W.], which has already surrendered 
the Worker-Peasant Ukraine into the hands of the hated enemy, is nothing but 
subservience to the bandits of imperialism and the delivery of a treacherous 
stab in the back to the Soviet Power. . ………………………………...  
11. It is incumbent upon the leading elements of our Party and of the Soviet 
Power in Ukraine to open a most serious, attentive and energetic campaign 
against the party of the Borotbisty, exposing its intelligentsia-careerist, chau-
vinist and exploiter-kulakist character. 
12. Attention must be especially paid to all those cases where Borotbisty di-
rectly or indirectly support corrupted partisans and undermine the authority 
and strength of the Russo-Ukrainian [Rossiisko-Ukrainskoi] Red Army. . . .  
13. It is incumbent upon the corresponding Soviet organizations not to leave 
unanswered even one single chauvinist, anarcho-kulakist declaration of the 
Borotbisty. It is necessary by means of merciless exposure to make the genu-
inely alert section of the toilers who follow the Borotbisty aware of the fact 
that the road of this Party is the road to the inevitable ruin of Soviet Ukraine. 
14 It is necessary to reckon with the fact that a certain number of pure socialist 
elements have so far stayed in the ranks of the Borotbisty because of the offi-
cial Communist banner of this Party and its external revolutionary phraseol-
ogy. . . . 
15. By means of all the measures indicated above, i.e., by means of a broad 
and energetic exposure of the chauvinistic politics of the Borotbisty, by means 
of the attraction into our own ranks of its best elements and the merciless dis-
persion of the Makhnoist and Petlyurist elements in the ranks of the Bo-
rotbisty, our Party must in a short time prepare the conditions for driving the 
Borotbisty out of the ranks of the government, and for the complete liquida-
tion of the Borotbisty as a recognized Soviet Party. ...”10 

It is well to recall that in May 1919 Ataman Hryhoryiv launched his 
attack against the Bolsheviks. The caustic tone of the resolution can 
be partially explained by the bitterness which the Bolsheviks felt 
toward the Borotbisty at that time. A supplementary decision at the 
very end of the resolution mentions that “the moment of liquida-
tion is to be determined by the Politburo [in Moscow] and commu-
nicated to the Ukrainian Revolutionary Military Council.”11 But the 
“moment of liquidation,” as planned by Lenin, never came, because 
Bolshevik control came to an end in the summer of 1919 with the 
advance of Denikin’s armies. 
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There is a revealing comment on the covering letter of the Bo-
rotbist memorandum written probably by Georgii Zinovyev, the 
head of the Russian delegation to the Communist International and 
editor of its journal: 

From the editorial office: At the Congress of the Communist International in 
Moscow in March 1919, Ukraine was represented by the Communist Party of 
Ukraine—CPU (Bolshevik). Only this party, the proletarian organization in 
Ukraine which has behind it about twenty years of work, now belongs organ-
izationally to the Communist International. The Executive Committee of the 
c[ommunist] l[nternational] regards it as its duty to demand that only one 
communist party, comprising all communist forces, should exist in every 
country. The Communist International will also demand this in Ukraine.12 

Thus the Janus-like policy of the Bolsheviks stands fully revealed. 
To the outside world the Bolsheviks appeared as recognizing 
Ukraine as a separate country whose representative in the Com-
munist International had the same rights as other communist rep-
resentatives, but behind the closed doors of inner party counsel 
Moscow accepted the Rakovsky dictum that Ukraine was the in-
vention of a few intellectuals. 

The reply of the Communist International to the Borotbist 
memorandum was made public only in 1920, after the Denikin pe-
riod, and will be considered later.q Here it will be sufficient to note 
that during the Denikin occupation of Ukraine the Borotbist Central 
Committee commissioned a special delegation headed by Hryhoriy 
Hrynko and Levko Kuvaliv—the Foreign Bureau (Zarubezbnoye 
Byuro)—to present the Borot’bist brief before the Communist Inter-
national in Moscow.  

C.  Borotbist Opposition to the Denikin Regime 

Only the people’s despair under the second Soviet Russian occupa-
tion of Ukraine can explain the success of Denikin’s drive in Left 
Bank Ukraine in the summer of 1919. Denikin’s military superiority 
to the army of the Ukrainian People’s Republic was due first to the 
fact that he had better troops—so numerous were the tsarist officers 

                                                 
q  See pp. 244–247 
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in the Volunteer Army that at times regiments consisted entirely of 
officers—and second to the fact that it was recognized by the En-
tente and well supplied by Great Britain. To a people exhausted by 
the ravages of civil war the coming of Denikin, perhaps because of 
his monarchist orientation, evoked memories of a prerevolutionary 
peaceful life. However, even the first days of the new regime 
proved disappointing. Supported by Russian landowners and for-
mer tsarist financiers and industrialists, the regime aimed at a com-
plete restoration of pre-revolutionary conditions. In the wake of his 
army came landowners to reclaim their property; factories, mines 
and various enterprises were returned to the old proprietors. The 
social contrasts now became unbearable. 

To make matters worse a new reign of terror was instituted, 
this time against the poorer peasantry, the Jews and the Ukrainian 
patriots. Once in Kyiv, Denikin issued “An Appeal from the Com-
mander-in-Chief to the Population of Little Russia”, using the de-
rogatory “Malorossiya” which had been the traditional tsarist term 
for Ukraine.13 The Denikin regime refused to recognize the right of 
national autonomy, let alone national independence. Ukraine 
schools were closed, libraries destroyed, and Ukrainian leaders ex-
ecuted without trial. Three years’ progress in the national field was 
wiped out. The Cadet N.I. Astrov, an official of the Denikin govern-
ment pointed out that 

violence, torture, pillage, drunkenness, odious behavior of governmental rep-
resentatives in local areas, the impunity of criminals, the weak, clumsy peo-
ple, the cowards and the debauchees in local areas, people who brought with 
them old vices, old ignorance, laziness, and arrogance—all discredited the 
new government.14 

1  The Borotbist Underground in Kyiv 

The conditions created by the Denikin occupation were ideal for 
underground activity. The Central Committee of the CP(b)U dis-
solved the party as a separate organization on October 2, 1919, thus 
admitting the fiasco of its policy which had brought about its down-
fall.15 The Bolshevik underground was far weaker than it had been 
under the Hetmanate. Even Soviet sources admit this. The Rear 
Echelon Bureau (Zafrontbyuro) of the Central Committee of the 
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CP(b)U sent only 800 party workers into the underground, all of 
them young and inexperienced.16 According to a Soviet historian of 
the Denikin period, D. Kin, the Bolshevik underground in the Kyiv 
area was “very weak.” The Borbisty did some work, but “the Bo-
rotbisty were much more effective.’17 A Borbist member of the un-
derground, Sergei D. Mstislavski (pseudonym of Maslovski), re-
calls that “we did not see any great need for propaganda. Agitation 
spread, so to speak, ‘of itself through the efforts of the Volunteer 
authorities; what words could surpass the forcefulness [yarkost’] of 
their ‘agitation by deed’[!]”18 

The Central Committee of the UCP(b), located in Kyiv, re-es-
tablished the system of party emissaries which the Borotbist under-
ground had instituted during the period of the Hetmanate.r In an 
unguarded moment Mykhaylychenko, one of the most important 
members of the Borotbist Central Committee, was seized: 

On November 7 and 8 Hnat Mykhaylychenko, . . . Hryhoriy Kostryuchenko, 
apprehended with papers addressed to headquarters of the Twelfth Army 
(concerned with coordinating a drive on Kyiv from without and from within), 
Vasyl’ Chumak, and Klyavdiya Kovaliva were arrested and executed on the 
spot. This was the first serious setback in the entire period of the under-
ground. The loss of Hnat Mykhaylychenko was particularly serious. He was 
a man of complete integrity, a true revolutionary, an excellent worker, and a 
talented writer. The setback of the Borotbisty we [i.e., the Borbisty] explained 
as the result of their carelessness; they “exposed” their underground for the 
few days of the October seizure of Kyiv [by the Red Army]. Their committee 
held an open meeting in the premises of the former Borotbist club (on the cor-
ner of Prorizna and Pushkin Streets). As a matter of fact, our underground 
workers were also expected to be at the meeting, but, warned that the Soviet 
forces had begun a retreat, they did not attend. Those who attended the meet-
ing were somehow seen and followed. The circumstances of their arrest could 
have led to further disclosures. . . had it not been for the haste shown by [Deni-
kin’s] counterintelligence.19 

Mstislavski points out that Denikin’s counterintelligence moved 
rapidly because of the reappearance of the Borotbist underground 
organ Borotba in early November: 

. . .every line of ... Borotba was aflame, an unconditional call to revolt. The 
Borotbist underground, manned mostly by young people, lived the days of 

                                                 
r  See pp. 161–162 
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illegal struggle on the whole with great enthusiasm, great buoyancy and joy. 
These qualities also marked the newspaper which was permeated with a mil-
itant spirit and confidence in victory despite literary deficiencies. Borotba de-
scribed the progress of the international movement in a leading article sum-
ming up the results of the “Communist Revolution”. . . . 
At this very hour, the revolution in Eastern Europe, having experienced its 
most critical moment, is now recovering from the blow and going over ... to 
the attack: The Volunteer Army and the Petlyura regime are disintegrating 
and rotting .... The fighting spirit of the Red Army is rising. The revolutionary 
wave in Ukraine is growing. . . . 
The revolution is in full swing. 
“The struggle is reaching its climax. In order the sooner to finish the fight, in 
order that all men may the sooner turn their swords into ploughshares and 
heal the wounds inflicted by the imperialist war and forced civil war, com-
munism calls on all workers, all the oppressed and downtrodden to arms, to 
battle. Under the red banner of International Struggle—Workers of the World, 
Unite!”20 

The first two orders issued by the Borotbist Central Committee de-
serve to be reproduced in full: 

Order No. 1 
 
Workers and Peasants. 
 
The tsarist generals, the hirelings of the English and other capitalists, have 
proclaimed mobilization. Their own forces, the forces of the Volunteer hire-
lings and the landowners’ White Guardist officer-sons, and the rich cossacks 
from the Don and Kuban’ are no longer sufficient. Even with their aid they 
have no hope of defeating the revolutionary workers’ and peasants’ army and 
the red insurgents. Therefore they proclaim compulsory mobilization, so as to 
destroy the workers’ and peasants’ revolution through you and your forces, 
to regain their lordly rights with your calloused hands and to leave you, your 
children and brothers, who have already shed rivers of blood, in the slavery 
of capitalism. 
 
This shall not be. 
 
At this moment when the capitalists of Europe are barely holding out against 
the wave of revolution; when the Red Army by its own forces has smashed 
Kolchak and the Don Cossacks and is mercilessly beating the Volunteers; 
when Voronezh, Oryol, Kursk, and Chernihiv have been reoccupied; when 
the Red forces stand before Kyiv and the whole Ukraine is aflame with rebel-
lion—you will not go against your brothers, you will not aid your enemies, 
you will not obey the mobilization. 
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In the name of the Revolution we proclaim the mobilization ordered by Deni-
kin’s forces to be inoperative, and all who help to carry it out enemies of the 
workers and peasants. 
Workers and peasants! The mad dog of capitalism, dying, is employing all 
means to prolong its noisome existence. Take up arms, kill it off. In a free land 
we shall freely build the kingdom of Labor, Peace and Equality—the kingdom 
of Socialism. 
 
Chief Emissary of Combat Military Affairs of the C[entral] C[ommittee] of the 
UCP(b).  
(signature)21 
 
Order No. 2 
 
For the Special Section of the Combat Emissariat of the C[entral] Committee] 
of the UCP(b) 
 
All committees, emissaries, party members, and sympathizers are ordered to 
collect information (lists and addresses) about the Volunteers and those who 
support the mobilization of the White Guardists, and to send it immediately 
to the appropriate organs of the Special Section. 
The emissaries of the Special Section are ordered immediately to establish rev-
olutionary terrorist courts (consisting of village elders [starosty], volost elders 
[statshiny], chairmen and secretaries of house committees, etc.) to try active 
assistants of the White Guard Mobilization. 
Active aid in the mobilization as well as complicity in the White Guard organ-
ization is subject to punishment up to and including immediate execution, on 
a level with provocation and the transmission of information about Com-
munists and their sympathizers. 
 
Chief of the Special Section of Combat Emissaries. 
(signature)22 

To demonstrate that this was no “empty threat,” a postcript to Or-
der No. 2 read: “For treason, supplying information to the White 
Guards and provocation, death sentences were carried out in the 
case of the following persons: H. Mashenko, Derusyvtsev, 
Sminkovs’kyi, K. Kolyachenko, R. Maynes, and Karnachev.23 The 
two orders were in Russian and Ukrainian, while the rest of Borotba 
was in Ukrainian. Borotba had a distribution in Kyiv wide enough 
for the orders to make an impression on the population. “The suc-
cess of [Order No. 2] was in no small measure also due to the fact 
that it was reprinted in the newspaper Kiyevskoye ekho [Kyivan 
Echo] (November 8/21) as an exposure of ‘Bolshevik atrocities’“24 
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One of the commonest methods used by the Borotbist under-
ground in Kyiv in combating the Whites was the employment of 
brigades of “panic-mongers” to spread rumors through the ba-
zaars. Although several Borotbisty, Borbisty, Bolsheviks, and Bun-
dists were executed toward the end of the Denikin regime, this did 
not adversely affect underground activity, at least that of the 
UCP(b), partly because those seized had not been active, but pri-
marily because the village was the main base of the underground 
movement. 

2.  Borotbist Activity Among the Partisans 

The course which the Denikin regime took helped to unite all op-
position parties, even those hostile to one another. The Bolshevik 
underground leader Svenitsky-Zheleznyak reported the following 
characteristic event: 

A congress of the initiatory-revolutionary group of Novo-Moskovsk District 
was held September 26 (old style). Under the influence of separatist elements, 
a resolution was adopted on the establishment of a socialist bloc of all “left” 
parties, including even the Petlyurists, for the purpose of fighting the Whites. 
-The congress elected a revolutionary committee which was half Petlyurist 
and half Makhnoist. . . .25 

The Borotbisty kept in close touch with the Makhnoists, the Borbisty 
and the Bolsheviks. Such relations benefited all concerned, espe-
cially the Bolshevik organizations, which had a good supply of 
money and arms but lacked direct contacts-as Kin frankly admits-
with the village, the main base of revolutionary operations. 

Of the large partisan detachments of the soviet typ’e led by [non-Bolsheviks] 
mention should be made of the one under the Borotbist [Yakiv] Ohiy, 250 men 
strong (according to data of mid-September), which operated in Poltava and 
later in Kremenchuk Districts; that under Kotsura in the region of Chigirin; 
that of the Borotbist [Kost’] Matyash in Poltava District; and that of [Todos] 
Taran in Kremenchuk District. 
All these detachments were in touch with the Poltava Provincial Revolution-
ary Committee, which was made up of three Communists, one Left SR [i.e., 
Borbisti and one Borot’bist (who actually did not work for he was shot en route 
to Kremenchug). The Communist Shavryn, Kolosov’s deputy, was also on the 
Committee, [prom Shavryn’s orders] it is evident that non-party insurgent 
units operated at least in agreement with if not in complete subordination, to 
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the Provincial Revolutionary Committee. On December 16, 1919 Shavryn or-
dered Ohiy, the commander of the insurgent Soviet brigade, and Matyash, 
Klymenko and Skyrta with their detachments to undertake the seizure of Kre-
menchug. On the same day Shavryn issued operation orders to Kotsura, com-
mander of the Fourth Russian Ukraine Regiment, and Petrov, commander of 
the insurgent Soviet unit in the Soloshitski area. . . .26 

This passage shows clearly the close contact maintained between 
the partisan units and underground party organizations, yet it con-
tains several inaccuracies. The forces of Ohiy and Matyash formed 
one, not two units. In addition, Kin exaggerates the role of the Pol-
tava Provincial Revolutionary Committee. The present author was 
frequently in Poltava at the time and had a thorough knowledge of 
the local underground, but cannot recall ever having heard of the 
Committee. In any event even the Bolshevik units did not regard 
such committees seriously, since their terrorized leaders had little 
real influence in the underground. The work of such committees 
was confined to supplying the partisans with arms and money, al-
though as a matter of fact even these were more frequently obtained 
in battle with Denikin’s forces. It is most unlikely that the non-Bol-
shevik partisan leaders Ohiy, Matyash and Serdyuk obeyed orders 
of the Poltava Revolutionary Committee. On the other hand it 
should be pointed out that they were hardly in a position to quarrel 
with the Bolshevik underground, because by mid-December the 
Red Army was already deep in Ukraine.27 

The unpopularity of the Bolshevik underground with the 
Ukrainian people was pointed out by the Bolshevik underground 
leader Pavlo I. Popov in his report of October 21, 1919 to the 
CP(b)U’s Rear Echelon Bureau: 

The idea of Soviet governmental rule is very popular with the peasants, more 
so than any other would be, but the approach of the Soviet armies they fear 
like fire; they dream of their “own” Bolsheviks. The notion that “Petlyura 
made a pact with the Bolsheviks” is popular (I heard it mentioned many a 
time while passing through Kyiv and Radomyshl’ Districts).28 

More information about Borot’bist partisan activity is available in 
Kin’s study: 

The insurgent movement was wide-spread in Kherson Province, especially in 
the districts of Nikolayev, Kherson, Yelisavetgrad [now Kirovohrad—Ed.], 
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and Aleksandriya. Here a prominent role in organizing the insurgent move-
ment in the villages was played by Left SR’s Borbisty and Ukrainian SR’s Bo-
rotbisty. ... In the village of Bashtanka (Poltavka). . . an uprising was initiated 
in mid-September. . . by peasant Communists and Borotbisty. . . . The [Bolshe-
vik] Odessa Committee reported that “in connection with the intensified in-
surgent movement, a military-insurgent provincial headquarters was estab-
lished on a parity basis upon agreement with the Left SR’s-Borbisty and the 
Ukrainian SR’s-Borotbisty. ...” In Podolye the Provincial Revolutionary Com-
mittee, the Communist Provincial Committee, the Left SR’s [i.e., Borbisty], and 
the Ukapisty [i.e., Borotbisty] joined in calling for an armed uprising against 
the Whites. . . . The commander of the Kyiv district was the well-known Pet-
lyurist bandit Anhel and the commander of the Poltava district was Ataman 
Pyatenko, a former member of the Poltava Province Executive Committee 
which operated also in Kyiv Province. ... In the Motovilovka-Boyarka[-Buda-
yevka]-Vasil’kov-Fastov area an Insurgent Committee was created headed by 
the former Borotbisty Kotsyuba and Koshevyi.29 

Particularly noteworthy is the activity of the Bolshevik partisan 
leader Kolosov. During the Hetmanate he had led a force of 6,000 
partisans in Katerynoslav Province; he was also mentioned in Ata-
man Hryhoryiv’s telegram to the Bolshevik Revolutionary Com-
mittee in Aleksandrovsk as a member of the Council of Revolution-
ary Emissaries, that stillborn Borotbist government.s In the Denikin 
period Kolosov, along with Svenitsky-Zheleznyak, Yurvyn, 
Zhupanov, and Bukhovs’kyi, was a member of the Revolutionary 
Military Council of Left Bank Ukraine and Southeastern Right Bank 
Ukraine.30 

Kolosov shortly succeeded in organizing an insurgent center in the area of the 
so-called Samarsky Forests. . . . He established the headquarters of the second 
brigade in the region of Kekaterynoslav. . . and that of the third brigade in the 
region of Poltava. . . . Kolosov later formed two more brigades in the region 
of Slavyansk. . . and in the region of Aleksandriya. . . . Comrade A. Novyts’ky, 
in charge of the agency of the [Bolshevik] Rear Echelon Bureau, wrote in one 
of his letters [dated November 28, 1919]’ that Kolosov. . . fell under the influ-
ence of Petlyura’s followers. . . [and] that he was popular among the insur-
gents. 
Kolosov’s report before the Rear Echelon Bureau of the Central Committee of 
the CP(b)U fully confirms Novytskyi’s description [of him], although Kolosov 
attempted to demonstrate that he was master of the Petlyura followers, not 
they of him.31 

                                                 
s  See p. 186–187 
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A Bolshevik like Kolosov who fell under Petlyura’s influence was, 
for all practical purposes, an ally of the Borotbisty. 

Ravich-Cherkassky provides more information about Bo-
rot’bist underground activity: 

With Denikin’s arrival [in Kyiv], Petlyura withdrew to Volyn and Podolye 
Provinces. . . . Borotbist forces were concentrated in these same areas. In close 
contact with the Bolsheviks, the Borotbisty fought against Petlyura, stirred up 
an uprising among Petlyura’s troops and, jointly with the Bolsheviks, orga-
nized a Revolutionary Council in Volyn Province, to which several thousand 
men of Petlyura’s army transferred their allegiance. [Ataman] Volokh was ap-
pointed their commander. . . . 
In general it is impossible to deny that in Right Bank Ukraine, especially in 
Volyn’ and Podolye Provinces, the Borotbisty had a well organized party 
which supplied that entire area with literature and underground workers dur-
ing the Denikin period; however, they showed no clear-cut tendency to seize 
power without the Communists [i.e., the Bolsheviks]. Despite very strong Bo-
rotbist influence in this area, the Revolutionary Council consisted of [only] 
one Borot’bist, three Bolsheviks and one non-party man. It is true that the Bol-
sheviks in Volyn did not at that time display particular firmness; two Bolshe-
vik members of the Revolutionary Council went over to the Borotbisty.32  

The last sentence of the above passage is very telling; it contradicts 
the statement that the Borotbisty “showed no clear-cut tendency to 
seize power without the Communists.” That such a tendency did 
exist will be evident from material to be discussed presently.t The 
Borotbisty were only a minority on this Revolutionary Council, a 
situation due to tactical rather than any other considerations, but it 
is almost certain that some of the Bolsheviks on the Council were 
Borotbist agents. This method of infiltrating the Bolsheviks was 
used by the Borotbisty in other localities after the downfall of Deni-
kin. In Kobeliaky a scandal broke out when the local Bolshevik 
committee uncovered a Borotbist agent among its members and ex-
pelled her from the Party. To be sure, the Bolsheviks, too, had their 
agents amongst the Borotbisty. Yet for obvious reasons the former 
Bundist Ravich-Cherkassky exaggerates the loyalty of the Bo-
rotbisty to the Bolsheviks. A late-comer to the CP(b)U, Ravich-
Cherkassky was attempting to demonstrate that Ukrainian Bolshe-
vism was a composite of many component streams. 

                                                 
t  See pp. 236–241 



 BOROT’BISM 223 

 

*  *  * 

By the end of December 1919 the Denikin regime was in a state of 
total collapse, more from internal opposition than from the external 
pressure of the Red Army, which pursued the Whites southward to 
the Black Sea with almost no resistance. The Borotbisty played a 
major role in the disruption of the rear of Denikin’s army. This is 
clear from the single fact that strong Borotbist organizations sprang 
up across the country as Denikin retreated. Bolshevik organizations 
also appeared, but they were created only under the protection of 
the advancing Red Army. Indeed the Borotbist and Bolshevik or-
ganizations sometimes clashed.”33 

The self-dissolution of the CP(b)U in early October had 
demonstrated, perhaps most clearly, that in 1919 the CP(b)U was a 
force alien to the Ukrainian revolution, without ties with the major-
ity of the population. It was as if the Bolsheviks by this act had 
openly admitted that they considered an all-Russian offensive to be 
their only hope of overthrowing Denikin. Had the support which 
Denikin received from the Entente been rendered to Petlyura, it is 
doubtful that such an all-Russian campaign would have suc-
ceeded.34 
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8  The third Period of Bolshevik Rule in 
Ukraine 

A.  Bolshevik Re-Examination  
of the Ukrainian Problem 

1.  Bolsheviks Face To Face with the Ukrainian Problem 

The defeat of General Denikin in the fall of 1919 forced Moscow to 
face the urgent problem of what Bolshevik policy in Ukraine should 
be. The issue was the more crucial, because the Borotbisty now 
emerged as a dangerous rival of the CP(b)U. The experience of 1919 
demonstrated to the Bolsheviks the consequences of ignoring 
Ukrainian aspirations. In their approach to the Ukrainian problem 
the Bolsheviks became much more cautious than they had been 
during the war against the Directory. 

In early 1920 the Bolsheviks sought earnestly to effect a com-
promise between the principle of self-determination, a pre-requisite 
for Soviet success in non-Russian territories, and the centralization 
of power, which alone could ensure the survival of Bolshevik rule. 
Any infringement of the principle of self-determination tended to 
lend to the war, when waged in non-Russian territory, a national 
character and to turn not only hostile social classes but whole na-
tions against the Bolsheviks, except for small groups of the Russian 
proletariat and petty bourgeoisie. The continuation of open warfare 
became difficult both materially and morally, for it exposed the 
contradiction between the Bolshevik program (self-determination) 
and Bolshevik practice (Red imperialism). The fact that Bolshevik 
centralism in non-Russian territories inevitably became tinged with 
Russian nationalism served only to make matters worse. The exist-
ence of this dilemma was brought out trenchantly by the old 
Ukrainian Bolshevik 

Zatonsky in a speech before the Tenth Congress of the Russian 
Communist Party (Bolshevik) in March 1921: 
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It is important to distinguish between necessary centralization and primitive 
Russian jingoism [rusopyatstvo]. The term is not mine, but Comrade Lenin’s, 
which he used unfortunately only at the end of 1919. for the first time, at the 
Party Conference. ... We must expect an intensification of the national strug-
gle. ... We must expunge from the minds of comrades the idea that soviet fed-
eration means necessarily Russian federation. ...1 

It is obvious that for the Bolsheviks the national problem in Ukraine 
had become of the utmost importance: first, because Ukraine was, 
after Russia, the largest Soviet republic and, second, because the 
Russian chauvinists in Ukraine were more uncompromising than 
those, for instance, in Turkestan or the Caucasus. They simply 
would not accept the idea that Ukraine could be a separate nation. 

2.  The Guiding Hand of Lenin 

Lenin showed the greatest elasticity and ingenuity in finding for-
mulas to reconcile the contradictory principles of self-determina-
tion and centralism. He was the author of all Party and government 
resolutions on national policy in Ukraine at that time. Speaking at 
the Eighth Conference of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik) 
on December 3, 1919 Lenin affirmed the indivisibility of Bolshevik 
power in Ukraine and defined the aim of the Party to be an alliance 
with Ukraine peasantry and the destruction of the Borotbist party, 
just as in the case of the Russian SR’s. 

If some comrades declared that I had recommended a block with the Bo-
rotbisty, they are in error. I here compared the policy which must be applied 
toward the Borotbisty with the policy which we applied toward the [Russian] 
Right SR’s. In the first week after October [the 1917 coup], at peasant con-
gresses we were then accused among other things of not wanting to use the 
forces of the peasants after once having seized power. I said [then]: We took 
[over] your program as a whole for the purpose of utilizing the peasant forces; 
we want this, but we do not want an alliance with the SR’s. Therefore Com-
rade Manuilsky is as extraordinarily in error as Comrades [Yakiv] Drobnis 
and [Andrei S.] Bubnov, in alleging that I recommended a bloc with the Bo-
rotbisty. My idea was to point to our need for a bloc with the peasantry of 
Ukraine; in order to realize this policy we should not conduct the dispute with 
the Borotbisty in the way it is being conducted. . . . 
The question is: Do we need a bloc with the Ukrainian peasantry, do we need 
a policy such as we needed at the end of 1917 and for many months in 1918? 
I maintain that we do; therefore the greater part of the state farms must really 
be parcelled out. We must fight against the large farms, we must fight against 
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petty bourgeois prejudices, we must fight against partisan warfare [parti-
zanstvo] The Borotbisty talk a great deal about the national question, but they 
do not mention partizanstvo. We should demand that the Borotbisty dissolve 
the Union of Teachers-even if it uses the Ukrainian language and the official 
Ukrainian state seal—in the name of the same principles of proletarian com-
munist policy in the name of which we dissolved our All-Russian Teachers’ 
Union, since it has not applied the principles of proletarian dictatorship, but 
has defended the interests and applied the policy of the petty bourgeoisie.2  

Lenin’s comparison of the Borotbisty with the Russian Right SR’s 
was inaccurate. The SR’s were an anti-Soviet party, while on the 
contrary the Borotbisty defended the Soviet platform. In addition, 
Lenin’s example of the Ukrainian Teachers’ Union shows the con-
tradictions into which the Bolsheviks were forced in their attempts 
to solve the national problem in Ukraine. The Teachers’ Union in 
Ukraine, unlike the Teachers’ Union in Russia, was no mere trade 
union; it was an association of those who strove for the national 
liberation of their country. The dissolved Teachers’ Union in Russia 
was merely replaced by another Russian organization with a differ-
ent class composition. However, in Ukraine the Bolsheviks replaced 
the dissolved Teachers’ Union with an association of Russian teach-
ers, Communist and non-Communist, which was interested in the 
preservation of an indivisible Russia, even though Red. 

Equally ambivalent was Lenin’s “Letter to the Workers and 
Peasants of Ukraine Concerning the Victory over Denikin,” dated 
December 28, 1919. It reads in part: 

Until Ukraine is completely liberated from Denikin, the All-Ukrainian Revo-
lutionary Committee. . . will be its government before [the convening of] the 
All-Ukrainian Congress of Soviets. Side by side with the Ukrainian Com-
munist-Bolsheviks, Ukrainian Communists-Borotbisty work as members of 
the government in this Revolutionary Committee. The Borotbisty differ from 
the Bolsheviks chiefly in that they stand for the unconditional independence 
of Ukraine. The Bolsheviks do not make of this an issue of disagreement and 
disunity; in this they do not see any obstacle to united proletarian work. Let 
there be unity in the struggle against the capitalist yoke and for the dictator-
ship of the proletariat; over the question of national borders and federal or 
other ties between states, Communists must not disagree. Among the Bolshe-
viks there are advocates of complete independence of Ukraine, advocates of a 
more or less federal tie and still others in favor of a complete fusion of Ukraine 
with Russia. 
These questions should not create insurmountable differences. They will be 
decided by the All-Ukrainian Congress of Soviets.-’3 
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Lenin was here speaking not to the Party, but to the Ukrainian 
masses. It would have been too dangerous to tell them that the Bol-
sheviks opposed a bloc with the Borotbisty and in fact favored a 
dictatorship of the Russian Bolshevik Party over the peasants. 
Hence Lenin played down the possibility of disagreement, so much 
so that he recognized as Communists those who “are in favor of 
complete fusion of Ukraine with Russia,” although in March 1919 
at the Eighth Congress of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik) 
he had branded such Communists as chauvinists who must be 
fought.4 

In his “Letter” Lenin referred to such Communists in a much 
milder tone: 

That is why we Great Russian Communists must be ready to make conces-
sions in our differences with the Ukrainian Communists-Bolsheviks and the 
Borotbisty, when the differences concern the state independence of Ukraine, 
the form of its union with Russia and the national problem in general. All of 
us Communists—Great Russian, Ukrainian, or of any other nation—must be 
uncompromising and inflexible in matters concerning the basic problems of 
the proletarian struggle which are identical for all nations—the problems of 
proletarian dictatorship, the rejection of conciliation with the bourgeoisie and 
the preservation of the unity of those forces which are defending us from 
Denikin.5 

Lenin’s “Letter” purposely avoided all controversial issues, leaving 
their solution not to the armed insurgent masses, but to narrow 
party counsel. Not without reason, Lenin was afraid to admit fully 
to the Ukrainian masses the differences between the Bolsheviks and 
the Borotbisty. The essence of his argument was that (1) the Bolshe-
viks would somehow manage to solve the Ukrainian problem, even 
though some Bolsheviks were demanding Ukrainian independence 
while others were advocating an undivided Russia; (2) the Party 
must form a bloc with the Ukrainian peasantry and isolate the Bo-
rotbisty (absorbing some of the Borotbisty and dispersing the rest); 
and (3) toward this end, the masses must only be told that differ-
ences between the Bolsheviks and the Borotbisty were secondary. 
In point of fact the primacy of Bolshevism would be ensured 
through its administrative and military arm. 
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B.  Bolshevik Resolutions 

1.  The Russian Bolsheviks 

The first and most fundamental document which reflected the new 
Bolshevik policy in Ukraine was the resolution of the Central Com-
mittee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik) “On Soviet 
Power in Ukraine,” later approved by the Eighth All-Russian Party 
Conference, held December 2–4, 1919: 

Inflexibly applying the principles of the self-determination of nations, the 
C[entral] Committee] deems it necessary to emphasize once again the fact that 
the CC stands for the recognition of the independence of the Ukr.S.S.R. 
Considering the necessity for a very close union of all Soviet republics in their 
struggle against the threatening forces of world-wide imperialism as indis-
putable to every Communist and every conscious worker, the R[ussian] 
C[ommunist] P[arty] takes the position that the determination of the forms of 
this union will be decided finally by the Ukrainian workers and toiling peas-
ants themselves. 
On the basis of the decisions of the A[ll-Russian] C[entral] Executive] Com-
mittee] of June 1, 1919 and of the C[entral] E[xecutive] C[ommittee] of the 
U[kraine] of May 18, 1919 the relations between the Ukr.S.S.R. and the 
R.S.F.S.R. are defined at the present time as a federative tie. 
In view of the fact that Ukrainian culture (language, schooling, etc.) has been 
suppressed for centuries by tsarism and the exploiting classes of Russia, the 
CC of the RCP imposes upon all members of the Party the duty of facilitating 
in every way the removal of all obstacles to the free development of the 
Ukrainian language and culture. Inasmuch as nationalist tendencies are ob-
servable among the backward section of the Ukrainian masses as a result of 
the oppression of many centuries, members of the RCP are obligated to treat 
them with the utmost patience and tact, counteracting [these tendencies] with 
a word of comradely explanation of the identity of interests of the toiling 
masses of Ukraine and Russia. Members of the RCP in the territory of Ukraine 
must in deed adhere to the right of the toiling masses to study and speak in 
their native language in all Soviet institutions, in every way opposing at-
tempts by artificial means to reduce the Ukrainian language to a secondary 
plane, striving on the contrary to transform the Ukrainian language into a 
weapon of communist education of the toiling masses. Steps should be taken 
so that all Soviet institutions have a sufficient number of employees conver-
sant in the Ukrainian language and so that in the future all employees will be 
able to make themselves understood in Ukrainian. 
It is essential to guarantee the closest contact of Soviet institutions with the 
radical peasant population of the country; to do this it should be the rule that, 
in securing a decisive influence over the representatives, of the peasant poor, 
the majority of the representatives of the toiling peasantry be drawn into the 
revolutionary committees and Soviets immediately upon their formation. 
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In view of the fact that in Ukraine, to an even larger extent than in Russia, the 
peasantry makes up the overwhelming mass of the population, the task of the 
Soviet government in Ukraine is to gain the confidence not only of the peasant 
poor but of the wide strata of the middle peasantry, whose real interests tie 
them most closely to Soviet rule. In particular, in preserving the fundamental 
principles of our food policy (state grain purchases at fixed prices and com-
pulsory assessment) the implementation of this policy must carefully conform 
to the conditions of the Ukrainian countryside. 
The next task of our food policy in Ukraine should be to extract grain sur-
pluses, on a rigidly limited scale, [in an amount] necessary to feed the Ukrainian 
poor [peasants], the workers and the Red Army. In extracting surpluses spe-
cial attention must be given to the interests of the middle peasantry, rigor-
ously distinguishing them from the kulak elements. Counterrevolutionary 
demagoguery which instills in the Ukrainian peasantry the idea that the aim 
of Soviet Russia is to export grain and other food products from Ukraine to 
Russia must be unmasked. 
The enrollment on the broadest scale of the poor and middle peasantry into 
administrative rule in all spheres should be imposed as a duty on the agents 
of the central governmental authority, all party workers, instructors, etc. 
In order to establish genuine rule by the toilers, steps must be taken immedi-
ately to prevent the inundation in Soviet institutions of elements of the 
Ukrainian urban petty bourgeoisie, which are alien to an understanding of the 
conditions of life of the broad peasant masses and which frequently parade 
under the banner of communism. 
The condition under which such elements can be tolerated in both Party and 
Soviet institutions must be preliminary verification of their efficiency and de-
votion to the interests of the toilers in action, above all at the front in the rank 
and file of the army in the field. Everywhere and under all conditions such 
elements must be placed under rigid class control of the proletariat. 
In view of the fact that a large quantity of the arms in the hands of the Ukrain-
ian rural population is—as experience has shown—inevitably concentrated in 
the hands of the kulak and counterrevolutionary elements because of the lack 
of organization of the poor, and that this leads to actual domination of the 
bandit kulaks rather than dictatorship of the toilers, the very first task of So-
viet construction in Ukraine is the removal of all arms and their concentration 
in the hands of the workers’ and peasants’ Red Army. 
7. Agrarian policy must be conducted with special attention to the interests of 
the land economy of the poor and middle peasantry. 
1) The goal of agrarian policy in Ukraine should be: 1) Complete liquidation 
of proprietor landownership, re-established by Denikin, with the transfer of 
land to those without land and poor in land. 
2) Establishment of state farms only on a strictly necessary scale, conforma-
ble to the vital interests of the associated peasants. 
3) In the amalgamation of peasants into communes, artels, etc., rigid appli-
cation of the party policy which rejects all compulsion in this respect, leaving 
[amalgamation] exclusively to the free decision of the peasants themselves 
and rigorously guarding against any and all attempts to introduce the princi-
ple of compulsion.6 
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The tactics behind this resolution, according to Valentyn Sadovsky, 
a once prominent leader of the USDRP, 

were dictated by the belief that the level of political and national development 
of the Ukrainian masses was very low. It took into account the fact that the 
politically immature masses would be attracted by promises of concessions 
without noticing that these concessions were only temporary and condi-
tional.’7 

The resolution silently condemned the Russian Bolshevik policy of 
1919 in Ukraine and revised its most important tenents— those 
dealing with the national, the land and the food problems. A new 
feature introduced was the barring of the urban petty bourgeoisie, 
hostile to the Ukrainian peasantry and Ukrainian national libera-
tion, from work in the new Soviet administration. It was precisely 
this group which had provided the major support for the Bolshevik 
occupation of 1919. (In Ukraine the Bolsheviks lacked the support 
of those classes which were loyal to them in Russia.) However, dur-
ing the Denikin occupation this group almost in its entirety lied to 
Russia rather than go underground. The resolution under discus-
sion thus denounced them for previous spineless-ness and pro-
posed that their loyalty to the regime be tested by service in the Red 
Army. 

Notwithstanding the intentions of the Bolsheviks to keep 
“bourgeois philistinism” (meshchanstvo) out of the new Soviet gov-
ernment in Ukraine, the philistines could not be Converted into ide-
alists and nationally tolerant Bolsheviks overnight. They persisted 
in their Russian jingoist attitude, making enemies of Ukrainian 
peasants and intellectuals. Once the Borotbisty had joined the 
CP(b)U, they made a determined effort to exterminate such “bour-
geois philistinism” within the party and the administration, but 
their struggle, led by Blakytny, ended in failure.u 

2.  The Ukrainian Bolsheviks 

In line with Russian Bolshevik activity, the CP(b)U issued a series 
of official directives and proclamations on national policy in 

                                                 
u  See pp. 265–269 
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Ukraine. Of these, the appeal “To All Party Organizations of the 
CP(b)U,” issued December 15, 1919 by the Central Committee of 
the CP(b)U, should be singled out. It admitted that the Red Army’s 
retreat in the face of Denikin’s summer advance had led to the 
Ukrainian Bolsheviks’ “mass emigration to Russia.” The atrophy of 
Bolshevik party life in Ukraine which had ensued, the appeal con-
tinued, had been exploited by other parties, in particular the Bo-
rotbisty, to strengthen their influence. This was the more feasible, 
since the Bolsheviks had hastened to enroll in the Red Army, while 
“the Borotbisty who considered themselves a Soviet party, showed 
no inclination to help Soviet Russia in its difficult straggle and at-
tempted to exploit Denikin’s victory to discredit our Communist 
Party as a party hostile to the Ukrainian workers and peasants.” 
With the collapse of Denikin, “party life must be roused from its 
state of lethargy through common effort.” Toward this end, in ad-
dition to the All-Ukrainian Revolutionary Committee, a small 
“party center” was being established consisting of Rakovsky, Za-
tonsky and Kossior— members of the Central Committee of the 
CP(b)U; and Petrovsky and Manuilsky—co-opted from the All-
Ukrainian Revolutionary Committee.8  

Though admitting the flight of Bolshevik party functionaries 
(apparatchiki), the appeal made a virtue of desertion, calling it to aid 
to Soviet Russia, but in the same breath censured the Borotbisty for 
carrying on an underground struggle. The appeal anticipates that 
approach to Ukraine which later found application in Stalin’s pol-
icy. 

The re-establishment of Soviet governmental authority in 
Ukraine was the subject of the manifesto “To the Workers and Peas-
ants of Ukraine,” issued in early December by the All-Ukrainian 
Revolutionary Committee.9 It was this committee, as Lenin later in 
the month pointed out, which was to be the government until the 
convening of the next (Fourth) All-Ukrainian Congress of Soviets. 
The manifesto was signed by the three Ukrainian Bolshevik mem-
bers of the Committee: G.I. Petrovsky (Chairman), Zatonsky and 
Manuilsky. Notable by his absence was Pyatakov, who had been 
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active under similar circumstances in the fall of 1918.v Hrynko and 
Ye. Terletsky, who had been a member of the first Ukrainian Soviet 
government, were later brought into the Committee to broaden its 
base.10 However, the parity of one representative each granted the 
two non-Bolshevik parties did not reflect their respective strength. 
The Borotbisty were in every way the stronger party, but because 
the Borbisty were virtually a Russian party they were more palata-
ble and less dangerous to the Bolsheviks.11 

The Ukrainian people, declares the manifesto, “becomes a free 
master of the Ukrainian land. . . . The free and independent Ukrain-
ian Socialist Soviet Republic has risen again.” While the need for 
the free development of Ukrainian culture was mentioned, primary 
attention was focused on “the unbreakable alliance of Ukraine and 
Russia, the pledge of which is the united Russo-Ukrainian Red 
Army.” Another passage straightforwardly states that “the Ukrain-
ian Red Army has merged with the Russian Red Army.” The “un-
breakable alliance” is referred to as “the union of the free Ukrainian 
peasants with the workers and peasants of Russia.” 

With regard to the land problem, the manifesto declares that 
in 1919 “ten million desyatins [of land belonging to large estates] 
had not been distributed to the peasants, because strong soviet gov-
ernment in the villages had been lacking.” The slogan of the day 
now became “Seize the landowners’ land.” As for the national pol-
icy, the aim remained, as in 1919, “the establishment of Ukraine in 
close association with Russia,” even though the document ends on 
the contrasting note of “Long live the independent-Ukrainian So-
viet Republic!”12 

Sadovsky’s interpretation of the resolution by the Central 
Committee of the Russian Communist Party (above, page 169) ap-
plies equally to the All-Ukrainian Revolutionary Committee’s man-
ifesto. In the manifesto the calculated attempt to play upon the po-
litical ignorance of the masses was concealed even less skillfully. 

                                                 
v  See pp. 181–182 
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3.  The Borotbist-Ukrainian Bolshevik Agreement 

Of signal importance was an agreement signed in Moscow, Decem-
ber 17, by the Central Committees of the CP(b)U and the UCP(b): 

We, the undersigned representatives of the Central Committee of the CP(b)U 
and of the Central Committee of the UCP (Borotbisty), entering into inter-
party collaboration in the All-Ukrainian Revolutionary Committee, have 
made the following agreement in the name of our parties: 
The directives drafted at the Conference of the RCP,upon the proposal of the 
delegation of the CP(b)U are accepted as the basis of collaboration. 
The Ukrainian Communist Party (Borotbisty) endorses unconditionally the 
manifesto of the All-Ukrainian Revolutionary Committee and, together with 
the representatives of the CP(b)U in the Revolutionary Committee, will carry 
out the program outlined in the Manifesto. 
Inasmuch as all work of the All-Ukrainian Revolutionary Committee is sub-
ordinated to the main task of the struggle against the united forces of Russian 
and international counter revolution, represented at this moment by Denikin, 
Kolchak, Petlyura, and all other enemies of the workers’ and peasants’ gov-
ernment, both sides signatory to this agreement pledge themselves to support 
with all their efforts the Russo-Ukrainian Red Army in the-execution of its 
tasks of annihilating once for all the forces of imperialist world reaction. 
Therefore we pledge ourselves to root out all attempts to disperse the forces 
of the united revolutionary front against the White Guard army, especially 
condemning all agitation which advocates the organization in Ukrainian ter-
ritory of separate military formations of former partisans and disbanded Pet-
lyurist army men and troop separation of the Ukrainian from the Russian Red 
Army. We pledge ourselves to fight mercilessly any agitation which disorgan-
izes the front and aids counterrevolution. 
Signed: Kh. Rakovsky, D. Manuilsky, G. Petrovsky, and S. Kossior for the 
Central Committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine (Bolshevik); L. Ko-
valiv and H. Hryn’ko for the Central Committee of the Ukrainian Communist 
Party (Borotbisty). 
 
Moscow, December 17, 1919.13 

In the light of the negotiations for admission of the UCP(b) to the 
Communist International conducted in Moscow by Kovaliv and 
Hrynko in the late summer of 1919, it is very difficult to account for 
the agreement reached with the Bolsheviks. It was in the period De-
cember 1919 January 1920 that the Borotbisty tried, for the last time, 
to create a Red Army of their own, independent of Moscow. It is 
hardly likely that Hrynko and Kovaliv differed from other mem-
bers of the Borotbist Central Committee on this matter. Kovaliv, an 
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old member of the Central Committee, refused to go along with the 
majority of his party in joining the CP(b)U in 1920. 

As far as the present author can recall, Kovaliv and Hrynko’s 
mission to Moscow was considered a failure by the rank and file 
Borotbisty. Kovaliv’s open letter to all members of the UCP(b), pub-
lished at the time as a separate pamphlet, offered no solution; rather 
it was an appeal for per-serverance.14 The letter was the object of 
irony and criticism among the Borotbist leaders. Yet in spite of al-
tercations between the Borotbisty and the Bolsheviks, the Bo-
rotbisty were not accused of breaking the Moscow agreement. 

Only once, in a pamphlet published by the political section of 
the Russian Twelfth Army, did Zatonsky censure the Borotbisty for 
inconsistency and for exaggeration of their differences with the Bol-
sheviks which he believed was dangerous to the Revolution.’15 

One is forced to conclude that the Borotbisty were consciously 
playing a double game in the hope that they would eventually gain 
the upper hand over the Bolsheviks and thereby be able to break 
the agreement. From previous experience the Borotbisty knew that 
the Bolsheviks were not to be trusted in regard to agreements and 
treaties. They must also have known of Bolshevik plans to destroy 
the UCP(b). Therefore they had nothing to lose. In their last desper-
ate move for supremacy in the Soviet Ukraine, the successful for-
mation of an independent Ukrainian Red Army, they reasoned, 
might open the doors of the Communist International at which they 
now knocked in vain. 

C.  Final Borotbist Attempt To Organize A 
Ukrainian Red Army 

What gave substance to the array of anti-Borot’bist Bolshevik reso-
lutions and proclamations was the final attempt on the part of the 
Borotbisty to build an independent Ukrainian Red Army. In such 
an army, as they conceived it, the service of non-Ukrainian nation-
als would be allowed. They even envisaged a joint high command 
with the Russian Red Army. The Ukrainian Red Army could send 
its units to aid the Russian Red Army in combating such common 
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enemies as Kolchak in Siberia or Yudenich outside Petrograd. How-
ever, it would always retain its Ukrainian character and command, 
and its official language would be Ukrainian. Here was the crux of 
the Borot’bist demand. Their aim was not, as the Bolsheviks 
charged, to split the revolutionary forces; they wanted merely an 
alliance of these forces, which would be separate ethnically and cul-
turally, not fused into a single Russian army. 

1.  Interlude with Makhno 

While still underground during the Denikin occupation, the Bo-
rotbisty, represented by Lisovyk, Hrudnytsky and Kostyantyn 
Matyash, formed a military pact with the Anarchist Makhno during 
a conference with Volin, Makhno’s political adviser, and Chu-
benko, Makhno’s adjutant. A resolution agreed upon stated: “It is 
necessary to combine the [partisan] units in order to organize an 
independent insurgent Ukrainian army, so as to thwart the party 
dictatorship of the RCP (Bolsheviks).”16 By the time Lenin accused 
the Borotbisty of supporting the partisans, the transformation of the 
Soviet Red Army from a conglomeration of units into a regular 
army was well advanced. The Borotbisty, on their part, also realized 
the importance of a regular army: seeking the support of partisan 
units was merely a tactical maneuveur; such units were to provide 
the foundation for a regular army. To be sure, Makhno also hoped 
to profit by the alliance, but as a means to strengthen his own par-
tisan movement. 

2.  Alliance With Ataman Volokh 

A much more significant move in the Borotbist attempt to form a 
separate army was their alliance with Ataman Volokh. Volokh, a 
burly phlegmatic man, with a bearded, pock-marked face, was a 
figure out of Repin’s painting “The Zaporozhian Cossacks.” An of-
ficer in the army of the Ukrainian People’s Republic, Volokh was 
nevertheless a sympathizer with the SR’s, perhaps even a member 
of the UPSR. He manifested his leftist views on more than one oc-
casion. In March 1919 he had staged a revolt at the front lines of the 
Ukrainian People’s Republic. A Revolutionary Committee of the 
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Southwestern Ukrainian Front, consisting of Bolsheviks, Borotbisty 
and representatives of military units, was formed in Vapnyarka, 
March 23. The Committee accepted a Soviet platform and in con-
sultation with the military commanders appointed Volokh to re-
place the supreme commander of the front who had been favorable 
to the French in Odessa. At the same time the Committee began 
truce negotiations with Rakovsky’s government. A truce was ar-
ranged, but it was later violated by the Bolsheviks.17 

At the end of 1919 Volokh repeated his performance. Together 
with two other atamans he formed a pro-Soviet triumvirate. The 
Volyn’ Province Insurgent Committee was transformed into the 
Volyn Regional Revolutionary Council, headed by the local Bo-
rotbist Koval. At the “head of the Haydamak brigade, Volokh arrived 
in Lyubar, where Petlyura and the government of the Ukrainian 
People’s Republic were established.18 Volokh’s detachment flew a 
red flag, with the inscription “Long live Soviet power in Ukraine.” 
A message was sent to Petlyura, asking that he resign. In reply, Pet-
lyura’s officer cadets were ordered to disarm Volokh’s detachment, 
but most of them including some of Petlyura’s personal guards, 
went over to Volokh. Early on December 2, Volokh’s troops seized 
Petlyura’s headquarters and the treasury.19 Petlyura, his ministers, 
army staff, and others, under the protection of the Sichovi Stril’tsi, 
fled to Nova Chortoriya.20 The Central Committee of the Borotbist 
party, at this time located in Zhitomir, “established contact with 
Volokh as soon as they learned that Volokh, together with some of 
the troops, had left the army [i.e., of the Ukrainian People’s Repub-
lic].”21 It is possible that an understanding between Volokh and the 
Borotbisty had existed even earlier. Yet Tyutyunnyk claims that22 

At first Volokh had no intention of joining the Red Russians. Having seized 
actual power, Volokh, so as to give everything an appearance of legality, 
wanted to compel the government and all who fought for Ukrainian inde-
pendence to recognize the Soviet form of government. . . . 

Tyutyunnyk evaluates Volokh’s action in Lyubar in the following 
way: 

1) Great impudence and carelessness displayed during the preparatory pe-
riod; 2) no specific goal or clear-cut plan; 3) inability to exploit the revolt. . . ; 
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4) a want of courage to force the entire army to recognize the fact of the coup; 
and 5) a lack of understanding of Red Moscow’s policy toward Ukraine. 

However, Tyutyunnyk is not harsh with Volokh himself; he does 
not believe that Volokh wanted to destroy the government center 
of the Ukrainian People’s Republic. .”No one was executed by Vo-
lokh, even though it was said that ‘Petlyura went in one direction 
and Volokh in another’.” 

Volokh crossed the lines of the Red Army and sent a delega-
tion in search of the Borotbist Central Committee in Zhitomir. 
When his envoys asked the local committee of the CP(b)U where 
the Borotbisty could be found, they were told that none were in 
Zhitomir, although the Borotbist Central Committee was located 
next door. Volokh’s envoys thereupon went to the headquarters of 
the Twelfth Red Army in Korosten. Volokh was enraged when his 
men reported back the Bolshevik proposal that Volokh “lay down 
his arms within twenty-four hours.” 

Just then, the Borot’bist delegates Shumsky, Nemolovsky and Savytsky 
reached Volokh from Zhitomir. . . . The Borotbisty were equally infuriated by 
the tactless behavior of Volokh and the Revolutionary Council. 

They criticized Volokh’s undiplomatic move in conducting negoti-
ations with the enemy, the Bolsheviks, “not from a neutral *one, but 
on the enemy’s very doorstep. ” 

With Poloz’s blessings, a Revolutionary Committee of Right Bank Ukraine 
was formed consisting of three persons: Nemolovsky, Voytsekhivsky and 
Savytsky. . . with Volokh as Commander-in-Chief. At the same time a Revo-
lutionary Committee existed in Left Bank Ukraine. . . . These Revolutionary 
Committees conducted a completely independent policy. The leaders of the 
Borotbist party Poloz, Shumsky and Ellansky were not members of the com-
mittees, for fear of spoiling their red careers which they hoped to earn in Mos-
cow [should their plans miscarry]. If the Revolutionary Committees suc-
ceeded in forming a sizable [military] force, the Borotbist leaders would pro-
claim themselves a Socialist Government of Ukraine. . . . Without waiting for 
the Russians to disarm them, Volokh and the newly formed Revolutionary 
Committee decided to seek a “neutral zone”. ... In a declaration to his red 
troops, . . . Volokh stated: “We shall drive across the entire Ukraine and unite 
all active Ukrainian forces. We shall begin to build our own Independent So-
cialist Soviet Republic!” 

Mazepa comments as follows: 
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The Borotbisty started to form their army “on the spot,” without the consent 
of the Russian Bolsheviks.23 In order to separate itself from the Russian Bol-
shevik army which was advancing from the north, the newly formed Revolu-
tionary Committee, together with Volokh and his army, immediately fol-
lowed in the footsteps of our army [i.e., of the Ukrainian People’s Republic] 
into Kyiv Province. . . . Behind the army of the “Winter Campaign,”24 Ataman 
Volokh and his “red army” reached Uman’. While still in the Lyubar area, he 
had made contact with the Borotbisty; now having reached the Uman’ area, 
he attempted to win over Cossacks and officers from the army of the Winter 
Campaign. However, the results of his action were of no benefit to the Bo-
rotbisty. . . .25  

The Sixth Detachment of the Zaporozhian Division, stationed in 
Uman’, was won over to Volokh when the delegation of the Bo-
rot’bist Revolutionary Committee, headed by Serhiy Savytsky, 
came to that city. On January 10, 1920 Savytsky sent the following 
communication to Tyutyunnyk: 

Comrade Yurko! The Revolutionary Committee of Right Bank Ukraine stands 
on the platform of an Independent Socialist Soviet Ukrainian Republic with 
its own national red army, its own finances, etc. An alliance with Soviet Russia 
is possible only in combating the enemies of both republics. We are building an 
army on the spot. The Russians will have to accept the existence of a Ukrainian 
Red Army as a fact, and they will change their hitherto prevailing policy to-
ward Ukraine. However, in order to do this, some sort of agreement must be 
reached with you. Think it over, Comrade Yurko, and give me your answer. 
 
Yours, 
Savytsky January 10, 192026 

In reply Tyutyunnyk proposed that Savytsky contact the general 
staff of the army of the Ukrainian People’s Republic. Savytsky, of 
course, could not do this. He was prepared to negotiate with 
Tyutyunnyk, Ataman Hryhoryiv’s former chief of staff, but not 
with Tyuyunnyk’s present superiors, the army general staff of the 
Ukrainian People’s Republic. Tyutyunnyk, who knew Savytsky 
personally, considered him “a great patriot who believed that the 
success of Ukrainian liberation depended on the outcome of the 
world revolution.” Tyutyunnyk’s account continues: 

Units of the Russian 44th Division entered Uman’ January 12, 1920. “Misun-
derstandings” between the Russians and the Borotbisty began to arise imme-
diately. The red Russians completely ignored the red Borotbisty and gradu-
ally prepared to liquidate the “irregular bands,” as they called Volokh’s red 
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troops. As early as January 14, the head of the Revolutionary Committee of 
Right Bank Ukraine, Nemolovsky, complained of the ungrateful Russians in 
a letter to the editorial office of Visti Revkomu Umanshchyny [News of the Rev-
olutionary Committee of the Uman’ Area] (Number 3), which read as follows: 
“Comrade editor! Number 1 of your Bulletin contains an article ‘On the Eve 
of the Entry of Red Units into Uman’.’ It is written in such a way as to suggest 
that the city of Uman’ was occupied by irregular troops, but regular troops (the 
Red Army) moved in from Khristinovka. 
“I request that the next issue of the News correct this and announce that 
Uman’ is occupied by regular Ukrainian troops, not by partisans. The official 
Ukrainian Communist Party (Borotbisty) is in charge of these troops. 
 
“I. Nemolovsky, in charge of the political section of Ukrainian Red Troops.” 
 
. . . this letter was printed, . . . although the District Uman’ Revolutionary 
Committee organized by the Russians had no intention of being subordinated 
to the Revolutionary Committee of Right Bank Ukraine. It was a moment of 
crisis between those elements which were on the point of reneging and those 
which wanted to remain orthodox Borotbisty with a national coloring. . . . 
“Misunderstandings” occurred. . . in all areas of Ukraine. Although in the cen-
ter the Borotbisty were allegedly an official party, in the periphery the Russian 
elements often paid no attention to the “yellow and blue Communists,” as 
they called the Borotbisty. The local population began to place its hopes in the 
Borotbisty, in opposition to the Russians. This, in turn, created difficulties for 
the local representatives of the “Soviet [Bolshevik] Power.” Almost simulta-
neously with the “misunderstandings” in Uman’, the Kanev Revolutionary 
Committee issued the following order: 
“In view of the dissemination of provocative rumors in the city and district of 
Kanev, ... we admonish the population of the city and the district that there 
are no misunderstandings between the [two] revolutionary parties the 
Ukrainian Communist Party (Borotbisty) and the Communist Party of 
Ukraine (Bolshevik). These parties. . . are organizing a government of Soviets 
of Peasants’ and Workers’ Deputies in Ukraine in complete agreement. Any-
one spreading provocative rumors will be remanded before the Military Rev-
olutionary Tribunal. 
 
“Head of the Kanev District Military Revolutionary Committee, Fedorenko. 
“Chief of the Information and Agitation Section, Kryzhanivsky. 
January 20, 1920, Kanev.” 
 
The Russians. . . spread rumors among the Haydamaky that . . .[in Lyubar] Vo-
lokh took all the gold for himself and the [Borot’bist] Revolutionary Commit-
tee, and only silver and copper were left for the Haydamaky. [The Bolsheviks] 
were definitely gaining control of the government; Volokh and the Borotbisty 
resisted, but to no avail. 
In the meantime the Haydamaky saw that an Independent Socialist Soviet 
Ukrainian Republic did not exist. Singly and in groups the “Ukrainian red 
troops” started to join our army [i.e., of the Ukrainian People’s Republic]. The 
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entire “red” cavalry, under Colonel [?] Legin, deserted [Volokh] and joined 
the Zaporozhian Division. . . . The Haydamaky became very bitter; they 
planned to attack Volokh and the Revolutionary Committee of Right Bank 
Ukraine and then, having repented, come over to our army. 
Seeing the hopelessness of creating a Ukrainian Army, . . . the Borotbisty and 
Volokh decided to dissolve their “troops” and abandon their plans for the cre-
ation of a Socialist Ukrainian Republic. 
Remnants of the Haydamaky were forcibly incorporated into the 44th and 60th 
Russian Divisions. The Revolutionary Committee of Right Bank Ukraine qui-
etly died. . . . The entire Volokh incident had an adverse effect on the future 
of the Borotbisty. Some of the party leaders, such as Shumsky, Poloz, Ellansky, 
and others, became renegades, . . . while others were forced to go under-
ground. The party of left appeasers died.27 

A few words should be said about the subsequent fate of Volokh. 
As a member of the UCP(b), he too joined the CP(b)U. However, 
the Bolsheviks did not use him in his old profession of military 
leader, but attached him to the propaganda train of Petrovsky, the 
Chairman of the Ukrainian Executive Committee. He was executed 
in the early 1930’s during the collectivization drive. 

3.  The Trotsky Order 

The Borot’bist struggle for an independent Ukrainian army, despite 
its failure, did leave an imprint on Moscow. A secret order, issued 
by Trotsky, concerning Moscow’s military policy in Ukraine con-
tains the following relevant points: 

The task of military organization in Ukraine. . . consists in creating red Ukrain-
ian units out of Ukrainian workers and Ukrainian peasants, who do not ex-
ploit hired labor, with a Ukrainian command and Ukrainian language. [A pre-
requisite] is the disarming of the kulak and completely bandit elements of the 
village and city. . . irrespective of whether or not they go under the name of 
Petlyurists, Makhnoists or any other name. . . . 
When the ground has been cleared of banditism, it will be possible immedi-
ately to lay the foundation for a Ukrainian workers’ and peasants’ red army, 
at the outset only a few model regiments strong. . . . 
All attempts by any political group in Ukraine to find support among insur-
gent units or to make the latter the basis of a separate army must be branded 
as military sabotage and treason to the Socialist Ukrainian Republic.28 

The last paragraph was obviously directed against the Borot’bist 
and Makhnoist efforts to organize just such an army. Tyutyunnyk 
considers Trotsky’s order “an attempt to form Janissary regiments 
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in Ukraine,” although he assumes that the Borotbisty might have 
known of Trotsky’s plans and hoped, perhaps, to control any such 
regiments. However, no Janissary regiments were created. The only 
tangible outgrowth of Trotsky’s order was the establishment of a 
Ukrainian military academy for officers in Kharkiv, but it was re-
garded with suspicion and dissolved in the early 1930’s. Had 
Ukraine succeeded in creating an army of its own, the reign of ter-
ror in the 1930’s, when millions of people died of starvation, would 
have been impossible. 

D.  The Growth and Dissolution of the UCP(B) 

1.  The Spread of Borot’bism Among the Masses 

Some information on Borotbist activity in the post-Denikin period 
can be obtained from the work of Ravich-Cherkassky:  

In the last days of December [l919] the [Borotbist] organs Proletarskaya pravda 
[Proletarian Pravda, in Russian] in Kharkiv, Chervonyt styah [Red Standard] in 
Kyiv and Ukrains’kyi proletar [Ukrainian Proletarian] in Katerynoslav began to 
appear. The first was edited by Kalyuzhnyi, the second by Hukovych and the 
third by Lisovyk. Their central organ was Borotba, published in Kyiv. On Jan-
uary 20, they called a conference of Left Bank Ukraine in Poltava, which was 
attended by representatives from the provinces of Poltava, Kharkiv, Cher-
nihiv, Katerynoslav, Kherson, and Taurida.  
The Borotbisty, competing with the Bolsheviks, now sought the support of the 
urban proletariat, but they met with complete indifference, which they ex-
plained as due to the assimilation [i.e., Russification] of the proletariat, 
Ukrainian by nationality. . . . the Borotbisty argued with the Bolsheviks in 
heated discussion at [public] meetings and in the press against the policy of 
the CP(b)U. . . . The representatives of the UCP(b) in Moscow—the Foreign 
Bureau [Zarubezhnoye Byuro]—regarded their chief task as “the representation 
of [their] party at the center of the world communist revolution and the plac-
ing of the fundamental problems and next tasks in the development of the 
revolution in Ukraine on the agenda of the Executive Committee of the Com-
intern.” Hrynko, a member of the Foreign Bureau, emphasized in the press an 
extremely important fact, which “the leaders of the proletarian revolution, 
and in particular Comrade Lenin,” had treated with respect to the issues 
raised by the Borotbisty. Lenin severely condemned the “Russian jingoistic” 
[rusapetskiye] work methods of the Communists in Ukraine.29 

As far as the present author recollects, Proletarskaya Pravda was not 
a Borotbist but a Bolshevik newspaper. This surmise is borne out 
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by the fact that the paper continued to appear through the 1930’s. It 
is simply not conceivable that the Bolsheviks would take over a Bo-
rotbist title. When the Bolsheviks created a newspaper for mass 
consumption in Kharkiv in the 1920’s, they did not call it Robitnycha 
hazeta [Workers’ Gazette], which had been the name of the USDRP 
organ, but Robitnycha hazeta-proletar [Workers’ Gazette-Proletar-
ian], Besides the newspapers mentioned by Ravich-Cherkassky, the 
Borotbisty published Borotbyst in Poltava (edited by Hordiy 
Kotsyuba and Mykola Khrystovyi and several issues of the district 
paper Kobelyatsky Borotbyst [Kobeliaky Borotbist]. Krasnoye znamya 
[Red Banner] was the only Borotbist newspaper published in Rus-
sian. 

There is good evidence that the Borotbist point of view en-
joyed some support within the CP(b)U itself. In February 1920 a 
group in opposition to the policy of the CP(b)U published a pam-
phlet, entitled Draft Resolution on Party Policy, in which it pointed to 
the divergence between party policy and the demands of the Revo-
lution. It criticized the leaders of the CP(b)U for their failure to un-
derstand that the social revolution in Ukraine could be brought to 
a successful end only with the help of the Ukrainian proletariat. 
“After the national oppression of the Ukrainian people under the 
Romanovs and Habsburgs,” the pamphlet declared, “all attempts 
to control the destinies of the country from without will inevitably 
intensify the growth of nationalism.” The pamphlet also demanded 
that the CP(b)U become an independent member of the Communist 
International and cease being a branch of the Russian Communist 
Party (Bolshevik).30 

Perhaps the most significant symptom of the spread of Bo-
rotbism was the attitude of the Ukrainian intelligentsia. Having lost 
all hope of seeing Ukrainian independence achieved through the 
instrument of the Ukrainian People’s Republic, many Ukrainian in-
tellectuals cast their lot with the Borotbisty. This new influence also 
affected students and other young people. Following the Bolshevik 
example, the Borotbisty in early 1920 formed their own youth or-
ganization, the Communist Youth Union (Komunistychna 
Yunats’ka Spilka). With thousands of members across the country, 
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the Union was stronger numerically than the Borot’bist urban or-
ganizations. 

Despite the growth of Borotbism and its popularity among the 
masses, the failure to create a Borotbist-controlled Red Army boded 
ill for the whole movement. The desertion of the old Borotbist par-
tisan leader Ohiy, who broke away from the detachment which he 
led together with Kostyantyn Matyash and Lisovyk, was a sign of 
the coming defeat.w 

2.  The Bolshevik Ring Around the Borotbisty 

The dark outlook for the future undermined the faith of individual 
Borot’bist leaders. Two of them, Shumsky and Blakytny began to 
favor amalgamation with the CP(b)U. 

The right-nationalist wing was against unification [with the CP(b)U, . . . 
[while] the revolutionary elements inclined toward merger. The rightist ele-
ments which had played a leading part within the UCP[(b)] remained stub-
born. Negotiations with the Executive Committee of the Comintern over 
amalgamation were conducted by the right Borotbist Poloz.31 

Two resolutions by the Executive Committee of the Communist In-
ternational contributed to the further decline in morale among the 
Borotbisty. The first resolution, published in Ukraine by the Central 
Committee of the CP(b)U January 30, 1920 read as follows: 

A session of the Executive Committee of the Communist International, de-
voted to the Ukrainian question, was held in Petrograd, December 22, 1919. 
The meeting was attended by representatives of the Central Committees of 
the CPU (Bolshevik) and the Ukrainian Communist Party (Borotbisty). After 
hearing and discussing reports by the representatives of these parties, the Ex-
ecutive Committee passed the following resolution: 
1) Ukraine was represented at the First Congress of the Communist Interna-
tional solely by the CPU (Bolshevik), which the Congress recognized as the 
authorized representative of the Ukrainian proletariat. 
2) It became clear from the report of the representatives of the UCP (Bo-
rotbisty) that this party, which seeks admission to the Third International, ad-
heres in its activity to the principles of the Third International and accepts 
completely the program of the RCP (Bolshevik), but because of its recent for-
mation it does not yet have sufficiently strong support among the urban and 

                                                 
w  See Appendix 1, pp. 176–177. 
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village proletariat of Ukraine and has not yet succeeded in making itself suf-
ficiently known or in correctly applying the principles of the Third Interna-
tional. 
3) Before replying to the petition of the UCP (Borotbisty) asking for admission 
to the Communist International, the Executive Committee believes that it has 
the duty of raising the question of the unification of all communist forces in 
Ukraine in one party, starting from the principle that in every country there 
should be a single communist party and bearing in mind that the cause of the 
communist revolution in Ukraine demands complete unity in the ranks of 
those who protect the interests of the Ukrainian working class and toiling 
peasantry. 
4) While considering the conference of December 22 as the first step toward 
clarification of the differences of opinion existing between the CPU (Bolshe-
vik) and the UCP (Borot’bisty), the Executive Committee proposes that the 
Party of the Borotbisty submit, in addition to its memorandum, the fullest 
possible reply (in written form) to the following questions: 
a) its attitude toward the land problem, 
b) its attitude toward the national problem (in particular, toward national cul-
ture and the [Ukrainian Teachers’] Union), 
c) its attitude toward the establishment of a common Red Army (in particular, 
toward the problem of the partisan movement), 
d) its attitude toward the creation of a special economic- center, 
e) its attitude toward Soviet Russia. 
5) In order to eliminate the disagreements between both parties and to help 
them toward amalgamation, the Executive Committee of the Communist In-
ternational has formed a temporary Ukrainian Commission, under the Com-
munist International, which consists of representatives of both parties (two 
delegates each), under the chairmanship of the chairman of the Communist 
International. The commission will deal with controversial issues on request 
of either of the parties or on decree of the Executive Committee of the Com-
munist International. 
 
Chairman of the Executive Committee 
 of the Communist International, 
Petrograd G. ZINOVIEV. 
January 5, 192032 

It was now clear that all Borot’bist efforts to gain admission to the 
Communist International would fail. 

Final rejection came in the second resolution, published in 
Ukraine on February 29: 

. . . the Executive Committee of the Communist International has unani-
mously decided: 
1) The Executive Committee of the Communist International regrets finding 
that the party of Borotbisty, which calls itself a communist party, in reality 
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departs from the principles of communism in several extremely important 
questions. 
2) Agitation in the Borotbist party’s organs is conducted against the Red 
Army, which helped to liberate Ukraine from the Denikin yoke. Such agita-
tion can only be labeled counter-revolutionary, since experience has fully 
shown that defense against imperialism is impossible without a united, regu-
lar, battle-tested Red Army. 
3) In demanding the immediate formation of a separate national army, the 
Borotbisty are forced to seek support among the demoralized nationalist ele-
ments of the former Petlyurist forces and among kulak elements in the villages 
and the urban petty bourgeois, democratic intelligentsia. In this way they ac-
tually abandon the merciless struggle against the chauvinist elements of the 
petty bourgeois groups, a struggle which is binding on every truly interna-
tionalist party. 
4) Because of this purely petty bourgeois deviation, the Borotbisty began to 
conduct further open agitation against Communists of other nationalities, in 
particular Russian Communists, who work in Ukraine. This agitation has 
nothing in common with the principles of the Communist International and 
is reminiscent of the darker aspects of activities by the parties of the Second 
International. 
5) The Executive Committee of the Communist International considers that 
the closest brotherly alliance should exist among those republics in which so-
viet rule prevails. The Executive Committee of the Communist International 
is cognizant of the fact that the R.S.F.S.R. at the Seventh All-Russian Congress 
of Soviets in the resolutions of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee 
and in other official decisions of the Soviet Republic recognized uncondition-
ally the independence of Soviet Ukraine and expressed its readiness to join in 
the closest brotherly association with the Ukrainian Soviet Republic. The Cen-
tral Committee of the Communist International is convinced that Ukraine can 
withstand the pressure of the imperialists and their hirelings only by the clos-
est economic and military alliance with Soviet Russia. 
6) In view of all this, the Executive Committee of the Communist International 
is obliged to refuse admission of the party of Borotbisty into the Communist Inter-
national. 
7) The Executive Committee of the Communist International considers that 
no one will prevent the true communist elements among the Borotbisty from 
joining the ranks of the CPU (Bolshevik), the party which fully recognizes the 
independence of the Soviet Ukraine, which has been active in Ukraine for al-
most twenty years and which has united the most stable elements of the 
Ukrainian proletariat, adding a glorious page to the history of the liberation 
battle of the world proletariat, through its heroic struggle against the imperi-
alist plunderers. 
8) The Executive Committee of the Communist International cannot but re-
gard the desire to create a second, parallel party in Ukraine as an attempt to 
split the ranks of the workers. The Communist International demands that in 
every country there exist only one communist party. All honest followers of 
communism ought to join the ranks of the solid Ukrainian party—the CP(b)U. 
We call upon all workers of Ukraine to do this. 
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Chairman of the Executive Committee of the Communist International,  
G. Zinovyev33 

Since the Borotbisty held the Communist International in high es-
teem in their press, the second resolution came as a severe blow. It 
amounted to a call for dissolution. 

The second resolution, drafted in all probability by Zinovyev 
himself, contained several inaccuracies and falsifications. First, it 
was not true that the Borotbisty were agitating against the Red 
Army; they wanted to collaborate with it. But to prevent the Russi-
fication of Ukrainian soldiers in a single Russian Red Army they 
also wanted a separate Ukrainian army. The fact that the Com-
munist International in this issue sided with the Russian Bolsheviks 
proves that it was supporting the centralist idea of a single Russian 
army, in this respect differing not one iota from the tsarist army. 
Second, it was equally false to say that the Borotbisty “agitated 
against Communists of other nationalities, in particular Russian 
Communists.” In their own ranks the Borotbisty had Communists 
of Russian, Jewish and other national origins. The Russian Com-
munists were attacked not on the ground that they were Russian, 
but that they were imperialist. Even sharper were the Borotbist at-
tacks on such Ukrainian Bolsheviks as Pyatakov, Zatonsky and 
Manuilsky. Third, the Borotbisty, just as much as the Communist 
International, wanted a “close brotherly alliance” with Soviet Rus-
sia, but they meant genuine alliance, not subordination. Finally, the 
Communist International’s resolution was misleading in its claim 
that Soviet Russia “recognized the independence of the Soviet 
Ukraine.” Had this really been the case, the Borotbisty would have 
had no differences of opinion with the International. 

3.  Dissolution of the UCP(B) 

Just how great an authority the Communist International was for 
the Borotbisty can be judged from the following exchange of com-
munications which spelled out the formality of dissolution and 
amalgamation: 
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Comrade Zinoviev received the following telegram March 16, 1920: 
 
“In the name of the entire party, the All-Ukrainian conference of Borotbist 
Communists sends warm greetings to the Chairman of the Communist Inter-
national, Comrade Zinoviev. The conference has voted unanimously to elect 
Comrade Zinoviev as honorary chairman. The presidium. Blatytny [sic].” 
In reply Comrade Zinoviev sent the following telegram: Kharkiv. To the All-
Ukrainian Conference of Communists-Borotbisty. I heartily thank you for your 
telegram and, on behalf of the Executive Committee of the Comintern, take 
this opportunity of saying to you: 
Communists of all countries who are following the fate of the Ukrainian rev-
olution would be happy to learn that in Ukraine from today there exists only 
one communist party, which is leading the workers and toiling peasants of 
Ukraine to complete victory in close alliance with the Russian Socialist Soviet 
Federated Republic [sic]. 
The Executive Committee on its own initiative proposes, comrades, that you 
enter the ranks of the Communist Party of Ukraine (Bolshevik), the party 
which for a quarter of a century has paved the way for the present victories. 
The Communist International is convinced that the unity of all activities of 
Communists in Ukraine is not only imperative but possible. 
 
Zinoviev. 
 
From the editors: The editors note with satisfaction that the Ukrainian “Bo-
rotbisty” Communists have actually joined the ranks of the Communist Party 
of Ukraine (Bolshevik). Therefore we now have a single communist party in 
Ukraine. To this party we send our greetings.34 

The UCP(b) was dissolved by majority vote at its Second Congress 
in March 1920. A sizable opposition to dissolution, led by Poloz, 
Panas Lyubchenko and Mykhaylo Panchenko, remained true to the 
old populist ideals, not only on national but on ideological grounds. 
As for Shumsky and Blakytny, the most ardent advocates of amal-
gamation with the CP(b)U, it was currently rumored among the Bo-
rotbisty that they had negotiated with the Bolsheviks prior to the 
Second Congress unknown to the Central Committee. In the end, 
however, Levko Kovaliv and Mykhaylo Panchenko were the only 
members of the Borotbist Central Committee who refused to join 
the Bolsheviks; they remained without party affiliation. 

No more than the Bolsheviks did the Borotbisty wish a repeti-
tion of the Muravyov occupation of 1918 or the events of 1919. Pat-
riotism and a desire to avoid a further downfall of Soviet govern-
ment in Ukraine motivated the Borotbist decision. They could no 
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longer take up arms openly against the Bolsheviks, nor could they 
go underground, since this would place them in the same camp 
with the Ukrainian People’s Republic, with which they would not 
compromise. The one practical means remaining, in their view, was 
to resist the CP(b)U within the existing Soviet framework, through 
a reliance on the support they enjoyed among the Ukrainian people. 

The Borotbisty held fast to their communist position, dictated 
by national as well as by social factors, that a sovereign Ukrainian 
state was possible only within the communist camp. As a young 
communist party, the Borotbisty could not criticize the Bolshevik 
social program; for that matter, they were not concerned with it. 
They did not subscribe to the ideal of a separate Ukrainian com-
munist ideology; they wanted only to secure for Ukraine equal 
rights with other nations within the framework of international 
communism. This could be achieved, according to the Borotbisty, 
only if the Ukrainian, not the Russian, Communists were masters 
of Ukraine. 

In concentrating on their fight for national equality, the Bo-
rotbisty were careful to conform to the Bolshevik social program.”35 
They thought that by this tactic it would be made impossible for the 
Bolsheviks to accuse them of “bourgeois reactionism.” Since the 
Bolsheviks had in principle recognized Ukraine’s right to inde-
pendence, the Borotbisty attempted to take them at their word. The 
Bolsheviks, on the other hand, well understood and neutralized the 
Borotbist strategem by playing down the national question in their 
debates with the Borotbisty; by emphasizing social problems they 
brought into question the communist orthodoxy of the Borotbisty. 
That was why Lenin, in his “Remarks on the Draft Resolution of the 
Executive Committee of the Comintern,” wrote on February 22, 
1920: “I emphatically insist that the Borotbisty be accused not of na-
tionalism, but of counterrevolutionary and petty bourgeois mental-
ity...”36 

But Lenin’s efforts to condemn the Borotbisty on these 
grounds failed; in Ukraine their dissolution and merger with the 
CP(b)U were interpreted as the consequence of their nationalism 
not their bourgeois outlook. By opposing the Bolshevik solution to 
the national problem, Borotbism served as the earliest experiment in 
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this field within the Soviet state system. The experiment ended in 
failure and tragedy for its exponents, but it revealed the inability of 
Bolshevism to solve the national problem. 

E.  Divers Views on the Dissolution of the 
Borotbisty 

Ravich-Cherkassky, although defending the CP(b)U which he had 
joined in 1919, realized that Bolshevik centralist policy in Ukraine 
was in need of correction. The following is his account of the disso-
lution of the UCP(b): 

Finally, in the beginning of March, the Executive Committee of the Comin-
tern, after lengthy consideration, rejected the Borotbist petition for admission 
to the Third International. This decision had a sobering effect on the Bo-
rotbisty. They had to place on their agenda the question of the discontinuance 
of a communist party which was [declared to be] outside the Communist In-
ternational. The quasi-Petlyurist elements in the UCP(b) in the provinces of 
Poltava, Katerynoslav, Volyn’, and other areas could not reconcile themselves 
to this. However, for the UCP(b) retreat into the past was cut off with no road 
ahead. The UCP(b) had but one way out—by shaking off its nationalist ele-
ments and by further purifying its Marxist, revolutionary consciousness, to 
enter the ranks of the CP(b)u with unfurled banners.37 
The simultaneous existence of two [communist] parties, the CP(b)U and the 
UCP(b), in Ukraine could not but affect the tactics of both. If under the influ-
ence of the proletarian revolution in Ukraine and the fierce criticism of the 
CP(b)U the Borotbisty more and more pulled themselves together and took 
the road of Marxism, irreconcilable revolutionism, communism, and interna-
tionalism, the CP(b)U itself was not uninfluenced by the UCP(b). It was 
largely due to the influence of the UCP(b) that the ‘Bolsheviks underwent an 
evolution from a “Russian] C[ommunist] P[arty] in Ukraine” (the proposal of 
Kviring’s followers at the Taganrog Conference) to a genuine Communist 
Party of Ukraine.38 The “federalist” tendency within the CP(b)U was the 
wedge which the Borotbisty drove into the CP(b)U. Not in vain did Hrynko, 
in conversation affirming the important role of the Borotbisty in the revolu-
tionary communist movement in Ukraine, refer to the “note” of the federalists 
“which clearly formulates the very necessity of establishing, not in words but 
in deed, a Ukr.S.S.R. with a complete apparatus of proletarian power in all 
branches of life.” 
This was the situation in which both parties, the CP(b)U and the UCP(b), fol-
lowed the inevitable historical process out of dire necessity, moving closer to-
gether while engaging in sharp debate, the one straightening out its com-
munist line, the other adapting itself to the peculiarities and specific condi-
tions of socio-economic and national-cultural life in Ukraine.39 
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Ravich-Cherkassky failed to mention only one thing, namely, that 
a separate CP(b)U in fact did not exist. It was a Ukrainian branch of 
the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik), controlled not by the 
Communist International but by the Central Committee of the 
RCP(b) which later tried and deported Ravich-Cherkassky, which 
purged and destroyed all the former Borotbisty and which pro-
claimed that the CP(b)U was as inseparable from the RCP(b) as was 
Ukraine from Russia. A more critical commentary on the Borot’bist 
dissolution came from the pen of Hrushevsky in the fall of 1920: 

Faced with the choice of either merging completely with the Russian Com-
munists or becoming. . . an opposition party, . . . the Borotbisty decided. . . to 
join the RCP[sic], Such a statement was issued by their representatives (Shum-
sky and Elansky) in Kharkiv and was later confirmed by a majority vote at the 
party conference at the end of March of this year. However, this resolution 
provoked sharp opposition within the party. 
This opposition, like that of the Independent SD’s who accepted the Soviet 
platform and even the name “communist” (“Ukrainian Communist Party”) 
but who did not consider it necessary to merge with the Bolshevik Party, dis-
agreed with Bolshevik centralist policy. In its view, the tendency of the Bol-
sheviks to uphold at all costs the hegemony of Russian Communists in 
Ukraine and to govern Ukraine without Ukrainians, depriving it of all inde-
pendence and making it completely dependent on Moscow, is incorrect and 
harmful.40 

A sharp condemnation of the Borot’bist decision was uttered by the 
leader of the SR center Nykyfor Hryhoryiv, who shared with the 
Borotbisty a common populist heritage. In an open letter to Khryst-
yuk commenting on his willingness to return to the Soviet Ukraine, 
Hryhoryiv criticized the policy pursued by Khrystyuk and 
Hrushevsky for the following reasons: 

1. Negotiations with the Moscow Bolsheviks, if not supported 
by our organized force, will lead to nothing; 

2. The reckless and uncritical search for favors will take us 
down the road of the “Borotbisty,” that is, we will be told: 
“if you agree with us then join us; if you do not want to join 
us, then you disagree with us; that means that you are our 
enemies, and enemies we shall fight”; 
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3. To go over to collaboration with the Moscow Bolsheviks 
without any safeguards for the interests of the Ukrainian 
working masses means sheer appeasement of the victors, a 
new Moscophilism and abandonment of party ideals. . . . 
The revolutionary position of the “Borotbisty” and their 
emphasis on social [principles] I regarded and still regard 
as correct, but their merger with the CP(b)U and their re-
nunciation of the party program I consider a mistake. Only 
the exertion of considerable organized pressure could cor-
rect this mistake. I shall continue to defend this view, but I 
do not approve of separate defections, singly or in groups 
(like the Borotbisty) and I shall fight them, since I regard 
them as harmful not only to our party but to the develop-
ment of socialism in general. . . . While sharing the [Bo-
rotbist] position ideologically, I did not approve of their 
tactics, which were false and not in the public interest. Hav-
ing torn themselves away from the masses, they had to 
merge with the CP(b)U.41 

The Borotbisty viewed the situation differently. They did attempt 
to build a stronger organization, starting from the premise that their 
own army was a prime consideration. Although they failed, their 
decision to merge with the CP(b)U, in the hope of influencing it 
from within, gained for them a decade of grace to continue to resist 
centralist Russian policies. 

Noteworthy in this connection is Lenin’s pronouncement on 
the Borotbisty expressed at the Ninth Congress of the Russian Com-
munist Party (Bolshevik), held March 29–April 4, 1920:  

Comrade Bubnov said. . . that the Central Committee was guilty of strength-
ening the Borotbisty. This is a most complex and tremendous question, and I 
think in this most important problem, where intricate maneuvering was 
needed, we came out the victors. In the Central Committee when we [i.e., 
Lenin] spoke of maximum concessions to the Borotbisty, we were laughed at 
and told that we were not straight in our dealings with them. But one can 
attack one’s adversary directly [only] when there is a straight line with him. 
Once the enemy decides to zigzag, we must pursue and catch him at every 
turn. We promised the Borotbisty a maximum of concessions, but on condi-
tion that they pursue a communist policy. In this way we proved that we are 
not guilty of the slightest intolerance. That our concessions were right was 
proved by the fact that all the better elements of the Borotbisty have now 
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joined our Party. We have reregistered that party; instead of a Borotbist up-
rising which would have been inevitable, we have brought into our Party, un-
der our control and with our recognition, due to the correct policy of the Cen-
tral Committee superbly executed by Comrade Rakovsky, all the best of the 
Borotbisty, while the rest have vanished from the political scene. This victory 
is worth several good battles. To say, therefore, that the Central Committee 
was guilty of strengthening the Borotbisty is not to understand the political 
line in the national problem.42  

A reply by Bubnov, who was at that time working in Ukraine, came 
in the following form: 

I ask that the following factual statement be read and appended to the pro-
ceedings:  
 
Concerning my critical remarks on the policy of the Central Committee to-
ward the Borotbisty, Comrade Lenin indicated that my remarks displayed a 
lack of understanding of the national policy in Ukraine. Comrade Lenin based 
his argument on facts dating from December 1919 to March 1920. In view of 
this, I should like to stress the fact that in my criticism I had in mind a different 
period, that from March to August 1919 [the pre-Denikin period of Soviet rule 
in Ukraine]. I pointed out that at that time there was within the Communist 
Party (Bolshevik) of Ukraine a strong current in favor of merger with the Bo-
rotbisty, although the entire party expressed itself at the Third Congress 
(March 1919) against admission of the Borotbisty to Soviet institutions in 
Ukraine. The Central Committee [of the RCP(b)] did not support the trend 
which favored merger, although at that time this was the only correct [solu-
tion], and, notwithstanding the decision of the authoritative representation of 
the Ukrainian Communist organizations, proposed that the Central Commit-
tee of the CPU [(Bolshevik)] should bring Borotbisty into the Ukrainian Coun-
cil of People’s Commissars, which was, of course, carried out. I am deeply 
convinced that by doing this the Central Committee of the RCP[(b)] strength-
ened the Borotbisty and to a certain degree aided the marked growth of Bo-
rotbist influence among the masses of the urban proletariat after Denikin’s 
expulsion. I repeat that in my speech I did not refer to the Central Committee’s 
policy toward the Borotbisty during the last period, while Comrade Lenin 
spoke only of this period. Therefore his conclusions are based on an obvious 
misunderstanding, clear to all.”43 

The difference between Lenin and the CP(b)U lay in the fact the 
CP(b)U, if not subjected to pressure by Moscow, would have been 
willing to accept the Borotbisty in the pre-Denikin period rather 
than vie with them for influence among the masses, while the Cen-
tral Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik), even 
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after the Denikin period, refused them entry in the CP(b)U, sug-
gesting that they first be tested in the Soviet administrative system. 
But this, Hubnov believed, had merely helped to enhance Borotbist 
prestige among the masses. 

It should also be pointed out that Bubnov, in contrast with Ra-
vich-Cherkassky, spoke of the growth of Borotbist influence among 
the urban proletariat after Denikin’s downfall. Indeed, this growth 
caused the greatest alarm among the Bolsheviks, while they could 
still tolerate Borotbist publications in Ukrainian, the appearance of 
the Borotbist daily Krasnoye znamya in Russian infuriated them, 
since this action indicated that the Russified proletariat of the 
Ukrainian cities might be prepared to follow the Borotbisty rather 
than the Bolsheviks, thereby seriously endangering their hegem-
ony. 

The emigre Ukrainian left Socialists were correct when they 
claimed that 

the entry of the Borotbisty into the CP(b)U was not a consequence of the inner 
convictions of the Borotbisty. . . .After having demanded an independent 
Ukrainian republic for so long, . . . they could hardly have changed their con-
victions in a few weeks. External circumstances proved stronger; the Bo-
rotbisty had to comply with Moscow’s demands, if they did not want to be 
deprived of the opportunity of carrying on their work among the Ukrainian 
masses. The Ukrainian Communist Party (the former Independent Social 
Democrats) remained true to its platform, persisting in the creation of a party 
independent of Russian Communists which would be a section of the Third 
International and not a branch of the Russian Communist Party.44 

Yet another reason for the dissolution of the UCP(b) is offered by 
the Borotbist Todos Taran, who joined the CP(b)U. Polish interven-
tion in Ukraine in the spring of 1920, he considered, accounted for 
the fact that Blakytny, Hrynko and Shumsky “agreed uncondition-
ally to the liquidation of their party and its merger with the 
CP(b)U.’45 

After it had absorbed the UCP(b), the CP(b)U did not direct its 
energy toward the consummation of a sovereign Soviet Ukraine, a 
goal which had been proclaimed in the Communist International’s 
reply to the Borotbisty. The best evidence in support of this view 
was the continued existence of another Soviet-oriented Ukrainian 
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party, the Ukapisty. Demanding a sovereign Soviet Ukraine, the 
Ukapisty were not forced to join the CP(b)U until 1925. The struggle 
for a sovereign Ukrainian S.S.R. was decided in the negative not by 
the internal development of Ukrainian political life but by the ex-
ternal pressure of administrative organization. 

 



  

 



  

257 

9  The Borotbisty in the CP(b)U  

A.  The CP(b)U and the UCP(b) Compared 

To weigh properly the political strength of the Borotbisty at the 
time of their merger with the CP(b)U in April 1920, it will be useful 
to analyze the numerical strength of the respective parties. No exact 
membership figures are available for either party at the time of 
amalgamation, but it is possible to arrive at an approximation. 

1  Composition of the CP(b)U 

Mykola Skrypnyk, a representative of the CP(b)U, declared at the 
First Congress of the Communist International in March 1919 that 
the CP(b)U numbered approximately 30,000 members.1 However, 
the influence of the CP(b)U over the masses markedly decreased 
during the second period of Soviet rule in Ukraine (February-Au-
gust 1919), nor was the party very active in the underground during 
the Denikin period (August-December 1919). It can therefore be as-
sumed that the number of members in the CP(b)U in the spring of 
1920 was somewhat below the 30,000 figure, perhaps, between 
20,000 and 25,000. 

The leadership of the CP(b)U consisted of “old Bolsheviks,’ for 
the most part factory workers, intellectuals and white collar work-
ers. Among the factory workers were G.I. Petrovsky (who had been 
a Bolshevik member of the Fourth State Duma), Vlas Chubar and 
Dmytro Lebid’—all metallurgical workers from Katerynoslav—
and Yakiv N. Drobnis, a weaver and war refugee from Poland. In-
tellectuals in the party included Khristian Rakovsky, a doctor; Vo-
lodymyr Zatonsky, docent at the Kyiv Polytechnic Institute; Ale-
ksandr Shlikhter, an economist; Dmytro Manuilsky, a journalist 
who had spent much time in France; and Skrypnyk, an economist. 
Among the white collar worker members of the party were Stani-
slav Kossior and Eduard Kviring. 

The thirteen-man Central Committee of the CP(b)U, created 
by the directive of the Central Committee of the Russian Com-



258  IVAN MAISTRENKO  

 

munist Party (Bolshevik) of April 7, 1920, included eleven Bolshe-
viks: Artyom (pseudonym of Fyodor A. Sergeyev, a polytechnic 
student), Pyotr A. Zalutski (a factory worker), Sergei K. Minin (a 
journalist and writer, political officer of the Red Army)—all sent 
from Russia; Petrovsky, Rakovsky, Chubar, Manuilsky, Kossior, 
and Zatonsky—all “old Bolsheviks”; Yakov Yakovlev (pseudonym 
of Epshtein, a student from Katerynoslav); and Feliks Kon, a jour-
nalist and literary critic and a former Menshevik.2 

The “old Bolsheviks” represented a small minority of the 
party, a relatively small number of persons placed in key positions 
in the larger cities. In many provincial capitals there were no more 
than two or three of them, the rest of the party consisting of work-
ers, students and members of the petty bourgeoisie. In Poltava, for 
instance, where a Bolshevik group had existed before the Revolu-
tion, the “old Bolshevik” Drobnis was chairman of the party’s Pro-
vincial Revolutionary Committee.3 His deputy was Oleksiiv, a Pol-
tava printer. The intellectuals Smetanych, chairman of the Provin-
cial Revolutionary Tribunal, Orlovsky, chief of the finance depart-
ment, and Pylypenko, the son of a local man of wealth, also be-
longed to the Bolshevik old guard. The secretary of the party’s pro-
vincial committee was a young Russian, later replaced by Yerman, 
an energetic Byelorussian student. Glebov, a young journalist sent 
from Russia, edited the provincial party newspaper. The provincial 
food commissar was a worker sent from Russia, possibly an “old 
Bolshevik.” If there were other “old Bolsheviks,” they held no 
prominent positions; the rest of the party was made up of workers, 
petty bourgeoisie and intellectuals. Similar conditions prevailed in 
other provincial capitals, except in industrial areas where the ma-
jority of the party were factory workers. 

At the district level, the Bolshevik organization in the non-in-
dustrial town of Kobeliaky, Poltava Province, can serve as an exam-
ple of party composition. Two native “old Bolsheviks” who had 
gone to work in large cities before the Revolution headed the party 
organization. There were several workers from the Donets Basin 
and Kkaterynoslav, a few local peasants who had become Bolshe-
viks while in the Red Army, and several intellectuals and white col-
lar workers. The great majority of the party’s members, however, 
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were students of bourgeois extraction who set the tone of the whole 
party organization. Petty bourgeois not only in social origin but in 
their way of life and thinking, they were indifferent, sometimes 
even hostile, to the Ukrainian liberation movement. They spoke 
only Russian. In Kobeliaky District the party had no organizational 
network throughout the volosts. In three or four of the fifteen vo-
losts there were small Bolshevik groups of three to five persons; in 
some communities there were Bolshevik sympathizers. All told, the 
district organization, including members and candidates, had not 
more than fifty members. In addition there were several dozen 
members of the Bolshevik youth organization, chiefly in the town 
of Kobeliaky. 

There is no doubt that the provincial organizations of the 
CP(b)U had many sincere and ardent revolutionaries, yet the milieu 
in which they worked and which often dominated them was that of 
the careerist and the philistine bourgeoisie (meshchanstvo). Mem-
bers of the bourgeoisie joined the party for their own advantage. 
They served those who wielded political power within the party; 
they were the secretaries, the deputies, the assistants. In the early 
1920’s these philistines became a real threat to the Communist 
Party. They were openly criticized but continued to prosper. They 
have been brilliantly satirized by the Ukrainian writer Mykola 
Khvylovy in his short stories Ivan Ivanovych and Revizor [The In-
spector General]. 

In Ukraine, where the Soviet regime was sustained by military 
occupation, Communist philistinism was even more wide-spread 
than in Russia. Surrounded by a sea of careerists, fanatical Bolshe-
viks often succumbed to material temptation.4 In this respect the 
Borotbisty were diametrically opposed to the Bolsheviks. As mem-
bers of an opposition party, they had not developed the philistine 
spirit. 

2.  Composition of the UCP(b) 

The most salient characteristic of the Borotbist Central Committee 
was its cult of revolutionary romanticism, the heritage of the popu-
list tradition. Literature and art played the predominant role in the 
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propagation of this cult. Almost every member of the Borotbist 
Central Committee and many of the party’s rank and file members 
had a poem, short story or novel to their credit. On the other hand, 
the party had no room for scientists. Unlike the Marxist parties, 
whose leaders were primarily economists or sociologists, the 
UCP(b) had not a single economist who could speak for the party. 
Borotbisty like Slipansky and Bilash became prominent as econo-
mists only after they entered the CP(b)U. Even a man like Poloz, 
with the temperament of a scientist and considerable talent, was 
unable to develop into an economist or sociologist. 

Unofficial estimates put total membership of the UCP(b) in 
1920 at 15,000. Skrypnyk, speaking at the Twelfth Congress of the 
Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik) in April 1923, stated that 
4,000 Borotbisty had joined the CP(b)U.5 G.I. Petrovsky, in an ad-
dress before the Sixth All-Ukrainian Conference of the CP(b)U in 
November 1921, stated that 

On the basis of materials in the possession of the Central Committee, I can say 
that there were 554 Borotbisty among the responsible [party] workers. How-
ever, it was impossible to ascertain how many Borotbisty joined the party.6 

In the city of Poltava the UCP(b) consisted mainly of student intel-
lectuals and railroad workers. The organization was headed by 
Musindzon, a railroad worker, Vasyl’ Lazorsky, a medical student, 
Mykola Khrystovy, a student and editor of the local party paper 
Borotbyst, and Hordiy Kotsyuba, a student, co-editor of Borotbyst 
and a writer. 

In Kobeliaky District the Borotbist organization comprised ap-
proximately twenty-five persons from the town of Kobeliaky plus 
as many more from the surrounding villages. Like the Bolsheviks, 
the Borotbisty were well organized only in the provincial and dis-
trict towns. In the volosts there were only very small party groups. 
In Kustolovo volost of Kobeliaky District, for example, there existed 
a party group of ten people. This compared with a Bolshevik group 
of five in the small neighboring town of Novyi Sendzhary. 

Although the author was very well acquainted with the Bo-
rotbist organization in Kobeliaky District, it is difficult to present 
exact figures because membership was in a constant state of flux. 
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After the Denikin period the district organization existed only 
about two months inasmuch as the process of dissolution began in 
March 1920. In spite of attracting new sympathizers, the party 
failed to enroll many new members in this short period of time. In 
the town of Kobeliaky, however, as much as twenty per cent of the 
membership was new. In the entire district there were no more than 
fifty party members. If the Borotbist organization in Kobeliaky can 
be regarded as typical of other parts of the country, the approxi-
mately one hundred districts in Ukraine would have contained 
about 5,000 Borotbisty. It is possible that the party was stronger in 
Right Bank Ukraine, but on the other hand it was undoubtedly 
weaker in the industrial centers. Even if membership in the Bo-
rotbist youth organization is reckoned at several thousand, the total 
figure would still not reach 15,000. 

In Kobeliaky District only about twenty of the fifty Borotbisty 
joined the CP(b)U. In general, Borotbisty who refused to join either 
did not wish to join (this was true mostly peasants), were not rec-
ommended by the Borotbist committee, or were not acceptable to 
the Bolshevik committee. Special committees consisting of repre-
sentatives of both were formed to supervise the admission of Bo-
rotbisty to the CP(b)U. As a rule, Borotbisty recommended by their 
party were willingly accepted. Such members were active politi-
cally, mostly intellectuals and familiar with local conditions. But 
above all Ukraine was not a foreign land to them, as it was to the 
Russian Bolsheviks. Such people were badly needed by the CP(b)U. 

In accordance with the April 7 directive from Moscow, two 
former Borotbisty were given posts in the Central Committee and 
two were assigned to each provincial and district committee of the 
CP(b)U. Blakytny and Shumsky became members of the new thir-
teen-man Central Committee. Blakytny was made deputy chair-
man of the Central Committee and was placed in charge of party 
work in the villages. Shumsky was elected to the party’s Politburo 
and Orgburo at the plenary session of the Central Committee of 
April 15, 1920.7 Petrovsky, Rakovsky, Yakovlev, and Kossior were 
the other members elected to the Politburo; Yakovlev and Kossior 
were also elected to the Orgburo. Soon afterward, however, Shum-
sky was sent to Poltava as chairman of the provincial executive 
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committee, and with the conclusion of the Treaty of Riga on March 
18, 1921 he became the first Soviet Ukrainian envoy to Poland. Both 
posts were highly responsible, but because Shumsky was the only 
Borotbist on the Ukrainian Politburo his removal from that body 
was hardly accidental.8 He was replaced by Feliks Kon. 

Because the UCP(b) had at most 5,000 members and because 
not all members joined the CP(b)U, Skrypnyk’s figure of 4,000 Bo-
rotbisty entering the CP(b)U can be accepted as approximately cor-
rect. If Petrovsky’s figure of 554 former Borotbisty among respon-
sible party workers is accepted, it can be concluded that with few 
exceptions the entire Borotbist elite merged with the Bolsheviks. 

B.  A Letter From a Ukrainian SR Emigre 

In addition to the Ukrainian emigre opinions presented in Chapter 
8 on the dissolution of the UCP(b), it will be of interest to examine 
here a letter from a Ukrainian SR emigre, written in reply to a fellow 
SR who had become a Bolshevik, Their disagreements are indica-
tive of the basic divergences within the Ukrainian liberation move-
ment. The Bolshevik, initiating the correspondence, had charged 
that the other had “sold himself to the international bourgeoisie.” 
In answer, the emigre’ SR wrote as follows: 

You will not venture to speak of me as your antithesis. . . . And history will 
agree with you. It will record: K., an elementary school teacher, of peasant 
origin, a Ukrainian SR, later a Ukrainian Communist-Bolshevik; H., an ele-
mentary school teacher, of peasant origin, a Ukrainian SR. Both fought for the 
victory of the toiling people, for their government, for a “soviet system,” for 
Ukraine, for a free world. Why then did they quarrel? Why did one become a 
“Janissary,” the other take refuge among the “liberators”? Because they were 
the victims of nature and of circumstance. It was nature that endowed them 
with a different degree of understanding of the truth and conditions of life. 
One was caught unawares by Bolsheviks, who turned him into a “Janissary,” 
while the other was lucky enough to escape from their clutches and found 
himself among the “liberators.” It could have been the other way around. 
What would history do with us? And precisely what history do you have in 
mind? Of the future? If so, allow me to recall some facts of history: Mazepa’s 
uprising and his manifesto about the struggle against Moscow, against its tyr-
anny, against the abolition of an autonomous Ukraine, against the coercion of 
education and book printing, against coercion by Muscovite garrisons, etc. 
Some of the Ukrainian forces and the entire Zaporozhskaya Sech’ followed Maz-
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epa. But a manifesto issued by the Muscovite Tsar read: “Whither are the Or-
thodox going? You are being led to Catholicism by your [Cossack] elders and 
the gentry who exploit you. Down with Mazepa and the elders! Long live 
freedom and the Orthodox faith! Down with the oppressors! The Tsar defends 
the people against the gentry,” etc. 
History records that the people did not follow Mazepa. . . . The people, the 
toiling class, and all those who thought alike (if they thought at all) were de-
ceived. “Freedom, the Orthodox faith, the Tsar, and Russia,” soon led to serf-
dom, the abolition of all autonomy, dissolution of the Sech’, expropriation of 
the land from the peasants, the whip and the rod, abolition of education and 
the fundamentals of science, the proscription of the language of the people, 
the abolition of their name and dignity, and above all the abolition of all oppor-
tunities for development. 
History therefore now says: if only the fools had not followed Moscow, had 
not trusted in Orthodoxy, freedom and other “Muscovite blandishments,” but 
had risen as one man, then. . . at least we would now have school books in 
Ukrainian . . . and we would not learn only upon reaching maturity that you 
and I are Ukrainians and that we are not free. We would have our own 
schools, science, a Ukrainian literature, technology, and culture; the Ukrainian 
peasants would be better educated, and Ukrainian cities would be more 
Ukrainian. . . . 
Whom does history blame for 1709? Muscovite history blames Mazepa and 
his followers; Ukrainian bourgeois history blames Moscow; and Ukrainian la-
bor history blames both Moscow and Mazepa and his followers. It blames the 
latter not for having revolted against Moscow but for the failure of the revolt. 
. . [and] because by his policy Mazepa did not gain the sympathy of the toiling 
people. .  
Now when you are fighting in Ukraine for schools, literature and in general 
for “Ukrainization,” looking back into history, you must often tell yourself: it 
would be better if Ukraine had been Ukrainized earlier, so that now a soviet, 
working people’s republic could be built; it would be better if all the school 
books had been written earlier, so that now social revolution could be ad-
vanced and the Ukrainian ruling classes sent to the devil. It would be better if 
the cities had been Ukrainized, so that the Ukrainian proletariat and peasantry 
could take part in the Soviets and the government would be Ukrainian, 
elected by you Ukrainian Communists and not appointed by Moscow. Upon 
reflection, you will come to the conclusion that it would have been better had 
our forefathers not believed in Moscow’s “liberation ideology” but had risen 
as one man. There would be no serfdom, there would be a Ukrainian state and 
culture, and there would now be a Ukrainian social revolution, not Muscovite 
oppression in Ukraine. 
Such is the judgment of history upon our ancestors!. . . 
I sincerely believe, Comrade, that your conscience will not be altogether at 
rest if you leave our dispute to the judgment of history. Well, are you abso-
lutely sure that all truth is on your side? I feel that you cannot say this. And 
in reality you would be right [to hesitate]. . . . 
You (the Ukrainian “Janissaries”) feel that you are a small minority ruled by 
an inflexible cruel power, which has forced you to capitulate. You had no 



264  IVAN MAISTRENKO  

 

other choice. Therefore you are doing your small task in attempting to 
“Ukrainize” something. You work industriously, honestly, to the point of ex-
haustion. You are terribly afraid lest you offend your superiors. . . . 
As an honest man and revolutionary you well know that if there were a 
Ukrainian Communist government in Ukraine, you would have no worries 
about Ukrainization. It would advance like the raging sea; it would flood all 
life. There would be Ukrainian schools. Books would be published by the mil-
lion. You would have everything at home, and above all we would not be in 
emigration, but would be helping you, the Ukrainian Communists. . . . Tens 
of thousands of revolutionary, socialist, and democratic members of the intel-
ligentsia would support your government, as a Ukrainian government. . . . 
There would be no “Janissaries” and no “liberators,” and we would not have 
to communicate with you secretly. I would not be “selling” Ukraine to the 
capitalists abroad, and you would not be “selling” it at home. That is what a 
Ukrainian Ukraine would mean. It is from this situation that the “national 
problem” emerges. 
But you speak of a “class struggle”! How can there be a class struggle between 
people of the same class? Logically, this is impossible. 
We value the great sacrifice of those comrades who have collaborated super-
ficially with the occupation government. . . . We say: let these comrades work 
there as best they may. . . but let them keep within the bounds of decency. ... 
Do cultural work with your own hands, strengthen life, preserve the benefits 
of the revolution—all this is heroic. Do not, however, do anything disgraceful, 
do not oppress the people. . . . Do not be the moral serfs of the present masters 
of Ukraine. . . . That is all we ask of you. . . . 
We are working in the cultural sphere and in this way we directly support 
those who are fighting for Ukrainian culture in Ukraine. Our activity disturbs 
the peace of the occupiers. We published Nova Ukraina [New Ukraine!, and in 
reply they issued Chervony shlyakh [Red Path], We founded the Ukrainian Ag-
ricultural Academy [in Podebrady, Czechoslovakia], and they renamed the 
Agricultural Institute in Kharkiv the Ukrainian Agricultural Academy. We 
announced a broad program of Ukrainian cultural work, and they answered 
us with a “policy of Ukrainization.” All this has been done to divert the atten-
tion of the Ukrainian masses in Ukraine from us and to show that the problem 
of Ukrainian culture will be solved by them, the Bolsheviks. . . . 
Inexorable history has placed the same task before you and before us, Ukrain-
ian revolutionaries, and we shall, each on his own ground, work according to 
his ability. So we are not angry with you and do not condemn you, since we 
value your work; but if “the immoderately devoted” begin to label us as fools, 
lacking the generosity of silence and modesty, then we shall reply with such 
words as “Janissary” in order to restrain them from utter baseness. . . . 
We remain silent; perhaps this is necessary for their Ukrainian work. If this 
will be useful for Ukraine, . . . then scold us! Say that we are “selling” Ukraine 
to West European imperialist capitalism; say that we have made a pact “with 
the landlords and capitalists,” etc. Say anything. ... If you really bring libera-
tion to Ukraine, . . . then, drowning in the sea of life, like those shipwrecked, 
we will bless the sun of a freed Ukraine with our last breath.9 
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While it is true that the Ukrainian emigration in the 1920’s had some 
influence on the introduction of the Bolshevik policy of Ukrainiza-
tion, it would be incorrect to portray Ukrainization as merely a 
product of competition with the Emigres. Similar policies aimed at 
stimulating native cultures were introduced in other non-Russian 
Soviet republics. A major factor contributing to this policy was the 
temporary liberalization of the Soviet system during the period of 
the New Economic Policy (NEP). 

C.  Borotbism Versus Philistinism in the CP(b)U 

Cultural life and the formulation of the national problem in Ukraine 
were distinctly affected by the presence of a considerable number 
of Borotbisty in the CP(b)U. The 554 ex-Borotbist “responsible 
workers” were active in all provinces of life. Shumsky and Blakytny 
fought fiercely against Russifying influences in the national and 
cultural policies of the party. Other Borotbisty lent a strong Ukrain-
ian coloring to party and government organizations and policies. 
To be sure, all this was not accomplished in a day. In the CP(b)U 
the Borotbisty waged both a hidden and at times an open struggle 
against the Bolshevik apparatchiki [functionaries]. The struggle 
was less intense in the agricultural areas where Bolshevik cadres 
were under stronger Ukrainian influence than in the industrial ar-
eas, particularly since the large cities in Ukraine where Ukrainians 
were a small minority had a colonial character, as Trotsky once 
shrewdly observed.10 

Blakytny clashed openly with Grigorii Zinoviev during the 
Fourth All-Ukrainian Congress of Soviets, held in Kharkiv, May 18–
21, 1920. At sessions of the CP(b)U delegation Zinoviev defended 
the centralist point of view in the national problem and more than 
once justified the Russification policy in Ukraine. He was influ-
enced by the apparatchiki recruited from the petty bourgeoisie who 
persuaded Moscow that the Ukrainian national problem was syn-
onymous with Petlyurism. Asked by a former Borotbist why state 
institutions in the Ukrainian capital bore the sign “R.S.F.S.R.” and 
whether or not a similar designation would be used in a Soviet Ger-
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many, Zinoviev evasively replied that “the English workers’ dele-
gation which arrived recently in Moscow stated that the English 
workers had been won over to the R.S.F.S.R.” Debate continued 
over Zinoviev’s report on the form of the relationship between the 
Ukr.S.S.R. and the R.S.F.S.R. To Zinoviev’s contention that whoever 
demands greater independence for Ukraine puts a finger in Pet-
lyura’s mouth (that is, is playing Petlyura’s game), Blakytny replied 
that whoever subordinates Ukraine to Russia puts not only a finger 
but a hand, and a head too, in Petlyura’s mouth. Zinoviev’s resolu-
tion calling for federation was adopted. 

The fact that Yuriy Lapchynsky’s “Group of Federalists” was 
expelled from the CP(b)U at this time is evidence of the fact that no 
one in the party really believed in federation. Lapchinsky’s group 
stood for a genuine federation of the Ukr.S.S.R. and the R.S.F.S.R. 
The Bolshevik journalist A. Verkhoturs’kyi described these events 
in the following words: 

The relationship between the two Soviet republics was predetermined by the 
objective conditions of our economic and political struggle in Ukraine. . . . Ei-
ther the closest federal union with Soviet Russia and triumph for Soviet gov-
ernment in Ukraine, or independence and triumph for the most reactionary 
bourgeois government. . . . How clear this “either-or” was has been proved by 
the entry of the Borotbisty, recent advocates of independence, into the Com-
munist Party [(Bolshevik)] of Ukraine. . . . The Congress unanimously and 
without debate accepted the law on federation.11 

But the former Borotbisty had not renounced the idea of independ-
ence when they joined the CP(b)U. That they were not expected to 
do so may be seen from Lenin’s “Letter to the Workers and Peasants 
of Ukraine.”x However, to Verkhotursky, independence was syn-
onymous with Petlyur-ism. His view was typical of the CP(b)U’s 
position at that time. 

During the sessions of the CP(b)U delegation Zinoviev de-
fended the April 7 directive by the Russian Central Committee 
which had dissolved the Central Committee elected at the March 
conference of the CP(b)U. The directive had declared that the 

                                                 
x  See pp. 226–228 
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CP(b)U, plagued by “angry quarrels and recriminations,” con-
tained two currents. Although the party was not divided on any 
basic issue, nonetheless internal strife was leading to organizational 
weakness. Consequently, the Russian Central Committee had ap-
pointed a new Central Committee for the CP(b)U and ordered a 
purge of the “unprincipled and adventurous fellow-travelers, dem-
agogic elements, semi-Makhnoists and opportunists.” 

At a time when the best elements of the Ukrainian proletariat have endured 
countless sacrifices in the more than two years’ heroic struggle, many philis-
tine elements of the intelligentsia and semi-intelligentsia in the cities and 
small towns of Ukraine have managed to survive. These elements enter or 
leave the party depending on whether the party is in power or underground. 
This declassed, demoralized Ukrainian element rushes into every region re-
taken by the Soviet government and not directly under party control and at-
tempts to seize leadership. . . . These philistine elements are hotbeds of in-
trigue, recrimination and squabbling. . . [and] should be expelled from the 
party.12  

It was proposed that the CP(b)U reregister all members in its re-
gional organizations. The directive announced that several respon-
sible party workers were being transferred from Ukraine to Rus-
sia.13 

It is clear that the former Borotbisty drew the attention of the 
Russian Central Committee to these philistine elements in the 
CP(b)U. Warnings must have come from Shumsky, Blakytny and 
perhaps Poloz, who was then the Ukrainian envoy in Moscow. The 
purge in the CP(b)U was primarily concerned with Right Bank 
Ukraine, where infiltration in the party by the local petty bourgeoi-
sie was greatest. There also, lighting against Petlyura continued, 
and Ukrainians were most reluctant to join the CP(b)U. Zatonsky, 
Blakytny and Kon were put in charge of the purge in this area.14 
Blakytny was certain to see that Ukrainian revolutionaries would 
not be purged. 

Later events showed how farcical the purge was. It was con-
ducted from above in a purely bureaucratic fashion. The Ukrainian 
Central Committee and the purge commission relied not on the 
opinions of the party rank and file but on the apparachiki, who were 
interested only in saving themselves and their friends. In addition, 
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the appointment of the new Ukrainian Central Committee in itself 
indicated that Moscow did not trust the rank and file members of 
the CP(b)U but preferred to seek support among the philistine Rus-
sian “colonizers” in Ukraine. Thus the Soviet government relied on 
the very elements which were supposed to be purged. As a result, 
the philistines not only remained in the party but strengthened 
their position. 

During the Fifth All-Ukrainian Conference of the CP(b)U, held 
in Kharkiv November 17–22, 1920 Blakytny expressed himself 
strongly against the inconclusiveness of the purge In his supple-
mentary report on “The Next Tasks of the Party.15 In his pamphlet 
The Communist Party of Ukraine and Ways to Strengthen It, in which 
he quoted copiously from the April 7 directive of the Russian Cen-
tral Committee, Blakytny sharply criticized the philistinism within 
the CP(b)U.16 He attacked the anti-Ukrainian trend of the party 
which, in this respect, allied itself with the Russian Mensheviks and 
SR’s and even with the monarchists. His protest reflected the views 
of many former Borotbisty and perhaps was the result of joint plan-
ning. Nevertheless, Blakytny’s plea was unsuccessful. The bour-
geois elements in the CP(b)U which had taken the earlier rebuke 
from the Russian Central Committee in silence were not prepared 
to allow this Ukrainian Communist, whom they regarded practi-
cally as a Petlyurist, to go unpunished. Soon afterward, Blakytny’s 
influence within the CP(b)U was curtailed. 

Zinoviev declared at the sessions of the CP(b)U delegation at 
the Fourth Congress of Soviets that the Bolshevik Party should be 
“a party of iron discipline and strict centralization, and with a mil-
itary system at its core.” In Ukraine, however, such a party could 
be sustained only by the philistines; in the Soviet Union, such a 
party paved the way for the establishment of Stalin’s dictatorship, 
by which Zinoviev himself was to perish. 

The victory of philistinism in the CP(b)U presaged the elimi-
nation of Borotbist influence. During the Sixth All-Ukrainian Con-
ference of the CP(b)U, held November 9–13, 1921, not one former 
Borotbist, was elected to the presidium. Neither Blakytnyi nor 
Shumsky (then Ukrainian envoy in Poland) was re-elected to the 
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Central Committee. The former Borotbisty continued active in gov-
ernment, but they were now less prominent in the party. 

An attempt to view the national problem objectively had been 
made in a resolution approved by a party conference in the spring 
of 1921.17 The resolution condemned the oppression of Ukrainian 
culture under tsarism and declared that no national oppression 
would be possible under the Soviet system. The resolution shows 
traces of Borotbist influence, but it went unheeded for several years, 
until a time when the policy of Ukrainization began to be put into 
effect. 

D  Shumskism 

The final expression of the Borotbist spirit in the CP(b)U, which 
goes by the name of “Shumskism,” remains to be considered. 
Strictly speaking Shumskism, or the nationalist deviation in the 
CP(b)U, dated from April 1920 when the Borotbisty joined the 
CP(b)U. This tendency, aiming at an independent Ukrainian com-
munism, was tolerated within the CP(b)U until a new Ukrainian 
policy was initiated by the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik) 
in 1925. 

Kaganovich was sent from Moscow and assigned as secretary 
of the CP(b)U in May 1925 for the purpose of strengthening a policy 
of Ukrainization. With respect to the question of Ukrainization it 
would seem that there could be no real differences between Kaga-
novich and Shumsky; however, for reasons unknown to the author, 
Shumsky opposed Kaganovich’s appointment. It was rumored that 
Shumsky, heading a “conspiracy” against Kaganovich, had pro-
posed that Chubar be appointed party secretary, and that the for-
mer Borotbist Hrynko replace Chubar as Chairman of the Ukrain-
ian Council of People’s Commissars. Through his local lieutenant 
Andriy Khvylya, who informed against Shumsky, Kaganovich 
learned of the “conspiracy,” and now used an old Bolshevik trick 
to deal with his opponents. He steered toward Ukrainization, thus 
depriving Shumsky of any basis for opposition. Using a typical Sta-
linist device, Kaganovich accused Shumsky of nationalist devia-
tion, labelling it Shumskism; thereafter everything Shumsky had 
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expressed openly in the CP(b)U was branded Shumskyism. Shum-
sky was removed from his post as People’s Commissar of Educa-
tion and transferred to Moscow as Chairman of the Trade Union of 
Education Workers; similarly Hrynko was “kicked upstairs,” be-
coming Deputy Chairman of the State Planning Commission of the 
U.S.S.R. in Moscow. The other “conspirators” did not share Shum-
sky’s views on the national problem and therefore presented no se-
rious threat to Kaganovich. Many Borotbisty believed that Kaga-
novich had purposely compromised those Ukrainian Communists 
who were the staunchest defenders of Ukrainization. Kaganovich 
launched a similar campaign against the Ukrainian writer Mykola 
Khvyl’ovyi and the economist Mykhaylo Volobuyev. 

In the opinion of the author it was Stalin rather than Kaga-
novich who directed this phase of Bolshevik policy in Ukraine and 
in other non-Russian republics. Stalin was willing to allow the re-
birth of national cultures, but he was unwilling to entrust the direc-
tion of its development to native Communists lest they become 
popular in their own countries and perhaps later prove a threat to 
Moscow. Stalin trusted only his own apparatchiki, such as Kaga-
novich; Ukrainians could be used only as assistants. In order to jus-
tify the removal of Ukrainian Communists like Shumsky, Stalin had 
to ban as nationalist all ideas of independence, ideas which had 
been permissible during Lenin’s lifetime. Khvylovy, for example, 
had been just as great a nationalist in 1923 as he was in 1926. 
Clearly, Ukrainization was a double process: de-Russification was 
carried out within the cultural field, yet at the same time political 
centralization hardened, with all independent or even federalist 
views condemned. Kaganovich’s personal contribution to this pol-
icy perhaps lay in the fact that Shumskyism was equated with na-
tionalist deviation. Stalin expressed his attitude toward Ukrainian 
communism in a letter dated April 26, 1926 “To Comrade Kaga-
novich and Other Members of the Central Committee of the 
CP(b)U,” in which he attacked Khvyl’ovyi’s ideology: 

Khvyl’ovyi’s demand for the “immediate de-Russification of the proletariat” in 
Ukraine, his opinion that “Ukrainian poetry must get away from Russian lit-
erature and [its] style as quickly as possible,” his assertion that “the ideas of 
the proletariat are known to us without Muscovite art,” his enthusiasm for 
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some sort of Messianic role for the “young” Ukrainian intelligentsia, and his 
ludicrous, non-Marxist attempt to divorce culture from politics—all this, and 
much besides, must. . . now sound more than strange from the mouth of a 
Ukrainian Communist. While the proletarians of Western Europe and their 
communist parties are full of sympathy for “Moscow,” the citadel of the in-
ternational revolutionary movement and of Leninism, while the proletarians 
of Western Europe joyfully turn toward the banner waving over Moscow, the 
Ukrainian Communist Khvylovy has nothing better to say to “Moscow” than 
to appeal to Ukrainian public men to get away “as quickly as possible” from 
“Moscow.” And this is called internationalism! What can we say of other 
Ukrainian intellectuals who do not belong to the Communist camp, if Com-
munists begin to talk, and not only talk, but write in our Soviet press in the 
language of Khvylovy?18 

The condemnation of Shumsky and Shumskyism meant that Sta-
lin’s national policy was not a revolutionary cultural program but 
a tactical maneuver to safeguard the alliance of the Russified prole-
tariat in the non-Russian republics with the native peasantry. Stalin 
was obviously afraid to de-Russify the Ukrainian proletariat. 
Lenin’s description of Stalin as a “great power Derzhimorda” was, 
after all, quite correct.19 

Defending himself against the surprise attack on his ideologi-
cal position, Shumsky made the following plea before the Politburo 
of the Central Committee of the CP(b)U on May 12, 1926: 

I declare that I have obeyed no tradition other than the struggle for the class 
and national liberation of the working class in alliance with the peasantry. I 
have not strayed from that path during the entire span of my revolutionary 
activity which began in 1909. ... I do not, therefore, renounce anything from 
my past, since I consider that I fought as a Leninist Bolshevik should fight 
under the conditions of Ukrainian reality, although at that time I was not yet 
in Lenin’s party. ... I have no intention of renouncing my past; on the contrary 
I am proud of my past; it contains nothing unworthy of a revolutionary Bol-
shevik. From the first days of the Revolution I have been and I am now a 
Ukrainian Bolshevik.20 

Shumsky pleaded that in the contest between Ukrainian and Rus-
sian culture the Russians should be more tolerant toward Ukraine 
and avoid possible conflicts. Asked if he agreed with the views ex-
pounded in Ukrainian literature by Khvylovy, Shumsky replied 
that he did not agree with the aggressive form which that writer’s 
ideas had assumed. Unfortunately, only excerpts of Shumsky’s 
speech appear in Skrypnyk’s address condemning Shumsky. 
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Skrypnyk quoted Shumsky as saying that “a thin film of Ukrainian 
Communists floats on the rapid stream of Ukrainian cultural regen-
eration.’21 Shumsky apparently had demanded that the party take 
a more direct and intelligent interest in cultural development and 
asked that the trade unions be Ukrainized as soon as possible. 

Kaganovich himself, in a letter dated June 4, 1926 written 
jointly with Chubar to members of the Politburo of the Central 
Committee of the CP(b)U, declared that 

Shumsky’s behavior illustrates to a certain degree the complexities and diffi-
culties in solving the tasks which face us. One must not confuse Shumsky’s 
subjective motives with objective conditions in the country and reduce the 
whole matter to the notion that Shumsky, dissatisfied with his post, started a 
personal squabble. It is necessary to analyze the conditions which made it 
possible for him to raise this question in such acute form at this time.22 

The whole Communist Party of Western Ukraine (CPWU), active 
in Ukrainian areas under Polish control, sided with Shumsky. Thus 
Shumskism became an international problem. In his speech “The 
Nationalist Deviation in the CPWU,” delivered at the plenary ses-
sion of the Central Committee of the CP(b)U on June 7, 1927, Skryp-
nyk declared: 

Failing to find support in Ukraine among the ranks of our party, Comrade 
Shumsky attempted to gain ground and support outside the bounds of our 
party, in the ranks of another Communist organization—the CPWU. 
Comrades, we heard the declaration of Comrade [Karlo] Maksymovych, 
member of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the CPWU, asserting 
that the Shumsky problem is not solely a problem for the CP(b)U and that his 
transfer from the soil of the Great Ukraine to the R.S.F.S.R. should be decided 
[in consultation] with them. He declared that [otherwise] this might lead to a 
misunderstanding. . . . 
Then we had the declaration of Comrade Turyansky [another member of the 
Central Committee of the CPWU], who also protested at the meeting of the 
Polish-Baltic territorial secretariat of the Communist International on March 
26, 1927. . . . Finally we have the opposition of the entire Central Committee 
of the CPWU, which expressed dissatisfaction with Comrade Shumsky’s as-
signment and declared its belief that Comrade Shumsky’s attitude was cor-
rect.23 

Skrypnyk further accused Shumsky of being the cause of conflict 
between the CPWU and the CP(b)U, of describing the CP(b)U in 
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1920 as a party of “occupiers” and of directing the chauvinist poli-
cies of Khvylovy and his group. Despite Shumsky’s removal to 
Moscow, the campaign against him continued for several years. On 
behalf of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the CP(b)U, 
Skrypnyk wrote that the economist Volobuyev’s theory was merely 
the economic justification of Shumskism.24 As late as mid-June 1929 
Skrypnyk was compelled to denounce the “remnants of 
‘Shumskism’ in the ranks of our party, which must be unmasked 
and fought.”25 

The attack on Shumsky and Shumskism was the first serious 
setback suffered by the Ukrainian Communists in their fight for the 
equality of the Ukr.S.S.R. with the R.S.F.S.R. Further blows came 
during the famine of 1933 when Stalin’s emissary, Pavel P. 
Postyshev, not only purged Ukrainian nationalists but exiled or 
killed millions of Ukrainians. At that time most of the former Bo-
rotbisty were removed from party and administrative work; ex-
pelled from the CP(b)U, many were arrested and deported. Panas 
Lyubchenko and Andriy Khvylya, Stalin’s faithful collaborators, 
survived until the Yezhov period (1937–1938). Today not a .single- 
former Borotbist remains at liberty in the U.S.S.R,, and it is doubtful 
that a single one is alive. 

*  *  * 

In conclusion it can be said that Ravich-Cherkassky’s thesis of the 
multiple origin of the CP(b)U is contradicted by the history of Bo-
rotbism. Contrary to other revolutionary movements, Bolshevism 
was constructed from the top down. The Bolshevik Party was, and 
is today an elite which selects its members and is not elected by 
them. The struggle of this elite for power is dictated by the belief 
that only a party which is built from the top down will be suffi-
ciently militant to realize the program of the dictatorship of the pro-
letariat. On this premise the Bolshevik Party united with other rev-
olutionary parties for the sole purpose of destroying them, after 
which their most valuable elements could be used for the benefit of 
the Party. This idea was clearly formulated in Lenin’s speech before 
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the Ninth Congress of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik), in 
which he boasted of having conquered the Borotbisty.26  

In the 1930’s compelled to change their policies by the grow-
ing demands of Russian nationalism, the Bolsheviks destroyed the 
last vestiges of Borotbist influence in Ukraine. Bolshevism changed 
its social character, but the Party remained faithful to the principle 
underlying its organization. In this respect Stalin proved to be the 
most apt pupil of Lenin. 
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Appendix 1  
Reminiscences of the Borotbist Organization 
in the District of Kobeliaky  

During the years 1918–1920 I had the opportunity to observe at 
close quarters two party organizations of the Borotbisty: the volost 
center in the village of Kustolovo, Kobeliaky District, in the prov-
ince of Poltava, and the district organization in the town of Ko-
beliaky itself. .In what follows I shall try to describe the activities of 
these two organizations and to sketch some of their individual 
members. My intention is to give an idea not only of the Borotbist 
leadership but of the Borotbist rank and file members as well. 

During the time of the Hetmanate the democratically-minded 
zemstvos, which consisted of socialist supporters of the Ukrainian 
National Union, were actively engaged in cultural and educational 
work, establishing libraries and reading rooms in villages through-
out the country. 

In August 1918 Dalekyi, a lecturer and librarian about twenty 
years of age who had been appointed by the district zemstvo, ar-
rived in the village of Drabinovka, Kustolovo volost, where he was 
put in charge of a library. He was also expected to give talks on 
popular topics to the villagers. 

On his way to Drabinovka, Dalekyi had passed through Pol-
tava, where he had attempted to contact the Borotbist center. For 
this purpose he had secured a pass with a UPSR stamp from the 
secretary of the volost committee to which he had belonged earlier. 
Similarly, another former member of the volost committee, who 
was then in touch with the Bolsheviks, tried to contact them in Pol-
tava. Both he and Dalekyi knew that a Provincial Insurgent Com-
mittee (consisting of Borotbisty, Borbisty, Anarchists, and Bolshe-
viks) existed in Poltava—the so-called HAPKA. The police, how-
ever, had uncovered its meeting place, and Dalekyi almost fell into 
their hands while trying to locate it. With the help of a schoolboy 
he finally succeeded in contacting the Borotbist group, which met 
at a private house. Although the daughter was the only Borotbist 
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member of the family, with a few precautions the house served as 
a meeting place for the entire HAPKA. It is little wonder that under 
such circumstances, typical also of other revolutionary groups, un-
derground work had a somewhat amateurish air. Due only to the 
slack methods of the Hetmanite guards, mostly former tsarist po-
licemen, were revolutionaries of all varieties able to survive. 

When Dalekyi produced his UPSR pass one of the Borotbisty 
told him it was no longer valid, and Dalekyi therefore proceeded to 
Drabinovka on his own initiative without establishing any contact 
with the center. This state of affairs was typical of the Borotbist and 
other underground organizations of the period. 

While still at school, Dalekyi had been an active member of am 
underground youth organization under the influence of Ukrainian 
SR’s [Socialist Revolutionaries] and SD’s [Social Democrats]. Sub-
sequently, in the summer of 1917, Paleky became an active member 
of a UPSR volost committee. When the Hetman regime was estab-
lished, the UPSR dissolved all volost organizations; only individual 
members of this particular organization continued to work, singly 
and at their own risk. One of them, connected with the Bolsheviks, 
brought to Dalekyi’s village some Bolshevik literature which he 
had received from Russia. Another was personally in touch with 
Andriy Zalyvchy, a member of the Borotbist Central Committee, 
while yet another distributed all kinds of revolutionary pamphlets 
in the villages. These underground activities had been brought to 
the attention of the Hetmanite police. The danger of arrest caused 
Dalekyi to flee toward Drabinovka, which lay in a different district. 

A group of revolutionary-minded young peasants was al-
ready In existence in Drabinovka. Although this group gravitated 
toward the UPSR (Borotbisty), only one of its members, the peasant 
B., kept in touch with the Borotbist center in the small town of No-
vyi Sendzhary. Dalekyi established contact with this revolutionary 
circle. Soon the library and reading room became the meeting place 
of the group. Dalekyi had brought with him proclamations of the 
Second All-Ukrainian Peasants’ Congress of May 1918, which had 
been held illegally in Kyiv during the early period of the Het-
manate. These proclamations had, in fact, been composed by the 
Ukrainian Right SR’s, but they were filled with revolutionary-
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sounding passages from among which the Drabinovka dissenters 
chose those which best suited their mood. Apart from the procla-
mations, the group had no other known revolutionary literature; 
yet it is possible that the peasant B. from time to time brought Bo-
rotba, the underground organ of the Borotbist Central Committee. 

Of the members of the Drabinovka circle, only Dalekyi and B. 
had had some party training. B., who maintained contact with the 
Borotbist center in Novyi Sendzhary, was twenty-four years old, 
married, and the father of two children. His parents had very little 
land. He had completed the village school and was intelligent, po-
litically mature and devoted to the party. In the summer of 1917, 
after being demobilized from the tsarist army, he had become an 
active but inconspicuous member of the UPSR. He had no need to 
hide, therefore, during the Hetmanate. 

The others in the Drabinovka group were village youths, all of 
whom had served in the army but none of whom had much educa-
tion or native intelligence. 

The village of Drabinovka provided an ideal ground for revo-
lutionary work, since on several occasions it had been subjected to 
punitive expeditions by the Hetmanite militia. The peasants sup-
ported the revolutionary group in many ways, but except for Da-
lekyi the local intelligentsia were hostile to revolutionary ideas. 
Some were sympathetic, it is true, to the former Central Rada, but 
they were not prepared to participate in any conspiracy against the 
Hetmanate. One of them, Ponomarenko, of peasant descent, was a 
lieutenant in the army and later became a prominent officer in the 
army of the Ukrainian People’s Republic. As for the others, they 
were supporters of the old regime. Later they all became followers 
of the Ukrainian People’s Republic and active anti-Bolsheviks. 
Many of them were sons of the local Orthodox clergy. One student, 
a son of a shopkeeper, held himself aloof and later followed Deni-
kin. 

In autumn 1918 rumors swept the revolutionary group in 
Drabinovka that an uprising against the Hetmanate was about to 
break out. One gloomy November morning the peasant B. brought 
the news that such an uprising had, in fact, already begun. The 
church bells in the village resounded as though for a fire alarm. 
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About a hundred peasants assembled in the village hall, a small 
turnout in proportion to the size of the village. Two speakers—Da-
lekyi and B.—addressed the crowd. The librarian delivered a fiery 
though rather vague speech. He spoke of the sufferings of the peas-
ants and demanded that all the land be given to them. He said, fur-
thermore—and quite without foundation in fact—that the entire 
Ukraine was up in arms and that a revolution had broken out in 
Germany. He exhorted his audience to rise in the name of land and 
freedom. 

No more than a dozen young peasants responded to his call; 
the rest dispersed in silence. (This is worth keeping in mind, for 
when we read of such peasant uprisings in belles-lettres and poetry 
we invariably find them described as mass movements. The fact 
was that only a few peasants were prepared to act in open rebellion, 
although many others were sympathetic to the idea of rebellion.) 
The insurgents in Drabinovka at once requisitioned from some of 
the rich peasants two revolvers of the Bulldog and Smith-Wesson 
type and a couple of shotguns. There were no landowners in the 
village, although some peasants had up to 500 hectares of land (ap-
proximately 1,250 acres). The insurgents moved on to the volost 
center Kustolovo, seven kilometers away, which was supposed to 
be the center of the rebellion. Toward evening, rumor spread in the 
village that a punitive detachment of the German army was on its 
way to Drabinovka, but this proved to be a false alarm. 

In Kustolovo the peasant rebellion had a more serious charac-
ter. Scores of peasants took up arms, among them men of military 
experience. Leader of the Kustolovo insurgents was Oleksa Py-
atenko (pseudonym of Herashchenko), a native of Novyi Sen-
dzhary, who was then twenty-six years old. A government clerk by 
profession and an amateur actor in travelling repertory companies 
by choice, he was also a courageous and able military leader. The 
Kustolovo insurgents seized the volost building and killed the chief 
of police who had taken part in punitive expeditions against the 
peasants. From Kustolovo the insurgents moved on to the small 
town of Novyi Sendzhary, eight kilometers distant. On the way 
they fought their first skirmish, with the German guard of the large 
steam-operated mill. It soon became obvious that the rebellion 
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would not spread to other villages in the neighborhood and that, 
isolated as they were, they would have to maneuver carefully while 
advancing in the direction of Poltava, until the time when mass up-
risings, prompted by the Directory, should begin. 

Following the uprising against the Hetmanate, a volost revo-
lutionary committee was formed in Kustolovo and the Borotbist 
center became its nucleus. The center, consisting chiefly of under-
ground workers and insurgents, was headed by Ivan Spivak, who 
also assumed the chairmanship of the revolutionary committee. 
Spivak, who came from a family of middle peasants, was twenty-
six years old and a veteran of the navy. An able organizer, coura-
geous and coolheaded like most ex-sailors, be was very leftist in his 
views, yet quite conscious of his Ukrainian nationality. On the na-
tional problem he had reservations toward the Bolshevik point of 
view. 

Next came Stepan Derkach, a member of the committee, over 
twenty-five years of age, unmarried, and a farm hand. He was a 
fanatical revolutionary and internationalist who changed his name 
to Apfelblat to demonstrate his disregard of nationality. While he 
felt no particular aversion to the Bolsheviks, he remained loyal to 
the Borotbisty. 

The man in charge of finances of the revolutionary committee 
was Ivan Spivak’s older brother Yakiv, a married man of thirty with 
several children. Obviously a new convert to the revolutionary 
faith, he was less ardent than his brother. Both the Spivak brothers 
were strongly influenced by their younger step-brother Omelko, a 
student who headed the Borotbist organization in the district of Ko-
beliaky. 

Then there was Mysan, a former sailor, the son of a wealthy 
peasant..During his service in the navy he had become a Bolshevik. 
He joined the Borotbisty because there was no Bolshevik organiza-
tion in that volost. 

Still another member of the revolutionary committee was the 
librarian, Dalekyi, already known from Drabinovka. Here he was 
in charge of the cultural section. By nature a fanatic and a dreamer, 
he attempted to reconcile the Ukrainian struggle for national liber-
ation with international communism. 
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Others included S.H., a sister of one of the prominent Bo-
rotbisty, an intelligent peasant girl of about twenty-four; Ya., a poor 
peasant twenty-six years old, politically immature, formerly a sol-
dier who, after the uprising, became a volost militiaman; and D., 
another former soldier who, after participating in the rebellion 
against the Hetmanate, joined the militia. The hitter two, though 
half-illiterate, were devoted revolutionaries, not mere soldiers but 
active workers. 

In addition to these members, the volost revolutionary com-
mittee included several other peasants from neighboring villages. 
Among them were the peasant B. from Drabinovka, and Ya.S., the 
village blacksmith. S. was chairman of the volost council before the 
Hetman regime, and during the Hetmanate went into hiding in the 
steppes. Although the head of a large family and kind and honest, 
he was an alcoholic. Further to the right than most of the Borotbisty, 
he nonetheless chose to remain with the Borotbisty after the down-
fall of the Hetmanate, when the right and center Ukrainian SR’s 
joined the Directory. 

All those I have described and mentioned by name perished 
in the course of the Revolution. 

During the period of the Directory, which in the province of 
Poltava lasted but a short time, the Borotbist party center in 
Kustolovo organized a council of peasants’ deputies and estab-
lished revolutionary rule. The system of government was based on 
the Soviet principle, although it was less harsh than that practiced 
by the Bolsheviks. Perhaps the fact that the government of the Di-
rectory was still functioning in the neighboring areas was responsi-
ble for this fact. 

After the arrival of the Red Army in Kustolovo, a public meet-
ing was held in the village at which time a sailor—the commander 
or commissar of the local Red Army unit—gave an address. Under 
the new regime, on orders from the Bolsheviks, the Borotbist revo-
lutionary committee established a system of taxing rich peasants 
three thousand rubles or more for each homestead. These taxes 
were rather high; the salary of a village teacher in those days was, 
after all, only one hundred rubles a month. Peasants who could not 
raise the required amount were placed under arrest until relatives 
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did so for them- Above all, taxation hurt the former members of the 
pro-Herman Union of Agricultural Owners (Soyuz Kbliborobiv-
Vlasnykiv). 

Other measures affecting the peasants were the division of 
land on large farms, mass propaganda in the villages and the sepa-
ration of church from state. Registers of births, deaths and mar-
riages were transferred from clerical to civilian authorities, and no 
religious instruction was to be offered in the schools. The peasants 
looked on the transfer of registers as a godless act and protested 
sharply. During a peasant meeting in Drabinovka, for instance, a 
member of the committee who spoke in favor of this measure barely 
escaped a beating from the enraged peasants. 

The educational section of the revolutionary committee car-
ried on intensive activity in the villages, founding Prosvity [Enlight-
enment societies] in seven out of the eight communities of the vo-
lost. These became young people’s cultural centers. In general 
the’village intelligentsia of Kustolovo volost took no part in politi-
cal life. Being more national-minded and opposed to the Bolshevik 
occupation, they participated, at most, in theatrical performances 
only. Dalekyi, of course, an active Borotbist, was an exception. 

One morning in January 1919 the bodies of seven men who 
had been executed were found just outside Kustolovo. The Ko-
beliaky District Revolutionary Committee accused the volost com-
mittee of having carried out the execution and ordered an investi-
gation. Of the seven, five had been rich peasants, former supporters 
of the Hetmanate, and two had been among P’yatenkos partisans. 
It was explained that the rich peasants had been executed for their 
participation in the Hetmanate punitive expeditions and the two 
partisans for looting. Their guards shot them as they were en route 
to the district town. The District Committee condemned the action 
of the local Borotbisty and ordered a trial. However, no severe ac-
tion was taken against the offenders; the times were against it. Alt-
hough terror occurred widely throughout the district, it was con-
trolled by the Cheka, which existed only in district towns. Inde-
pendent terrorist acts were therefore not condoned. The execution 
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of the five rich peasants had been an act of revenge, while the shoot-
ing of the two partisans was intended to serve as an example of im-
partial revolutionary justice. 

I turn now to a consideration of activities at the district Ievel. 
After the downfall of the Hetmanate, during the Directory, 
P’yatenko’s unit was based in the town of Kobeliaky. The Bolshevik 
insurgent detachment under V. Upyr’, which had revolted in one 
of the volosts of the district, was also .stationed in Kobeliaky. The 
two units remained in separate ramps, however, and to an extent 
even competed with each other. They formed military support for 
the Kobeliaky District 

Revolutionary Committee, which consisted of Borotbisty, Bol-
sheviks and one Borbist. Since the District Revolutionary Commit-
tee did not recognize the Directory as its government, the town was 
often referred to as the “Kobeliaky Red Republic.” There were sev-
eral such districts-for instance, the one in Pereyaslav—in Ukraine 
in those days. 

The delegation from Kobeliaky District to the Poltava Prov-
ince Peasants’ Congress, held in late December 1918, voted with the 
majority in favor of a soviet government and against the Directory. 
Because the delegates to the Congress had been molested by units 
of Ataman Bolbochan, they had sought help from the Soviet Red 
Army, which was slowly advancing from Kharkiv to Kyiv. Peasant 
congresses then had a singular air about them-red banners and yel-
low and blue banners together. At the end of sessions the peasants 
would sing both “The Testament” (Zapovit), to the words of a fa-
mous poem by Taras Shevchenko, and “Ukraine Is Not Yet Dead” 
(Shche ne vmerla Ukraina), both Ukrainian national anthems. Even 
later, under the Bolshevik regime, they continued to sing “The Tes-
tament” and frequently sang the other song, too, in spite of Bolshe-
vik disapproval and the substitution for it of the ‘Internationale.” 

The Borotbist insurgent unit led by P”yatenko and the Bolshe-
vik unit of Upyr’ and Klymenko harassed the forces of the Ukrain-
ian People’s Republic which were retreating from Poltava in the di-
rection of Kremenchug to Kyiv. P’yatenko’s partisans’ on-one occa-
sion cut off rail communications of the Petlyurist Ataman 
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Bolbochan at the station in Kobeliaky, despite the fact that the Bo-
rotbisty were not anxious to fight the Petlyurists. They regarded 
their conflict with the Petlyurists as a domestic quarrel, while they 
viewed the Red Army as a Russian occupation force. Among the 
Borotbisty these views were held mostly by the intelligentsia and 
only to a lesser degree by the peasants, who had little understand-
ing of the value of a sovereign state. Many peasants, notably B., 
nonetheless realized the importance of a Ukrainian state. 

An interesting incident took place in connection with 
P’yatenko’s skirmish with Bolbochan’s detachment at the railway 
station. A young officer, Chalyi, failed to engage Bolbochan’s forces 
in battle and was subsequently accused by the Bolsheviks of inde-
cision. One might have assumed that by this action he had been ex-
pressing his nationalist sympathies, were it not for the fact that a 
few months later Chalyi went over to the Bolsheviks and became 
one of their most dependable leaders. 

In their action against the forces of the Ukrainian People’s Re-
public, the Borotbisty first of all were guided by the desire to 
demonstrate their devotion to the cause of the proletarian revolu-
tion and thus to secure a place for their party in the soviet system. 
Second, they were incensed by the command of the Ukrainian Re-
publican forces in Left Bank Ukraine wielded by the former Het-
manite colonel, Ataman Bolbochan, who was notorious for his se-
verity toward the peasants. Rumors also circulated that he was in 
touch with the White Russian forces (rumors which were later sub-
stantiated); the reputation of the Ukrainian Republican army was 
thereby damaged. 

When I visited the Borotbist provincial committee to see an old 
friend, after the Ukrainian Republican forces had withdrawn and a 
soviet government had been set up in Poltava, I witnessed the fol-
lowing characteristic scene. Into the committee room came a man 
whom I recognized as the recent loader of the anti-Hetmanate up-
rising and supporter of the Directory, Mysevra. I remembered the 
familiar figure—all Poltava knew him-with his Cossack tuft of hair 
displayed proudly on his shaved head. This Cossack style of haircut 
was used only by the most devoted officers of the Ukrainian Peo-
ple’s Republic. On this particular day, the tuft was missing and 
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Mysevra had a guilty look about him. He began to talk with the 
fanatical Borotbist Roman Matyash, the actual leader of the peasant 
congress in Poltava which had been repressed by Bolbachan’s 
forces. Their conversation was stormy. As far as I could make out, 
Mysevra had come to register as a member of the Borotbist party, 
or at least to file an application for admission. This suggested that 
he had been a former member of the UPSR, most likely belonging 
to the center. 

He was finding it difficult to explain why he had not retreated 
with Petlyura’s forces. He was not the only Petlyurist officer who 
had decided to break with the Ukrainian People’s Republic. His ac-
tion was hardly cowardly. On the contrary, much courage had been 
needed to come to Borotbist headquarters. In the course of the con-
versation, however, Matyash yelled at him, berating him as a Pet-
lyurist and finally turning him out, repeating that there could be no 
cooperation between Borotbisty and Mysevra. This incident clearly 
illustrates how unpredictable was the attitude of leftist Ukrainians 
toward the Soviet government. 

The Kobeliaky District Revolutionary Committee represented 
the flower of the Borotbist and Bolshevik forces of the district. The 
Bolsheviks held a slight majority; although their numerical strength 
in the district was smaller than that of the Borotbisty, they had a 
powerful ally in the Red Army. The Borotbisty were richer than the 
Bolsheviks in personalities. The Bolshevik chairman of the Revolu-
tionary Committee was a young, inexperienced student, Aronsky. 
The only other prominent Bolshevik was Babchenko, a teacher by 
profession, an “old Bolshevik,” head of the party’s district organi-
zation. Since Kobeliaky District had no industry, neither Borotbisty 
nor Bolsheviks had any workers in their ranks. Both, however, had 
several peasant leaders, although the Borotbist leadership was pre-
dominantly in the hands of the intelligentsia. 

The Borotbist district organization of Kobeliaky was impres-
sive. It included the following men: Omel’ko Spivak, a twenty-two 
year old student, was the head of the Borotbist center in the district 
and a member of the District Revolutionary Committee. A fanatical 
revolutionary and a brilliant organizer, he would certainly have de-
veloped into a national Borotbist leader had he not perished six 
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months later. He was inclined to rationalism and was a powerful 
influence on his two revolutionary brothers in Kustolovo. 

Oleksa P’yatenko, the partisan leader, was a member of the 
District Revolutionary Committee. 

Shevchenko, a married village teacher and former officer, age 
twenty-six years, was finance officer in the Revolutionary Commit-
tee. He was a taciturn, quiet man of moderate views, very much 
opposed to the Russian occupation and sympathetic to the Ukrain-
ian People’s Republic. 

Holovnya, a twenty-five year old, unmarried medical student, 
was a typical ‘eternal student,’ and appeared bored with revolu-
tionary work.. A former SR, he somehow developed into a com-
munist. 

S.O., an agricultural technician, more than thirty years of age 
and a bachelor, was a quiet, reticent idealist. He became the party 
treasurer. 

Yosip Kraynyk, about twenty-eight years old and married, 
was a village teacher. He was elected deputy chairman of the edu-
cational section by the teachers’ congress after the downhill of the 
Hetmanate. He had joined the Borotbisty in Kobeliaky, where he 
became chief of their educational section. (In general, educational 
affairs in the Soviet Ukraine were almost exclusively in the hands 
of the Borotbisty. Kraynyk was an able cultural organizer and a 
good orator, although he was not interested in politics as such. He 
later died of typhus at the front. 

P ... tsya, about thirty years old, a former government clerk 
and wartime officer, was in charge of the legal section of the Revo-
lutionary Committee and later of the Executive Committee. (After 
the establishment of Soviet control in a particular area a Revolu-
tionary Committee was formed to administer the area until elec-
tions to the local congress of Soviets were held. The congress elected 
an Executive Committee which then re-placed the Revolutionary 
Committee.) During the Denikin occupation, P. . . tsya refused to 
leave with the other Borotbisty, choosing to remain with his family. 
This made him an object of suspicion in Borotbist circles, to which, 
however, he returned after Denikin’s downfall. 
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The most interesting and outstanding figures in the Borotbist 
organization in Kobeliaky were a middle-aged couple, the 
Khmielevtsevs (a pseudonym), Nina a doctor and Illya an agrono-
mist.. Both were about forty years of age, Russian Social Democrats 
who lived in Geneva as emigres. It was rumored that Nina had been 
the secretary of the Bolshevik Central Committee there. She knew 
the Geneva Bolsheviks, but only Lenin among them received her 
unqualified approval. The Khmelevtsevs arrived in Kobeliaky in 
1917 where they became active as Social Democrats (International-
ists or Left Mensheviks). She worked in the district zemstvo. 

In 1919 Nina converted Omel’ko Spivak, head of the Borotbist 
organization, to Marxism. Under her influence the Borotbist organ-
ization in Kobeliaky split away from its center, branding the latter’s 
national policy as opportunist; it called itself the Ukrainian Com-
munist Party (which I shall hereafter refer to as the Kobeliaky UCP 
or the Kobeliaky Communists). This event happened three months 
prior to the merger of the UPSR (Communists-Borotbisty) and the 
USDRP (Left Independents) to form the UCP (Borotbisty), and 
seven months before the USDRP (Independents) became the UCP 
(Ukapisty). The Kobeliaky UCP was, therefore, the first such Ukrain-
ian Communist nucleus. 

In Kobeliaky Nina Khmelevtsev, together with Omel’ko 
Spivak, established contact with the underground USDRP (Inde-
pendents). A secret meeting was arranged in Poltava..They spoke 
for the Kobeliaky UCP; Avdiyenko and Didych, for the Independ-
ents. The Kobeliaky delegates proposed that the Independents 
come out into the open, adopt a communist program and, together 
with the Borotbisty, form a Ukrainian communist party. The ideol-
ogy of this new party was to be based on Shakhray’s book The Cur-
rent Situation, which was often discussed at meetings of the Ko-
beliaky Communists presided over by Nina Khmelevtsev. The Ko-
beliaky Communists failed to persuade the Independents to leave 
the anti-Bolshevik underground. In principle the Independents 
agreed with the idea, but such a move, they argued, would be dif-
ficult to carry out in practice, for relations were strained; moreover 
Denikin’s forces were already advancing from the south. They 
therefore deferred making this move until Denikin’s downfall. 



 BOROT’BISM 289 

 

Then at their party congress, held in late January 1920 they adopted 
a communist program and a new name, Ukrainian Communist 
Party (Ukapisty). In consequence, from January to March’of 1920 
there were two communist parties in Ukraine in addition to the 
CP(b)U: the UCP (Borotbisty) and the UCP (Ukapisty). The latter 
was numerically weak, but it had some outstanding theorists and 
thinkers, and in this respect stood well above the Borotbisty. 

The Kobeliaky Communists in 1919 were a stronger organiza-
tion than other Borotbist organizations and persistently claimed 
leadership in the district. Although their history in the summer and 
fall of 1919 must be regarded as the story of a separate political 
group, they played an important part in the final phase of the Bo-
rotbisty’s existence as a party. After the Denikin period, its leader-
ship almost entirely extinguished, and in spite of its previous grav-
itation toward the USDRP (Independents), this group rejoined the 
Borotbisty. 

At the Kobeliaky District Congress of Soviets, the Kobeliaky 
Communists won a majority of the seats, but could not obtain from 
the local Bolsheviks the posts of the local military, Cheka and food 
departments. Relations became so tense that a commission headed 
by two members of the Bolshevik Central Committee in Kyiv, one 
of them Ivan Kulyk, was sent down to curtail or at least neutralize 
the activities of the Kobeliaky Communists. However, it gained no 
concessions, and in fact Nina Khmelevtsev cleverly outmaneuvered 
Kulyk. The Bolsheviks, who nominally held supremacy in the area, 
had henceforth great difficulty in keeping the Kobeliaky Commu-
nists in line. 

At the end of June, Kobeliaky District was stirred by the alarm-
ing news of Denikin’s advance from the south. When the Volunteer 
Army occupied Katerynoslav and was approaching Poltava, the 
Kobeliaky Communists easily obtained the consent of the Bolshe-
viks to form a military unit which was called “The Regiment of the 
Kobeliaky District Executive Committee.” This action was in accord 
with the Borotbist policy of forming a Ukrainian Red Army. 
P”yatenko, whom the Bolsheviks reluctantly recognized as the best 
partisan leader, was appointed commander of the Regiment, with 
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Shevchenko as his chief of staff. Dalekyi, the party’s secretary, be-
came the political commissar attached to the Regiment. Although 
many volunteers from the villages enrolled in the Regiment, the 
peasants in Kustolovo volost, called to a meeting on orders from 
the district authorities, listened silently to Dalekyi’s exhortation to 
volunteer. Few responded. All the commanding posts were held by 
the Kobeliaky Communists, and although some of the company 
commanders were Bolsheviks, the latter did not even have a party 
center in the Regiment. This state of affairs was typical of the anti-
Denikin fighting front. Most of the partisan units fighting in the Red 
Army on this front were Borotbisty; officially, of course, they served 
under a Bolshevik supreme command. Men of the Kobeliaky Regi-
ment told of how a Bolshevik army instructor, dispatched to the 
Regiment to create a Bolshevik cell, was expelled by the partisans. 

In its retreat northward the Kobeliaky Regiment was aug-
mented by many men, some of whom brought their wives. The en-
tire Borotbist organization in Kustolovo volost as well as non-party 
chairmen and workers of the village councils joined the regiment. 
In Zolotonosha District the regiment was joined by partisan forces 
led by Yakiv Ohiy, who had recently been an active Borotbist in 
Kobeliaky, and Kost’ Matyash, a relative of the Poltava Borotbist 
leader Roman Matyash. In spite of this union it remained a parti-
san-type military formation; Ohiy retained autonomy over his own 
units, and his followers remained loyal to the Borotbist center and 
were not won over to the Kobeliaky UCP. 

The Bolshevik front against Denikin was crumbling; large Red 
units were being encircled. The retreating Red armies, preoccupied 
more with the requisitioning and exporting of Ukrainian food and 
cattle than with the defense against Denikin, alienated many 
Ukrainians. Rumors persisted that the Bolsheviks were not con-
cerned with the defense of Ukraine at all, that their southern head-
quarters, together with General Yegorov, had, in fact, a secret agree-
ment with the Whites. 

In view of the disquiet, the decision not to leave Ukraine but 
to continue guerilla warfare against Denikin, a plan which had orig-
inated in Pyatenko’s headquarters and among the Kobeliaky Com-
munists, gained great popularity. Dalekyi, who was at the front at 
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that time, was ordered behind the enemy’s lines to explore the fea-
sibility of the plan. From his report it was clear that the plan was 
not workable; P”yatenko’s forces continued their retreat, but across 
the Dnepr into Right Bank Ukraine rather than into Russia. Nina 
Khmelevtsev had advanced this idea. She contended that it was the 
duty of the Kobeliaky Communists to fight for an independent 
Ukrainian nation, even if that meant merging with the army of the 
Ukrainian People’s Republic to withstand all foreign occupation. 
Only then could Ukrainian Communists strive to establish the dic-
tatorship of the proletariat and a soviet form of government. 

During the retreat, P”yatenko’s forces grew into a small army, 
being reinforced by Ukrainians from the Bolshevik units who did 
not want to leave Ukraine. In the town of Zolotonosha, an entire 
Red Army division was disarmed and for the most part incorpo-
rated into P’yatenko’s forces, which then numbered over ten thou-
sand strong and became known as the “Headquarters of the Insur-
gent Armies of Left Bank Ukraine.” In its ranks were some Jews and 
Russians who had lost contact with their former Bolshevik units. 
These men did not share the plan to join the army of the Ukrainian 
People’s Republic. The military command of this large force was in 
the hands of the Kobeliaky Communists. 

During the crossing of the Dnepr Nina Khmelevtsev and her 
husband were killed by unknown partisans. Deprived of their chief 
leader, the Kobeliaky Communists negotiated in Kanev District for 
a possible union with Ataman Zeleny on the basis of Ukrainian 
Communism. Zeleny was in touch with the USDRP (Independ-
ents), and this fact led to some hope for a possible merger of the two 
military forces. Under the pressure of Deni-kin’s forces, however, 
P’yatenko’s units had to retreat in the in the direction of the Ukrain-
ian Republican Army. Thus, more by force of circumstances than 
by deliberate choice, P’yatenko’s partisans joined the Third Gali-
cian Corps of this army and assumed the name of “The Poltava In-
surgent Brigade.” By that time, P’yatenko’s forces had been deci-
mated by Denikin. 

The presence of the Poltava Insurgent Brigade in the army of 
the Ukrainian People’s Republic was anomalous, to say the least. 
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Its composition—including Russians and Jews—and its Com-
munist leadership aroused deep suspicion. The brigade was placed 
under the supervision of the army’s counter intelligence; the Ko-
beliaky Communists and the Ohiy-Matyash Borotbisty had to re-
sort to secret conferences. The red flags of P’yatenko’s forces were 
replaced by the yellow and blue banners. The brigade’s band, 
chiefly made up of Jewish musicians, gingerly played the Ukrainian 
national anthem during official ceremonies. 

The position of the brigade soon grew critical. Dalekyi was 
sent to Kyiv, then occupied by Denikin’s forces, to contact the Bo-
rotbist underground. However, in his meeting with the UPSR (Cen-
ter) he failed to persuade them to accept the Communist platform. 
A representative of the Borotbist Central Committee in Kyiv, Li-
sovyk, visited the brigade and tried to persuade them to leave the 
Republican Army and to act as an independent partisan unit. Con-
ditions for raids by such units were becoming more favorable. 

In the end, the Poltava brigade lost the confidence of the Re-
publican command. A large Red Army detachment led by Yakir 
was attempting to break through the Denikin lines from Odessa to 
the north. Orders were issued to engage it in battle when it made 
contact with the Republican Army, orders which applied no less to 
the Poltava Brigade, which duly engaged Yakir’s spearhead. How-
ever, in the course of battle Bolshevik elements who had joined the 
brigade in Zolotonosha went over to Yakir’s Red detachment, and 
the commander of the artillery battery, Shvarts, ordered the brigade 
guns to be fired at the Republican Army. This incident added to the 
discredit of the brigade. To make matters worse, the Republican 
Army was disintegrating. Typhus claimed thousands of victims; 
scores of brigade members fell sick. Last but not least, homesickness 
was an active factor. Everything culminated in the decision to break 
with the Republican Army. The majority of the partisans joined the 
Borotbisty Lisovyk, Ohiy and Kost’ Matyash, who formed an inde-
pendent partisan unit which in the history of the Civil War has be-
come known as the “Ohiy-Matyash Partisan Unit.” 

The Kobeliaky Communists remained isolated. P’yatenko 
joined forces with the Anarchist Zinovyev, who held a position be-
tween the Denikin and Petlyura fronts in the forest near Kozyatyn. 
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Because P’yatenko wanted to operate on the Left Hank, Zinovyev 
arrested and destroyed most of the Kobeliakyans, among them 
Omelko Spivak, P’yatenko and Shevchenko. Many others of the 
original Kobeliaky organization died of typhus. Those who re-
turned home after the downfall of Denikin became the nucleus of a 
new Borotbist organization in Kobeliaky District. 

The Kobeliaky Communists who survived the events of 1919 
were Dalekyi, S.O., Holovnya, Derkach, Mysan, B., a peasant H, 
(also from Drabinovka), and several others. Dalekyi now headed 
the new Borotbist District Committee, which published the news-
paper Kobelyats’ky Borotbyst. Under Dalekyi’s able leadership this 
committee undertook wide activities and enjoyed greater popular-
ity than the local committee of the CP(b)U. Its membership was not 
large, amounting to no more than fifty. The town of Kobeliaky itself 
had only about twenty-five members and candidates of the UCP(b). 

Because the Borotbisty in Kobeliaky were stronger than the 
Bolsheviks, they were invited to join the District Revolutionary 
Committee (S.O. was the representative chosen), and were put in 
charge of cultural activities (in the person of Lymar). They also re-
ceived seats in the departments of the District Executive Commit-
tee: land-S.O.; education-Lymar; economic council—Batyr; health-
Holovnya; and justice— P. . .tsya. 

There was sharp rivalry between the Borotbisty and the Bol-
sheviks for influence over the masses. The Bolsheviks accused the 
Borotbisty of hiding their counterrevolutionary attitude under a so-
viet cloak. During the district peasant congress, called soon after 
the downfall of Denikin, at which the Borotbisty had a large major-
ity, they were severely attacked by the Bolsheviks. A critical mo-
ment came when the resolution calling for the compulsory contri-
bution of food by the peasants was put to a vote. Dalekyi spoke in 
favor of the resolution, but he made it clear that by supporting this 
Bolshevik measure the Ukrainian peasants had not relinquished 
their hope of establishing a Ukrainian soviet government of their 
own. The resolution passed with little opposition. 

In March 1920 the Borotbist party voted to merge with the 
CP(b)U. The Kobeliaky Borotbisty went along not because they felt 
that they could exist peacefully with the Bolsheviks, but because 
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they hoped that thereby they would swamp the Bolsheviks. Events 
soon showed them their mistake. 

When the Bolsheviks won over some old tsarist generals, 
headed by Brusilov, to support the Red Army in the war against 
Russia’s “historic enemy” the Poles, a group of former Borotbisty 
within the local CP(b)U objected to the new Bolshevik slogans 
which had dropped to second place the defense of the revolution 
against counter revolution. Representatives of this group—Dalekyi 
and Batyr’s brother, a metallurgical worker and secretary of the Bol-
shevik organization—established contact with Yuriy Lapchynsky’s 
“Federalists” within the CP(b)U during the Fourth All-Ukrainian 
Congress of Soviets in Kharkiv. There Dalekyi also contacted rep-
resentatives of the Ukapisty, who were at that time publishing the 
newspaper Chervony prapor [Red Banner]. 

Under the impact of these talks Dalekyi’s group in Kobeliaky 
entered into a close relationship with the Ukapist Central Commit-
tee. Dalekyi also sent a declaration to the Poltava Province Commit-
tee of the CP(b)U, stating that his group was withdrawing from the 
party. The declaration, signed by twenty-four members, stated that 
since the CP(b)U was fighting for the preservation of the Russian 
state, the Ukrainian Communists would betray the Revolution and 
the Ukrainian people if they remained in the party. Furthermore, 
the declaration went on, the group was going to join the Ukapist 
party. The signatories included all the leaders of the District Com-
mittee, Ohiy too, as well as some Bolsheviks and five Jewish mem-
bers of the CP(b)U. 

After this action the Bolshevik headquarters in Kobeliaky 
stood empty. It was locked up and the key sent to the representative 
of the Poltava Province Committee of the CP(b)U. As this event at-
tracted considerable attention, Lenin was obliged to mention “the 
Kobeliaky Communists” in his address before the Tenth Congress 
of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik) in March 1921. 
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Appendix 2  
Biographical Sketches of Individual 
Borotbisty  

The following abbreviations have been used (in addition to those 
for political parties, expansions for which will be found in the text): 

fnu: first name unknown. 
pseud.: pseudonym. 
BSE:  Bolshaya sovetskaya entsiklopediya [Large Soviet Ency-

clopedia], Moscow, 1st ed. 
LE: Literaturnaya entsiklopediya [Literary Encyclopedia], 

Moscow, 19291939. 
Leytes:  Leytes, O. and M. Yashek, Desyat’ rokiv ukrainskoi liter-

atury (19171927) [Ten Years of Ukrainian Literature, 
19171927], ed. by Serhiy Pylypenko, Kharkiv, 1928, 
Vol. I (Biobibliohrafichyny [Biobibliography]). 

MSB: Malaya sovetskaya entsiklopediya [Small Soviet Encyclo-
pedia], Moscow, edition indicated. 

The sources listed are in addition to the author’s own knowledge. 

BARON, see Lashkevych. 

BLAKYTNY, Vasyl’ M. (pseud, of Ellansky), b. January 10, 1895, into 
the family of the parish priest in the village of Kozly, Chernihiv 
Province. After graduating from a theological seminary, B. at-
tended the Commercial Institute in Kyiv. While still a student he 
took an active part in revolutionary life, later joining the Kyiv or-
ganization of Ukrainian SR’s. In the period 19111917 B. was in 
charge of the revolutionary youth movement. During the Revolu-
tion he was active in the UPSR in Chernihiv Province. At the Fourth 
Congress of the UPSR (May 1918) he was elected in absentia to the 
Borotbist controlled Central Committee. Imprisoned for several 
months under the Hetmanate, he later worked in the UPSR (Bo-
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rotbisty) organizations in Odessa, Nikolayev and Poltava. In Pol-
tava he led the uprising against the Hetmanate. During this; time B. 
was editor of Borotba. After the merger of the UCP(b) with the 
CP(b)U, he became a member of the latter’s new Central Committee 
(chosen April 7, 1920) and sat on the Revolutionary Military Coun-
cil of the Twelfth Army. B. was later entrusted with’ the direction 
of CP(b)U party work in the villages. In 1920 B. became a member 
of the Central Executive committee of the Ukr.S.S.R. and later of the 
U.S.S.R. He was also chairman of the Ukrainian State Publishing 
House and editor of Visti Vseukrainskoho Tsentralnoho Vykonavchoho 
Komitetu [News of the All-Ukrainian Central Executive Committee] 
from 1920 to 1925. Under his editorship, Visti enjoyed great popu-
larity not only in the Ukraine but also among Ukrainians abroad. In 
spite of his delicate constitution, B. Had the tenacity and endurance 
required for political work. He was a good diplomat and orator, a 
devoted underground worker and a Ukrainian patriot. It was his 
idea that the publication date of Visti should be reckoned from the 
year of the Revolution. B. was also founder in 1922 and spiritual 
leader of the literary organization Hart [Tempering]. As a poet he 
wrote under the pen name Ellan]. One of his collections of verse is 
entitled Udary molota i sertsya [Strokes of Hammer and Heart]. Some 
of his satires appeared under the name Valer Pronoza. He was 
awarded the order of the Red Labor Banner. B. died of a heart ail-
ment on December, 1925. In the mid1930’s B. was declared a 
Ukrainian nationalist: his works were banned and his statue in 
Kharkiv Was removed in 1933.  

Sources: BSE, 1927, Vol. VI, cols. 472473; MSE, 1st ed., 1931, 
Vol. X, cols. 252253. 
 
CHABAY, fnu, educated in the field of agriculture, in the 1920’s 
was secretary of the Poltava District Committee of the CP(b)U, and 
later deputy director of the organization section of the Central 
Committee of the CP(b)U, engaged in electing cadres of leaders, 
primarily for the provinces. 

DEMYANOVSKY, see Lazorsky. 
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DIHTYAR, fnu (variant spelling Dehtyar), b. in Kobeliaky District, 
Poltava Province, became a member of the Borotbist Central Com-
mittee when his party, the USDRP (Left Independents), merged 
with the UPSR (Borotbisty Communists). 

ELLANSKY, see Blakytny.  
 
HNYDA, see Lisovyk.  
 
HONCHARENKO, see Taran. 

HRYNKO, Hryhoriy F., b. 1890. After completing the gymnasium 
he studied at the University of Moscow. The Large Soviet Encyclope-
dia, first edition, states that H. took part in SR revolutionary activity 
“while still a sixteen year old schoolboy,” but this is doubtful. When 
H. became a member of the board of the People’s Commissariat of 
Education of the Ukr.S.S.R. in 1919, he at first owed allegiance to no 
party; moreover, it must be borne in mind that the material on his 
life was published at a time when it was desirable to stress one’s 
revolutionary past and play down one’s education. In 1913 he was 
expelled from the university for participation in a student strike 
and was compelled to serve in the army as a private. During World 
War I he served at the front and was commissioned. 

It is known that in 1917 H. was teaching in a gymnasium in 
Kharkiv. H., a good orator, was the best educated and perhaps the 
ablest of all the Borotbisty. In 1919, while in the Commissariat of 
Education, he joined the UCP(b), rising rapidly to the highest levels 
of the party. H. differed from most of the Borotbisty in that he was 
not a revolutionary dreamer. Having joined the party rather late, he 
was more easily attracted to Bolshevism. Without party training or 
tradition, H. was often regarded by the Borotbisty as a careerist, alt-
hough he was generally respected for his integrity. During the 
Denikin occupation, H. did not go underground but, together with 
Kovaliv, was sent to Moscow by the Borotbist Central Committee 
to negotiate for admission to the Communist International. With 
the third period of Soviet rule in the Ukraine H. became the Bo-
rotbist delegate on the All Ukrainian Revolutionary Committee. 



298  IVAN MAISTRENKO  

 

Later and until 1923 he was appointed Commissar of Education of 
the Ukr.S.S.R., as such directing a celebrated school reform. In 1923 
H. was appointed Chairman of the State Planning Commission of 
the Ukr.S.S.R. and became Deputy Chairman of the Council of Peo-
ples Commissars of the Ukr.S.S.R. In the years 19261929 he worked 
in Moscow as Deputy Chairman of the State Planning Commission 
of the U.S.S.R., where he was named head of a special committee to 
prepare the First Five Year Plan (see Grinko, G.F. [i.e., Hryn’ko 
H.F.], The Five-year of the Soviet Union, New York, 1930). In late 1929 
he was appointed Deputy People’s Commissar of Agriculture of the 
U.S.S.R. and in 1930 (1931?) People’s Commissar of Finance of the 
U.S.S.R., in which post he helped to stabilize the Soviet financial 
system. While a convinced Communist himself, H. often spoke 
ironically of Stalin, a fact which was probably responsible for his 
downfall. He was executed following the trial of the so-called “right 
deviation” (Bukharin, Rykov, et al.) in March 1938. 

Sources: BSE, 1930, Vol. XIX, col. 397; MSE, 2nd rd., 2nd ed 
1935, Vol. Ill, col. 509. 

 
HUKOVYCH, fnu, became a member of the Borotbist Central Com-
mittee when his party, the USDRP (Left Independents), merged 
with the UPSR (Borotbisty Communists). H was a journalist by pro-
fession. 
 
KALYUZHNY, Naum (pseud, of Shaytelman), of Jewish origin, b. 
in Mirgorod, Poltava Province. A journalist by profession, he took 
an active part in the Ukrainian SR movement. About ten years older 
than most of the Borotbist leaders, he was not a regular member of 
the Central Committee, although he performed the duties of such a 
member. In the CP(b)U, K. edited Selyanska bidnota [Village Poor], 
an official newspaper of the CP(b)U. He was later put in charge of 
the propaganda train which carried Grigorii Petrovsky, Chairman 
of the All Ukrainian Executive Committee, across the country. In 
the 1920’s K., as head of the Ukrainian section, worked as a coun-
sellor in the Soviet embassy in Prague. He was arrested and disap-
peared in the 1930’s. 
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KHRYSTOVY, Mykola F., b. ca. 1895, the son of wealthy peasants 
in Poltava Province. His education was not completed. His brother 
was leader of an anti Bolshevik uprising in 1920 in Poltava Prov-
ince. In the CP(b)U, Kh. was in charge of the arts section of the Peo-
ple’s Commissariat of Education of the Ukr.S.S.R. An editor and 
cultural worker, he helped to Ukrainize the opera and the theater. 
He was arrested and after Skrypnyk’s downfall (July 1933) was de-
ported to the district of Vologda. 
 
KHVYLYA, Andriy (pseud.), b. 1898, probably of German origin, in 
the province of Khotin, studied in the secondary agricultural school 
in Poltava during World War I, participating in the socialist 
Yunatska Spilka [Youth Union], through which he joined the UPSR. 
He began his work in the CP(b)U as chairman of the Sumy District 
Executive Committee. He later entered the Kharkiv Agricultural In-
stitute, where he became the party secretary. When Lazar Kaga-
novich was appointed secretary of the CP(b)U in 1925, Kh. became 
his lieutenant in uncovering “deviationists” within the party. Given 
free access to the headquarters of the party’s Propaganda and Agi-
tation Section by Shumsky, Kh. disclosed the latter’s “conspiracy” 
against Kaganovich, an action for which he was made deputy to M. 
Popov, Chief of the Propaganda and Agitation Section. He became 
a member of the Central Committee and, following Shumsky’s 
downfall (ca. 1927), chief of the Party’s new Cultural Propaganda 
Section. After Skrypnyk’s suicide (July 7, 1933) he became deputy 
to People’s Commissar of Education of the Ukr.S.S.R. Volodymyr 
P. Zatonsky took an active part in the campaign against “Ukrainian 
nationalism on the cultural front.” In a series of articles Kh on or-
ders from Moscow, advanced the idea of the “brotherly propin-
quity of the Ukrainian and Russian languages,” an idea which has 
guided Soviet linguistic policy in the Ukraine up to the present. 

Kh., who was disliked by most of the former Borotbisty, was 
a typical Soviet careerist, the best example of which was his chief 
Kaganovich. It was rumored that before the Revolution he had been 
a tsarist agent provocateur who betrays members of the Yunatska 
Spilka [Youth Union] to the police. 
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In 1937 Kh. was arrested on charges of Ukrainian nationalism. 
It was said that he succeeded in gaining a personal audience with 
Stalin, who confronted him with Panas Lyubchenko, the chairman 
of the Soviet Ukrainian government. Soon afterward Kh. was shot. 

Sources: Leytes, pp. 534535. 
 
KORYAK, Volodymyr D. (pseud), b. 1889 of Jewish origin into a 
white collar family, in Slovyansk, Donets Basin. K. never completed 
the gymnasium and was self-taught. K. joined the Kharkiv group 
of the UPSR; in 1915 he was arrested and exiled to Turgai Territory. 
Released in 1917, K. was imprisoned during the Hetmanate and in 
the Denikin period. As a member of the CP(b)U, K. worked in the 
People’s Commissariat of Education of the Ukr.S.S.R. (1919–1925) 
and in the Ukrainian State Publishing House (1925–1931?). He was 
one the founders of the literary organization Hart | Tempering] in 
1923 and in January 1927 of Vseukrainska Spilka Proletarskykh 
Pys’mennykiv [All-Ukrainian Association of Proletarian Writers], 
abbreviated VUSPP. The author of a history of Ukrainian literature 
from a Marxist viewpoint, K. was also a lecturer in Ukrainian liter-
ature at the Kharkiv Institute of Education and the Artyom Com-
munist University. In the 1930’s K. became the Party’s chief literary 
critic against Khvylyovism. He was deported during the Yezhov 
period (1937–1938).  

Sources: LE, 1931, Vol. V, cols. 499–500; Leytes, p. 243. 

KOTKO, see Lyubchenko, Mykola. 

KOTSYUBA, Hordiy M., b. 1892 into a peasant family in the village 
of Kostov, near Valid, Kharkiv Province. A Borotbist who never 
joined the CP(b)U, K. began publishing as a professional writer in 
1919. The author of several highly artistic novels, he belonged to the 
literary organizations Pervshykh khorobrykh [The First Brave], Hart 
[Tempering] and Vilna Akademiya Proletarskoi Literatury [Free Acad-
emy of Proletarian Literature], abbreviated VAPLITE. K. disap-
peared in the period 1933–1937. 

Sources: LE, 1931, Vol. V, col. 526; Leytes, p. 258. 
 



 BOROT’BISM 301 

 

KOVALIV, Levko, a vivid figure among the Borotbist elite, was 
first active in the SR student organization in Kyiv during World 
War I. Perhaps the loss of his wife (who was executed by the Deni-
kin counter-intelligence together with Mykhaylychenko and the 
poet Vasyl Chumak) influenced K.’s further political career. After 
the dissolution of the UCP(b), rather than enter the CP(b)U he for-
sook politics altogether. A brilliant mathematician, chemist, and 
chess player, K. was also an artist. A striking example of his talent 
as a painter is his design for the cover of Mykhaylychenko’s Blue 
Novel. Vyacheslav Lashkevych (q.v.) once characterized K. as “a 
man with the mind of a genius, one who should write down his 
thoughts at once.”y K. perished in the 1930’s. 
 
KOVALIVA, Klyavdiya, nee Yakovleva, the wife of Levko Kovaliv 
(q.v.), was executed by the Denikin counter intelligence in the pe-
riod November December 1919. 
 
LASHKEVYCH, Vyacheslav (pseuds., Baron and Marchenko), b. 
into the family of a village teacher, in the village of Marchenka, Pol-
tava District, Poltava Province. L. withdrew from the Borotbist Cen-
tral Committee in 1919 to join the CP(b)U. 
 
LAZORSKY, Vasyl (pseud, of Demyanovsky), b. 1895 into a family 
of the intelligentsia in the city of Poltava. A medical student with 
the mind of a theorist, L. was one of the leaders of the Borotbist 
organization in Poltava Province. Poor health limited his activity. 
In the CP(b)U he was one of the leaders of the trade union of agri-
cultural workers on an all-Ukrainian scale. L. disappeared in the 
period 19331937. 
 
LEBEDYNETS, Mykhaylo, a member of the Borotbist Central Com-
mittee, appeared in 1921 as chief procurator in the “trial” of the 
Central Committee of the UPSR (Center) in Kharkiv. 
 

                                                 
y  In conversation with the author. 
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LISOVYK, Oleksander (pseud, of Hnyda), b. 1895 or 1896, from a 
peasant family in Poltava Province. He completed the lower indus-
trial arts school in Poltava. During World War I, L was active in the 
socialist Yunatska Spilka [Youth Union], in 1917 as a member of the 
Poltava organization of the UPSR, he held leftist views. In 1918 he 
participated in the uprisings against the Germans and the Het-
manate. In 1919 as a Borotbist, L headed the Poltava Province de-
partment of education. During the period he was appointed emis-
sary for the Borotbist Central Committee to the Borotbist Ohiy-
Matyash partisan unit. After joining the CP(b)U, L. headed the 
Artyomovsk District Executive Committee in the Donets Basin and 
was a member of the presidium of the Central Executive Committee 
both in the Ukr.S.S.R. and in the U.S.S.R. In the early 1930’s he be-
came the director of the Chief Administration of Automotive Trans-
portation of the Ukr.S.S.R. Despite his great abilities as an organizer 
and administrator, L. failed to reach higher posts in the CP(b)U due 
to his Borotbist past. His opponents exploited his weakness for 
women. He was liquidated in the early 1930’s. 
 
LYTVYNENKO, Mykola, a member of the Borotbist Central Com-
mittee, was People’s Commissar of Finance of the Ukr.S.S.R. in the 
spring of 1919. He probably died during the Denikin occupation. 
 
LYUBCHENKO, Mykola, b. February 29, 1896 in the city of Kyiv. 
His father was a local civil servant. L. graduated from the gymna-
sium but did not complete his studies in the philological depart-
ment of the University of Kyiv. L. was a well-known feuilletonist 
(his first work appeared in 1911) and the author of several books 
under the pen name of Kost’ Kotko. He was an editor of the follow-
ing newspapers: Borotba (1919), Chervona pravda [Red Path], Visti 
VseUkraInskoho Tsentralnoho Vykonavchoho Komitetu [News of the 
All-Ukrainian Central Executive Committee], Kiyevskii proletarii 
[Kyivan Proletarian] (1920), and Kommunist (1924–1927). 

Sources: Leytes, p. 252. 
 
LYUBCHENKO, Panas Petrovych, b. 1895 or 1896, of peasant 
origin in Kyiv Province. After completing a premedical course, he 
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matriculated in the medical school at Kyiv University, which he 
completed after the Revolution. L. Was a representative of the 
UPSR in the Central Rada in 1917, and was elected to the Central 
Committee of the UPSR at the party’s Third Congress. A product of 
Borotbist party schooling, he belonged to the younger generation 
of the Borotbist elite. His lack of education in the humanities placed 
him at a disadvantage in the highest Borotbist circles. It is possible 
that L. was at one time a member of the Borotbist Central Commit-
tee; he represented the Borotbist Central Committee in the unity ne-
gotiations with the center group of the UPSR during the Directory. 
As a Borotbist, he worked in the underground against the Het-
manate and the Denikin regime. During the Congress of Volost Ex-
ecutive Committees in Kyiv in June L delivered a brilliant speech 
criticizing Bolshevik food policy in the Ukraine. It was largely due 
to L.’s plea that half the delegates to the Congress voted for the Bo-
rotbist resolution. A good orator and organizer, L. was a born poli-
tician, cool and resourceful. Together with Poloz, he opposed the 
dissolution of the party at the last congress of the UCP(b) in March 
1920. 

L’s first post in the CP(b)U was as chairman of the Chernihiv 
Province Executive Committee. During the NEP period he became 
the first chairman of the all-Ukrainian agricultural cooperative un-
ion Silsky Hospodar [Farmer]. He was later chairman of the Kyiv Dis-
trict Executive Committee, People’s Committee of Agriculture of 
the Ukr.S.S.R., one of the secretaries of the Central Committee of 
the CP(b)U, Deputy Chairman of the Council of People’s Commis-
sars of the Ukr.S.S.R. and beginning in 1933 a member of the Polit-
buro of the CP(b)U ,and Chairman of the Council of People’s Com-
missars of the Ukr.S.S. R. It was said that before Vlas Ya. Chubar’s 
removal as Chairman, Stalin called him to Moscow and inquired 
how collection was proceeding in Ukraine. When Chubar insisted 
that the quotas set for state grain deliveries could not be fulfilled, 
he was replaced by L., who agreed with Stalin that this could be 
done. In assuming the chairmanship of the Ukrainian government, 
L. became morally responsible for the famine of 1933. Ironically, his 
part in bringing about the famine later provided the basis for his 
own condemnation. L. was the only former Borotbist elected, as a 
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candidate, to the Central Committee of the CPSU(b) at the Seven-
teenth Party Congress in 1934. Unlike all the other Borotbist lead-
ers, L. in time decided to follow Stalin despite his former principles. 
But his Borotbist past led to his downfall during the Yezhov period. 
While expecting arrest, L., together with his wife (nee Marynych), 
a sociologist, committed suicide on August 30, 1937, (Pravda, Mos-
cow, September 2, 1937). 

MARCHENKO, see Lashkevych. 

MATYASH, Kostyantyn (Kost’), b. ca. 1895, in Konstantinograd 
District, Poltava Province, a Borotbist partisan leader during the 
Denikin period.z In the CP(b)U, M. became head of the militia in 
Poltava Province and later director of the hogbreeding trust in Pol-
tava. He was executed in the 1930’s. 
 
MATYASH, Roman, b. ca. 1895, in Konstantinograd District, Pol-
tava Province, a surgeon’s assistant by profession, was the leader of 
the Borotbist organization in Poltava Province during the Het-
manate in 1918 and the Denikin period in 1919. A typical party 
functionary and a fanatic, he dominated the peasant congress in 
Poltava Province during the Directory. He was killed in a railway 
accident during the Denikin period.’aa 
 
MUSULBAS, M., probably of German origin, was a born party 
worker and a fanatic, modest but persevering in carrying out party 
tasks. The earliest information on his activity dates from the time 
when he was already in the CP(b)U. He began work as an instructor 
in the organization section of the Central Committee. He became 
secretary of the Odessa District Committee and later directed the 
rural section of the party. Arrested in 1937, M. was accused of re-
cruiting party members for a counterrevolutionary organization 
and was executed. 

                                                 
z  See Appendix I,  
aa  See Appendix I, 
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MYKHAYLYCH, see Mykhaylychenko. 

MYKHAYLYCHENKO, Hnat (pseud. Ihnatiy Mykhaylych), b. Sep-
tember 27, 1892, of peasant origin, in Miropolye, Kursk Province. In 
1907 he entered a school for medical assistants in Kursk; by 1909 he 
was a student of the agricultural school in Derkachi, near Kharkiv, 
where he became active in an underground SR circle. M.’s associa-
tion with the radical Ukrainian SR’s in the province of Kharkiv gave 
rise to his sympathies for left socialism. Expelled from school for 
revolutionary activity, he later entered Shanyavsky University in 
Moscow. M. was conscripted into the army during World War I, 
but deserted and took part in Kharkiv revolutionary circles until his 
arrest and exile to Siberia. Upon returning from exile in 1917, M. 
became one of the ideologists and leaders of the UPSR in Kharkiv. 
In the summer of 1919 he went to Galicia to contact Ukrainian rev-
olutionary organizations. He was executed in Kyiv by the Denikin 
counterintelligence, December 3, 1919. 

M. was a writer of considerable promise. His works include 
Blakytny roman [Blue Novel], written in the symbolist tradition and 
several lyrical plays, published in the almanacs Chervony vinok, 
[Red Wreath] and’ Muzahet [Musagetes] and the literary journal 
Mystetstvo [Art]. 

Sources: Leytes, pp. 323324. 
 
NATALKA, wife of Naum Slyvenko, the most famous woman in 
the Borotbist movement, was a modest student, capable and me-
thodical. Unlike most of the wives of the Borotbisty, N.remained 
active politically after having borne a child. She became an instruc-
tor in the Central Committee of the CP(b)U, but disappeared during 
the period 1933–1937. 
 
OHIY, Yakiv, b. ca. 1890, in Poltava District, Poltava Province a 
semi-literate farm hand, acquired his education in various party 
courses. He was a Borotbist partisan leader of uprisings against the 
Germans and later against Denikin. In CP(b)U he headed district 
committees in Poltava Province and was later Deputy People’s 
Commissar of Agriculture of the 
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Ukr.S.S.R. An able administrator and extremely popular with 
the peasants, O. was executed during the collectivization drive. 
 
OZERSKY, Yuriy (pseud, of Zebnytsky), b. ca. 1896, son of a priest. 
His education was in the fields of history and philosophy. In the 
CP(b)U he worked as a member of the managing board of the Peo-
ple’s Commissariat of Education of the Ukr.S.S.R., and as Deputy 
Chief of the Agitation and Propaganda Section of the Central Com-
mittee of the CP(b)U. Later he headed the Political Education Sec-
tion in the Commissariat of Education. O. disappeared in the 1930’s 
after Skrypnyk’s downfall (July 1933). 
 
PANCHENKO, Mykhaylo Yu., b. ca. 1888, in the city of Poltava, 
somewhat older than most of the other members of the Borotbist 
Central Committee, was graduated from a university before the 
Revolution. For a short time in 1919 he was People’s Commissar of 
Education of the Ukr.S.S.R. A convinced SR, P. refused to join the 
CP(b)U. Later he worked as an editor, writer and film scenarist 
(e.g., the film Taras Shevchenko). P. disappeared along with other 
members of the Borotbist Central Committee in the 1930’s. 
 
PANKIV, fnu, b. ca. 1894, in Galicia, was taken prisoner by the Rus-
sians during World War I. A professional painter and writer, he 
was the leader of the USDRP (Left Independents). Together with 
Hukovych and Dihtyar, he became a member of the Borotbist Cen-
tral Committee. Because of serious illness which interrupted his po-
litical career, P. was unable to accept the high posts proffered him 
by the CP(b)U. He died before World War II. 
 
POLOTSKY, Oleksander, perhaps of Asiatic origin, was older than 
most of the other members of the Borotbist Central Committee. Af-
ter joining the CP(b)U, he worked in various Soviet trade delega-
tions abroad. He disappeared before Skrypnyk’s downfall (July 
1933). 
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POLOZ, Mykhaylo, b. in 1889 or 1890, probably into a landowner’s 
family. While a student .he was conscripted into the army and even-
tually became an officer. In 1917, as a member of the Central Rada, 
P. was one of the Ukrainian delegation to the Brest Litovsk peace 
conference. A thinker and theorist, P. made an important contribu-
tion to the UPSR, especially in its pre-Communist period. He rep-
resented the SR tradition and, together with Panas Lyubchenko, op-
posed the Borotbist merger with the CP(b)U. In the spring of 1919 
P. became Chairman of the Supreme Economic Council of the 
Ukr.S.S.R. After joining the CP(b)U in 1920, he was for several years 
envoy of the Ukr.S.S.R. in Moscow. It was rumored that he owed 
this appointment to the intervention Lenin, who valued his counsel 
on policy toward the Ukrainian peasant. He was later People’s 
Commissar of Finance of the Ukr.S.S.R. and a member of the Cen-
tral Committee of the CP(b)U. On July 8, 1933, the day after Skryp-
nyk’s suicide, P. was arrested. He was last seen on the Solovetsky 
Islands forced labor camp in June 1934. 

PROFESOR, see Prykhodko.  
 
PRONOZA, see Blakytny. 

PRYKHODKO, Antin (pseud. Professor), of peasant origin, was a 
student when the Revolution broke out. An outstanding organizer, 
he became a member of the Borotbist Central Committee. P. was a 
professor—a modest, quiet and contemplative man. Perhaps be-
cause of these qualities he found it difficult to accept Marxism 
wholeheartedly. As a member of the CP(b)U, he never advanced 
beyond the post of Deputy People’s Commissar (Education and 
Justice), although in these positions he played a prominent part in 
enrolling Ukrainian, support for the Soviet regime. He was liqui-
dated with the other members of the Borotbist Central Committee 
In the 1930’s. 

SAKHNIVSKA, see Vovchyk. 

SAMUTIN, Fedir, b. 1899, in Pereyaslavl District, Poltava Province, 
was head of the Borotbist district organization in the town of 
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Pereyaslavl. In the CP(b)U he headed the Poltava District Executive 
Committee. S. was chief of the agitation and propaganda section of 
the Odessa District Committee, and later of the Vinnitsa Province 
Committee. He disappeared in the period 19331937. 

SHAYTELMAN, see Kalyuzhny.  
 
SHPOL, see Yalovy. 

SHUMSKY, Oleksander Ya., came in all probability from a priest’s 
family in Volyn’ Province. He probably received his education in 
Moscow. In debates with his opponents in the CP(b)U he claimed 
that his revolutionary career began in 1909. Perhaps the only mem-
ber of the Borotbist Central Committee without literary ambitions, 
he was a practical man, not a romanticist, a fact which brought him 
little popularity in the party. He was regarded as Blakytnyi’s intel-
lectual inferior. As an example of Sh.’s exemplary behavior, there is 
a story that, while holding the post of people’s commissar, for some 
offense he was assigned by the Central Committee of the CP(b)U to 
serve as a private in the Red Army, and there diligently carried out 
the orders of young officers. In 1919, during the second period of 
Soviet rule in the Ukraine. Sh. was appointed People’s Commissar 
of Education of the Ukr.S.S.R., to succeed the Borotbist Mykhaylo 
Panchenko. He immediately initiated a campaign against Russifi-
cation, preparing a draft decree to encourage Ukrainian culture.bb 

Together with Blakytny, Sh. was the initiator of the merger of 
the UCP(b) with the CP(b)U. Fearing that his party would be 
crushed by the Bolsheviks, he hoped that the Borotbisty could con-
tinue working for their ideals within the CP(b)U. Sh. became the 
most prominent Borotbist in the CP(b)U. He occupied the following 
party and government posts: member of the Politburo and Orgburo 
of the Central Committee, member of the delegation of the CP(b)U 
to the Communist International, People’s Commissar of Internal 
Affairs of the Ukr.S.S.K. (1920), Chairman of the Poltava Province 
Executive Committee and the Province Committee of the CP(b)U 

                                                 
bb  See Appendix 4 
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(1920), Ukrainian envoy to Poland (1921–1923), Chief of the Agita-
tion and Propaganda Section of the Central Committee of the 
CP(b)U (1923–1925), and People’s Commissar of Education ( 1925–
1927). During the years 1925–1927, Sh. carried out a policy of 
Ukrainization, which was continued by his successor Mykola O. 
Skrypnyk. In this period he became the opponent of Lazar M. Ka-
ganovich, then Secretary of the Central Committee of the CP(b)U, 
and, as a result, was transferred to Moscow, where he became 
Chairman of the Trade Union of Education Workers. Accused of 
deviating from the party line, Sh. was dismissed from the latter post 
and appointed Dean of the Institute of National Economy in Lenin-
grad. He was arrested in 1933, during the purges in Ukraine con-
ducted by Pavel Postyshev. It was rumored that he was shot while 
trying to cross the Finnish border. He was last seen on Popov Island 
in the Solovetsky Islands forced labor camp in June 1934. Because 
Sh. had been in opposition to the CP(b)U as early as 1925, his name 
was excluded from the first edition of the Large Soviet Encyclopedia, 
which included some material on the Borotbisty Hryn’ko and 
Blakytny.  
 
SLIPANSKY, fnu, b. ca. 1897, probably in the town of Skvira, Kyiv 
Province, a Borotbist active at the district level, S. completed 
Vseukrainsha Assotsiatsiya Markso-Leninskykh Institutiv [All-Ukrain-
ian Association of Marx-Lenin Institutes], abbreviated VUAMLIN, 
becoming a graduate student (aspirant) in the 1920’s. He soon 
demonstrated his talent as an agricultural economist and became 
head of the Ukrainian Academy of Agricultural Sciences. S. disap-
peared in the Yezhov period (1937–1938). 

SLYVENKO, Natalka, see Natalka. 

TARAN, Todos’ (pseud, of Honcharenko), b. 1896 into a prosperous 
peasant family in Poltava Province. His education in mathematical 
physics remained unfinished. He joined the Borotbisty as a member 
of the USDRP (Left Independents). In the CP(b)U, T. worked as as-
sistant editor of the government newspaper Visti Vseukraihskoho 
Tsentralnoho Vykonavchoho Komitetu [News of the All-Ukrainian 
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Central Executive Committee]. In 1926, when the main organ of the 
Central Committee of the CP(b)U, Komunist, began to be published 
in Ukrainian, T. became its virtual editor. In the 1930’s he became a 
member of the Central Committee of the CP(b)U. He disappeared 
during the Yezhov period. 
 
TARANENKO, Korniy, b. ca. 1895, in Kremenchuk District, Pol-
tava Province, a graduate of a commercial institute, headed the Bo-
rotbist faction at the Toilers’ Congress in January 1919. Later in 1919 
he became Deputy Chairman and then Chairman of the Supreme 
Council of National Economy of the Ukr.S.S.R. After joining the 
CP(b)U, T. became director of the All Union Sugar Trust in Mos-
cow. The most prominent economist of the Borotbisty, T. disap-
peared in the 1930’s 
 
TRYLISKY, Oleksa, received an education in agronomy before the 
Revolution. A good administrator, he became chairman of the 
Odessa District Executive Committee at the end of the 1920’s and 
later Deputy People’s Commissar of Agriculture of the Ukr.S.S.R. 
Arrested while chairman of the Vinnitsa Province Executive Com-
mittee, T. was executed in the period 1936–1937. 
 
VOVCHYK, Lida (pseud, of Sakhnivs’ka), b. ca. 1898, in the town of 
Lokhvitsa, Poltava Province, was the daughter of a priest. V. was 
the wife of Blakytny (q.v.). She disappeared in the period 1933–1937. 
 
VOYTSEKHIVSKY, Yu., b.ca. 1895, was educated at a university. 
As head of the Borotbist Revolutionary Committee of Right Bank 
Ukraine in late 1919 he attempted to form a Borotbist Red Army, 
together with Ataman Volokh. In the CP(b)U, V. at various times 
occupied the posts of 

Chairman of the Kyiv District Executive Committee, Chair-
man of the Ukrainian State Publishing House, and Secretary of the 
Ukrainian Central Executive Committee. He disappeared with 
other Borotbisty in the 1930’s. 
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YAKOVLEV, fnu, brother of Klyavdiya Kovaliva (q.v.), became in 
the spring of 1919 deputy to the Latvian Latsis, chief of the Cheka 
in Ukraine.cc It was said that he saved Ukrainians from execution. 
In the CP(b)U in 1920 Ya. became deputy to the People’s Commis-
sar for Foreign Affairs of the Ukr.S.S.R., Khristian Rakovsky. With 
the help of the former chief of the Cheka, Felix Dzerzhinsky, Ya. 
secured a post in the textile industry in Moscow. There is no infor-
mation available about his subsequent fate. 

YAKOVLEVA, see Kovaliva. 

YALOVYI, Mykhaylo (pen name under the Soviet regime, Yul’yan 
Shpol), b. 1891, the son of well to do peasants in Konstantinograd 
District, Poltava Province. His medical studies unfinished, Ya. be-
came an editor and literary critic. In 1920 he edited the newspaper 
Selyanska bidnota [Village Poor]. A close friend of Mykola Khvylovy 
and his group, Ya. Was one of the leaders and first president of the 
literary organization Vilna Akademiya Proletars’koi Literatury [Free 
Academy of Proletarian Literature], abbreviated VAPLITE, in 
1926–1927. He was the author of the novel Zoloti lysenyata [The 
Golden Little Foxes] and many articles in the field of literature. Ar-
rested in the 1930’s, Ya. later died in a forced camp.  
 
ZALYVCHY, Andriy, b. 1897 into a poor peasant family in the vil-
lage of Misky-Milny, Oposhnya volost, Poltava Province. As a 
young boy he was taken under the wing of the landowner and 
banker Rubinshtein, who had an estate near Oposhnya. Ru-
binshtein sent Z., who already showed promise, to the gymnasium 
in Kharkiv, where he became a gold medallist. Later Z. studied law 
at the University of Kharkiv, but in 1915, before completing his 
studies, he was arrested as a Ukrainian SR and deported to Turgai 
Territory in Central Asia. In 1917 he returned to Ukraine and de-
voted himself to party work. Together with Mykhaylychenko, Z. 
was initiator of the so-called “Left Bank current” in the UPSR, 

                                                 
cc  See note 47, p. 397 
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which became the seedbed of the Borotbist party. A dynamic per-
sonality, Z. became one of the driving forces of the party. Lisovyk 
(q.v.) once said that he “set the tone in the Central Committee.” Z. 
perished in the uprising against the Hetmanate in Chernihiv, De-
cember 13, 1918. A small collection of his impressionist short stories 
was published posthumously. Before the Revolution of 1917 Z. 
translated some of the poetry of Horace into Ukrainian. 

Sources: Leytes, p. 181. 

ZEBNYTSKY, see Ozersky. 

ZINA (pseud.), b. 1898, a medical student, was active in the under-
ground during the Denikin period and later became a district social 
worker. She disappeared in the period 1933–1937.  
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Appendix 3  
Platform of the Central Committee of the 
Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries:  
The Present State of Affairs and Party Tactics  
(approved by Central Committee on June 3, 1918dd) 

I. In appraising the present state of affairs, the Central Committee 
of the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries affirms the fol-
lowing: 

1. The Revolution in the Ukraine is today deep in crisis andde-
cay. The bourgeoisie (the landowners and industrial-capitalists) in 
the Ukraine, united with petty bourgeois circles (the kulak-propri-
etors) and supported by the international bourgeoisie (German, 
Russian, Polish, and other) and relying on the forces of Germanim-
perialism, led a counterrevolutionary offensive which ended in the 
so-called coup in April of this year. 

2. The counter-revolution, with the proxies of the international 
bourgeoisie the Hetman and his government--brought to naught all 
the gains of a year of the Ukrainian revolution. The great conquest 
of the national movement in Ukraine--the Ukrainian People’s Re-
public with national-personal autonomy--has been destroyed. Hav-
ing abolished all political and civil liberties, won by the revolution 
and having destroyed all organizations of the toiling people, the re-
actionaries have established a monarchist state, that has trampled 
all socio-economic reforms, above all the greatest of them--the so-
cialization of land and labour legislation. 

II. Considering the breadth and character that the revolution-
ary movement in Ukraine assumed, which is more significant than 
a year of the masses’ revolutionary education, on the one hand and, 
on the other, considering the inevitability of a revolutionary reso-

                                                 
dd  “Platforma Tsentral’noho Komitetu Ukrai’ns’koi’ Parttii ‘Sotsiyalistiv-

Revolyutsioneriv (rozuminnya suchasnoho mentu i taktyka partii’),” Borotba, 
No. 1, August 1918, reprinted in Khrystyuk, op. cit,. Vol. IV, pp. 91–94. Italics 
in the original. 
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lution of the burden of the universal storm by international democ-
racy, The Central Committee of the UPSR considers the present reac-
tion in Ukraine as a temporary decline of the revolution, the reasons of 
which are: 

1. The absence of strong organizations at the centre and, 
mainly, locally, which alone might provide the support for the rev-
olutionary movement and, at the right moment, repel the counter-
revolution; 

2. The one-sided national policy of the Ukrainian Central 
Rada, from which Ukrainian democracy from the very beginning 
demanded answers to a whole series of social questions, whose 
concretization and complete resolution could alone provide the ba-
sis for uniting all Ukrainian toiling people around their leading or-
gans and, conversely, the delay of which, together with an exclu-
sively national policy, elicited distrust in the masses and a Bolshe-
vik movement as a reaction to the prevailing situation; 

3. The destructive Bolshevik attack of Ukraine, which broke and 
demoralized the working classes of society, which, with its misun-
derstanding of the national question and its centralism produced 
chauvinism in the popular masses, created the basis for national 
separatism and sovereignty and their pact with German military 
force, which in liquidating the attack, inevitably also destroyed or 
liquidated the organizations of revolutionary democracy in 
Ukraine; 

4. The flexible and uncertain internal policy of the Mala Rada 
and its government, the Council of People’s Ministers, which wa-
vered between the petty bourgeois and labouring classes of society, 
allowing the accelerated organization of reaction, distancing itself 
more and more from revolutionary democracy and not giving it the 
opportunity to organize itself, under the considerable influence and 
pressure that the international and especially the German imperial-
ist bourgeoisie exerted on the Ukrainian government: 

5. The impermissible and criminal, from the point of view of 
international socialism, union of the Ukrainian government with 
the German military discredited the Central Rada in the eyes of 
much of the labouring classes, compromised the very idea of the 
national liberation movement and the Ukrainian socialist parties, 



 BOROT’BISM 315 

 

demoralized Ukrainian democracy, objectively led to the liquida-
tion of all the revolution’s gains, opened a wide field in Ukraine for 
the activity of international reaction, which, in the person of the 
German bourgeoisie, supported by the bayonets of the Austro-Ger-
man army in Ukraine and taking advantage of the absence of the 
[Ukrainian Peoples] Republic’s military force and the lack of strong 
democratic organizations, openly assisted the bourgeoisie in its 
struggle against land reform and other social reforms, pursuing its 
own aims, namely:  

a) the transformation of Ukraine into its colony;  
b) taking back all concessions, made in the Brest treaty under 

the pressure of military circumstances on the eastern front and from 
a desire to take quick advantage of the political circumstances in 
Russia to weaken its imperialist rival;  

c) the creation in Ukraine of a fictitious autonomous govern-
ment that would obediently carry out all instructions from Berlin 
toward political and social levelling with the metropolis; dissatis-
faction with the liberal-democratic policy of the Ukrainian Central 
Rada and a fear that the convening of the Ukrainian Constituent 
Assembly might change this policy in the direction of revolutionary 
democracy;  

d) a desire to prevent revolutionary actions of the German 
working classes, to cover them with the military, `liberating’ and 
economic victories of the German state, in order to keep them 
firmly in the grip of the imperialist, militarist bourgeoisie; 

6. The absence of support for the revolutionary movement in 
Ukraine on the part of international democracy, which, disunited 
since the war and the destruction of the II International, was unable 
to give a proper, organized reply to the united actions of the black 
international against the red. 

III. Noting that the revolutionary movement in Ukraine was 
forced to deviate and enter this phase of decline by the unsound 
policy of the revolution’s previous administrative organs, by the 
destruction of democratic organizations, and mainly by the direct 
intervention in the course of events by previously outside agents, 
by the lack of international democratic organizations, separated by 
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artificial state borders and by war, and by the lack of solidarity ac-
tions on their part, The Central Committee of the UPSR thinks that 
the struggle of working people with the present reaction for their 
national and socio-economic liberation can be fully successful only 
when that struggle is based on class conscious and politically con-
scious democratic organizations in Ukraine and is carried on in full 
contact with democrats of other countries, especially of the Central 
European states, with which Ukraine is linked historically--when 
the democrats of those states support the revolutionary movement 
in Ukraine with a readiness to wage an open struggle with their 
own bourgeoisies. 

The Ukrainian revolution, being not only a political-national, but a 
profoundly social revolution, which from the very beginning strove to 
transform itself into an international revolution, and took up as its po-
litical slogan an unlimited federation of republics (which in the case 
of Ukraine was to realize by means of a resolution of the Ukrainian 
Constituent Assembly), was forced by unfavourable circumstances 
to remain within a national framework and was thereby nearly fin-
ished. Now the introduction into it of an element of international-
ism pushes it inexorably onto this path, the path of renewing the 
struggle to realize its slogans--to build a socialist international, to 
liquidate the universal war into which the Ukrainian state is now 
being drawn, to convene the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly, the 
struggle for land and freedom, for federation. 

Defending the party’s old position, and realizing that the slogan 
of independence as an end in its self is only a weapon in the hands of the 
reactionary bourgeoisie, the Central Committee of the Ukrainian 
Party of Socialist Revolutionaries believes that the aspirations to 
have a state, necessarily connected with imperialist tendencies, 
weaken the class struggle of the workers and inevitably comes into 
conflict with it. Therefore the independence of the state cannot be 
the necessary slogan of the toiling people in its struggle, but only a 
tactical means of attaining world-wide federation. 

IV. 1. On the basis of all the above, the Central Committee of 
the USPR will, in the revolutionary struggle for the liberation of the 
Ukrainian toiling people, co-ordinate its actions with the actions of in-
ternational revolutionary democracy, entering into the closest relations 
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especially with the socialist parties of Germany, Austro-Hungary, 
Great Russia, Poland and other neighboring states, unswervingly 
maintain class tactics, based on the revolutionary organizations of 
the toiling people of Ukraine, without which no struggle or upris-
ing can have any positive results and which will be strong only 
when they are organized under common slogans, realizable by a 
single tactic. 

2. In view of the fact that an imperialist, enlightened despot-
ism can also be a threat to the revolution, if the German bureau-
cracy makes calculated political and even social concessions to 
Ukrainian democracy in its eastern policy in order to mitigate the 
revolutionary energy of the toiling masses, the Central Committee 
of the UPSR opposes such compromises, is uncompromising to-
ward the reactionary bourgeois Hetmanate government and, with 
the present policy, opposes all opportunism and the entry of dem-
ocratic elements into the Hetmanate government.  

3. Considering the fact that the premature actions of individ-
ual villages and townships result only in their defeat at the hands 
of reactionary military forces and their loss of faith in the revolu-
tion, disorganize and demoralize the masses, cause a useless and 
even harmful waste of revolutionary forces, the Central Committee 
of the UPSR deter the peasantry from such unorganized actions. 

4. Standing for international socialism and the common inter-
ests of the workers of all nations and countries and not recognizing 
as a method of class struggle the path of war and the creation of 
military fronts, which inevitably disunites and destroys the forces 
of democracy itself, and condemning the armed invasion of Ukraine by 
the (Moscow) Bolsheviks, The Ukrainian Party of Socialist-Revolu-
tionaries will struggle against demagogic slogans, calculated only 
to inflame national antagonisms, slogans that call exclusively for a 
military uprising and armed struggle against the German army in 
Ukraine, and will appeal for a struggle on the domestic class front. 

5. Because the Austro-German cannot long be maintained in a 
series of punitive expeditions and repressions of popular revolu-
tions, because the loss of its imperialists illusions will inevitably 
bring rebellion within it, and with it rebellion within the Central 
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Powers themselves, the Ukrainian Party of Socialist-Revolutionar-
ies will carry on propaganda and organization toward this end 
among the foreign troops in Ukraine. 

6. Aiming at a revolution that will guarantee all the demands of the 
Ukrainian toiling people, the UPSR will, on the one hand, carry on con-
tinual and active agitation and fight to disorganize reaction, its govern-
ment, its military and political-social support centrally and locally, gath-
ering together partisan units that will actively defend the idea of socializ-
ing the land, will guard freedom, not allowing imperialist reaction to ob-
scure class consciousness with apparent benefits (those indicated); on the 
other hand, it will at the same time carry on propaganda, prepara-
tions and organization of revolutionary centres of peasants and 
workers (land committees, factory and railroad committees, coun-
cils of workers and peasants deputies, revolutionary committees) 
in order to seize power overthrow the reactionary government and 
seize power for democracy with the slogan of a revolutionary up-
rising with continuous and simultaneous solidarity action locally 
and at the centre together with an organized strike. 

7. Taking into consideration the fact, as long as the socialist parties 
figure only as an organized minority and until international socialist de-
mocracy creates a single organized unit, a complete social revolution can-
not be carried out, there cannot be a socialist revolution and the dictator-
ship of toiling democracy in separate countries, the Central Committee of 
the UPSR considers that the transfer of power to the toiling masses as rep-
resented by the councils of workers’ and peasants’ deputies is possible only 
for in brief periods of revolutionary ferment--insofar as the revolution is 
created by the toiling people and supported by its organizations, insofar as 
the gains of the revolutionary movement are safe and reaction is not vic-
torious,--at the same time the transfer of formal power to local self-govern-
ments, elected on the basis of a five-member formula must be prepared and 
to the parliament at the centre, the first of which must be the Ukrainian 
Constituent Assembly. 

8. Cognizant of the fact that the ground for revolutionary work 
and mood among the toiling masses are favourable, and that real-
izing that the slogan of the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly is to-
day the slogan that revolutionizes the masses, the Central Commit-
tee of the UPSR considers it necessary for the Ukrainian Constituent 



 BOROT’BISM 319 

 

Assembly to convene and open as soon as possible, to express its 
attitude toward the contemporary events, to address a challenge 
and protest to democrats of the whole world, a call to revolutionary 
struggle against international reaction and the Hetmanate govern-
ment, an appeal for the unity of all Ukrainian democrats in their 
struggle for land and freedom.” 
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Appendix 4  
Draft Decree on Encouraging the 
Development of Culture of the Ukrainian 
Peopleee  

Explanatory Note to the Decree 

In the course of the development of the world revolution the Soviet 
government of Ukraine has become, by force of circumstances, a 
source of supply for Soviet Russia and the bridge which links the 
latter with the outbreaks [i.e., centers] of European revolution. To 
strike at this bridge and destroy it is the aim of counterrevolution. 
Establishment of this bridge has more and more become an [urgent] 
necessity for the motive forces of the all-Russian [Rossiiskaya] Rev-
olution. 

Hence the intermittance and complexity of the development 
of the revolution in Ukraine; hence its involvement by attendant 
factors, external forces and blows. During the fierce reaction of the 
Hetmanate and the time of the mighty surge of the proletarian rev-
olution, leadership was in the hands of external forces, in large 
measure alien to the basic conditions of life of the Ukrainian people 
and to the natural course of their revolutionary development. 

This circumstance, this constant pressure of external forces, 
entangles manifestations of the social struggle with those of the na-
tional struggle, disproportionately aggravates the manner in which 
the already complex national question is raised and gives vitality to 
the nationalist movement originating among the bourgeoisie and 
the bourgeois intelligentsia. 

At the same time the proposition which conditions us to re-
gard Ukraine merely as a convenient ground for the development 
and maneuvering of the military forces of the socialist revolution, 
on the one hand, does not provide an opportunity to exhaust and 

                                                 
ee  “Proyekt dekreta o sodeistvii razvitiyu kul’tury ukrainskovo naroda,” in K 

razreshetiiyu natsional’novo voprosa [Toward a Solution of the National 
Question], 2nd enlarged ed., Kyiv, Borotba, 1920, pp. 15–20. 
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enroll in the struggle all reserves of the local social forces and, on 
the other hand, impedes a formulation, in all its fullness, of the 
question— of limitless importance—concerning the development 
of the culture of the Ukrainian people. 

Constrained by centuries of national and social oppression, 
without schools in their native language, deprived of an intelligent-
sia, and reduced to inertia resulting from the Russification of all 
state and public institutions throughout the land, the Ukrainian 
proletariat and peasantry are faced either with the nationalist 
tendencies of the bourgeois intelligentsia or with the actual domi-
nation of the Great Russian language and culture in all the vast ap-
paratus of the Soviet government in Ukraine. 

The one threatens, through the nationalist poison, to obscure 
the purity of the class consciousness of the working masses; the 
other does not provide or create the conditions for the natural de-
velopment of national forms of culture and their use as an im-
portant weapon in the struggle for international unification of the 
toiling masses. 

Formal recognition of the equal rights of languages and cul-
tures, a policy of neutrality [in these matters], offers no solution to 
these socio-political and cultural conflicts. 

The century-old process of systematic and planned “Russifi-
cation” [obrusitelstvo] brought about a state of affairs in which the 
Ukrainian nation, once literate almost to a man [sic], by 1898 had a 
literate population of only 13.5 per cent; the cities were transformed 
from centers for the crystallization of cultural attainment into coer-
cive seats of an alien culture; the school became, as Ushinskiff aptly 
remarked, the only place in the village where the spoken language 
was not understood. The entire state technical apparatus, all leaders 
and agents of the government for decades were trained automati-
cally and without exception to eliminate all Ukrainian forces from 
administrative life. There developed a serious inertia which is re-
flected with rare eloquence in the figures for the ratio of the [total] 

                                                 
ff  Probably Konstantin D Ushinski (1824–1970), a prominent Russian educator. 

– Ed. 
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population to the secondary schools in Ukraine: Ukrainians, 77.1 
per centgg of the population, have 121 schools; Russians, 12.6 per 
cent of the population, have 950 schools; in other words, the quota 
of secondary schools for the entire native population is 10.8 per 
cent, while the quota for the Russian population is 84.7 per cent. 

Text of the Decree 

The victorious movement and lasting success of the communist rev-
olution, which is paving the way for the construction of new social 
relationships and which is enrolling in this construction vast 
masses of the proletariat and peasantry, depend in large measure 
on the fullness, clarity, firmness, and sharpness of the class con-
sciousness among these masses of revolutionary builders, on the 
constancy of their consciousness in the face of enormous ideological 
dangers resulting from the social system which is being over-
thrown. 

The clarity and constancy of class consciousness, its depth and 
strength, are directly linked with the general cultural level of the 
working class, with the degree to which the working class, as a 
whole and among its individual members, is enrolled in active and 
independent creative work in the culture of mankind. But the 
growth of culture, especially at its outset, is unthinkable outside of 
national forms, outside the natural and free development of the na-
tional element of a given people; therefore, the paths of the Com-
munist International lie not on the plane of disregard and oppres-
sion of national forms, particularly among backward nationalities, 
but in the necessity of raising their cultural development to the level 
of the more progressive nationalities and of merging them at the 
heights of international unity of all toilers. 

Whoever sincerely desires the growth of consciousness and in-
ternational unification of the working masses can only want and 
strive for the most rapid development of the national forms of cul-
ture among those peoples who, like the Ukrainian people, have 

                                                 
gg  Cf.figure of 71.1 per cent in Appendix 5,  
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been held in a state of national stagnation and oppression by the 
harsh rule of capitalist society. 

In the extraordinarily complex circumstances of the develop-
ment of the socialist revolution in Ukraine, special attention must 
be devoted to projecting a true policy with regard to the develop-
ment of national cultures, in order thereby to disarm those social 
groups who, through their naive or Jesuitical guardianship of na-
tional culture, conceal social aims which are alien and hostile to the 
working class and who regard the development of national forms 
not as a road to international unification of the toilers, but as a 
means of realizing their own imperialist desires. 

On these ground’s, in supplementing and elaborating upon 
the corresponding articles [of the Constitution] of the Provisional 
Workers’ and Peasants’ Government, the Central Executive Com-
mittee directs the People’s Commissariat of Education, as the organ 
responsible for cultural and educational work in the Republic, sys-
tematically and in a planned manner to pursue a policy of encour-
aging in every way the development of Ukrainian culture in all 
branches of national life. It is therefore essential: 

1. In education outside the schools, as the most important field 
of educational activity, during the trying period of the socialist rev-
olution, to carry on systematic work in widening the limits and 
deepening the basis of class consciousness, utilizing for this pur-
pose all facts and impulses flowing from the national element 
which is native and close to the people. 

2. In social education (the pre-school and school system) for 
theUkrainian population in schools and other educational institu-
tions, to carry on instruction in the native Ukrainian language. 

Note 1. For the non-Ukrainian population schools will be 
founded with instruction in the language of that nationality for 
which the school is opened. 

Note 2. Determination of the language of instruction in educa-
tional institutions will be made by the People’s Commissariat of Ed-
ucation through its organs.  

3. In the realization of this task, to organize on a broad basis 
the training of a suitable cadre of professionals [rabotniki] and the 
publication of appropriate literature and teaching materials. 
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4. In the organization of higher institutions of learning, tire-
lessly to pursue the constantly growing need and demand for the 
suitably trained Ukrainian professional in all walks of life, the pro-
fessional able with his creative initiative to enter this life and enrich 
the spontaneous growth of national culture. 

5. Into the unplanned and chaotic growth of the Ukrainian 
book market, to bring organization and system, which will lead to 
the broad development and dissemination of both original works 
of Ukrainian national literature and translated literature in all prob-
lems and branches of learning. 

6.In the field of art, to develop, discover and record the re-
sultsof all branches of national art work in national forms, by or-
ganizing appropriate institutions and [taking] proper steps. 

*  *  * 

The pamphlet in which the above draft decree was published pre-
sented the following commentary relative to the decree:hh 

People’s Commissar of Education Comrade Shumsky pre-
sented the above draft decree for consideration to the Commissar-
iat’s managing board, which took it up on August 2, 1919. As a con-
tribution to the history of attempts to solve the so-called “national 
problem,” it is worth while to recall the debates which arose in the 
board in connection with this draft decree. The basic idea of the de-
cree was that the aspirations of backward nations for rebirth is not 
a regressive phenomenon as it has been regarded by orthodox 
Marxists and representatives of the [Russian] C[ommunist] P[arty] 
in Ukraine. Because of this, up to our own day many unsuccessful 
steps have been taken in education policy, all of one stamp—fear of 
expressing one’s mind on the “national problem.” And the problem 
is still being set aside somewhere. But we have at last decided to 
place this problem on the agenda and give it a communist base. 
From the capitalist system we have inherited a national oppression, 
which has provoked a series of aspirations for creative work. Yet 
not only are we failing to satisfy these aspirations; we are turning 

                                                 
hh  Ibid, pp. 114–115 
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them into weapons in the hands of our enemies. We must control 
these aspirations and give them a class character. On the basis of all 
this, Comrade Shumsky regarded as imperative the immediate 
publication of a decree, by which the Central Executive Committee 
would order the People’s Commissariat of Education systemati-
cally and in a planned manner to pursue a policy which would most 
contribute to an all-round development of the culture of the Ukrain-
ian people in all branches of national life. 

During the board’s discussion of the draft, there were heated 
debates which in the main came to the conclusion that publication 
of the decree, in the opinion of its opponents, was quite unneces-
sary. On the contrary [they thought], the draft might inflame the 
passions of the nationalists at a time when it would be more appro-
priate to pour cold water over their heads. Practically speaking, 
why should the Central Executive Committee issue orders to the 
People’s Commissariat of Education, as if all were not well there? 
The publication of a decree covering the defense of one national 
culture [they believed] would be useless since the problem of the 
culture of other nationalities had not been raised. Solution of the 
language problem, which by the decree was to be entrusted to the 
organ of the People’s Commissariat of Education (note 2, point 2 of 
the decree), was, in the opinion of its opponents (members of the 
board—Comrades Hopner, Demba, Dehtyarev, Nazarov, and Dep-
uty People’s Commissar [of Education] Salko), a matter only for the 
local proletariat through [the channels of] soviet deputies and exec-
utive committees. 

In reply, Comrade Shumsky again affirmed that the decree 
aimed at eliminating the political factor from the “national prob-
lem,” making it purely an issue of culture, and that therefore there 
was no danger here of arousing passions. With regard to Ukrainian 
culture, hidden sabotage had often been observed, but this would 
be impossible after publication of such a decree, because it would 
then be sabotage n gainst the government. The language problem 
could not be left to (lie village or local executive committee; as 
teachers we must oppose this and not follow such a “democratic” 
path. The decree aimed at raising the cultural level of the masses 
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and increasing the number of class professionals, but this would 
remain impossible as long as teachers were labelled “Petlyurists.” 

We would never remove the [label] so long as we expressed 
no clear opinion on the problem of national culture and so long as 
numerous cadres of teachers remained unorganized and unused. 
Comrade Shumsky considered the decree perfectly acceptable in 
principle and in practice and regarded it as a great mistake of the 
Communist Party, which is in power, that up to this time it had not 
issued such a decree. Such a decree would establish the equal rights 
of cultures in practice, not on paper, would eliminate the hegemony 
of Russian culture and would provide broad opportunities for the 
development of Ukrainian culture. Such was the point of view of 
the Communists-Borotbisty. 

Comrade Shumsky’s ideas were supported by board members 
Comrades Hrynko and Mizernytsky. Members of the Commission 
of Fifty under the Central Executive Committee, who also regarded 
publication of the decree as imperative, participated in the discus-
sion of the draft. They cited several examples of how disregard for 
Ukrainian culture by local authorities had harmed the general po-
litical work of the [Ukrainian] Soviet Republic. 

Comrade Beskrovnyi, a member of the Commission recently 
returned from a trip to the provinces, expressed the belief that the 
bemoaning which could be sensed in the draft decree had founda-
tion in fact, especially in Right Bank [Ukraine]. 

Upon conclusion of the debates the board voted against the 
decree five (Communists-Bolsheviks) to three (Communists-Bo-
rotbisty). 

Thus deprived of an opportunity to offer the draft to the Cen-
tral Executive Committee on behalf of the Commissariat of Educa-
tion, Comrade Shumsky introduced it on August 7 on his own be-
half, as People’s Commissar of Education. 

The draft was to be examined in the Central Executive Com-
mittee, but the military events of August 1919 made this impossible. 
It could not be placed on the agenda of the meeting of the Central 
Executive Committee before the Soviet government’s evacuation 
from Kyiv. 
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Appendix 5  
Memorandum of the Ukrainian Communist 
Party (Borotbisty) to the Executive Committee 
of the Third Communist Internationalii  

In the course of the development of the world revolution the Soviet 
government of Ukraine has become, by force of circumstances, a 
source of supply for Soviet Russia, which is hated by the entire cap-
italist world,and more importantly, the bridge which links it with 
the approaching dawn of the European revolution.  

To strike at this source, this bridge, and to destroy it—this is 
the aim of the Russian and world-wide counterrevolution. 

To endeavor again and again to re-build it—this is the urgent 
necessity for the motive forces of the all-Russian [Rosiyska] Revolu-
tion. 

Hence the intermittence and extraordinary complexity of the 
revolutionary movement in Ukraine; hence its involvement, 
fraught with consequences, by attendant factors and external forces 
and blows. 

During the fierce reaction of the Hetmanate and at the time of 
both outbreaks of the proletarian revolution, leadership was in the 
hands of external forces, in large measure alien to the basic condi-
tions of life of the Ukrainian people and to the natural course of 
their revolutionary movement. 

This circumstance, this constant pressure of external forces, 
greatly entangles the already extraordinarily complex interrela-
tions of socio-economic and national-political phenomena in 
Ukraine; it conditions us to regard Ukraine rather as the object now 
of reactionary blows, now of revolutionary counteractions, than as 
the subject of a genuine and organic revolutionary development, 
and thereby does not provide an opportunity to exhaust, enroll in 

                                                 
ii  Memorandum Ukrainkoi Komunistychnoi Partii (Borotbystiv) do Vy-

konavchoho Komitetu III-bo Komunistychnoho Internatsionalu, Kyiv, Bo-
rotba, 1920, pp. 7–22.  



330  IVAN MAISTRENKO  

 

the struggle and utilize all reserves of the local social forces capable 
of fighting for a communist reorganization of society. 

Moreover, this constant pressure of external forces, in large 
measure remote from a true understanding of the interrelations of 
local socio-economic and national-political phenomena, not only 
has impeded the course of class differentiation, not only has ig-
nored or neutralized those socio-economic categories which by 
duty should be active on the side of the Soviet government; through 
a series of numerous tactical errors, inevitable in the circumstances, 
it has driven them into the camp of active counterrevolution. 

The serious, though doubtless temporary, failure of the at-
tempt, for a second time, to organize a Soviet government in 
Ukraine was due largely to these circumstances; therefore, a precise 
and profoundly realistic study of this experience is the most urgent 
task of those who claim leadership of the communist revolution in 
Ukraine and, in turn, of those who issue the general directives of 
the responsible leaders of the Third International. 

A study of this experience [and] an analysis and appraisal of 
the tactical considerations which it has prompted [are] easiest of all 
to conduct along two lines, the socio-economic and the national-
political, which are, to be sure, quite inseparable in the single 
stream of life. 

I 

In the socio-economic sphere, Ukraine represents at once a peculiar 
and largely independent national-economic organism with a spe-
cific economic life and a rather complex system of social relations. 

In Ukraine, which is an agricultural country not only at pres-
ent but in the perspective of the further growth of its productive 
forces, the proletariat makes up no more than 15 per cent of the total 
toiling population in the process of socio-economic development; 
its ranks are divided on the one hand into an industrial proletariat, 
which is in large measure organized (by the very nature of its life), 
and on the other hand into an agricultural proletariat, which is 
widely scattered and little organized. The next social force in order 
of natural affinity for the aims of the socialist revolution in Ukraine 
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is the scattered, semi-proletarianized poor peasantry, which forms 
about 30 per cent of the total population. Next comes the fairly com-
pact mass of the so-called middle peasantry, of considerable im-
portance in the total agricultural production of Ukraine, with the 
deep-rooted psychology of the proprietor and landowner. This 
class represents 45 per cent of the total population. 

This ratio of the toiling social elements in Ukraine lends a pe-
culiar, specifically agrarian color to the whole development of the 
socialist revolution and is the inevitable result of the economic 
structure of Ukraine, where the major part of all industry is con-
nected with the land and engaged in the processing of agricultural 
products. The mass production of raw materials.—primarily agri-
cultural, with a minimum of processing— is the dominant charac-
teristic of the economy of Ukraine. Thus only a very insignificant 
part of the Ukrainian proletariat is concentrated in great industrial 
centers such as the Donets-Kryvyi Rih area, the northern part of 
Chernihiv Province and several large cities. The over-whelming 
majority of the proletarian forces is employed and scattered 
throughout various types of enterprises connected with the, pro-
cessing of agricultural products and, to a rather large extent, bor-
ders unconsciously on the next social category, the village semi-
proletariat. This latter group (the village semi-proletariat) obtains 
the main share of its livelihood not from its own individual farms 
(in complete shell-like isolation), but from its labor on large intri-
cately organized estates, on which the division of Iabor is highly 
developed and which are being transformed into real Agricultural 
factories. Here the semi-proletarian elements of the village feel the 
profoundly organizing influence of a developed capitalistic enter-
prise and a large labor collective. 

In addition, it is noteworthy that on the one hand the isolation 
of the urban industrial proletariat and on the other hand the una-
wareness of the transition of the agricultural proletariat and semi-
proletariat of the village are strengthened to a significant degree by 
the peculiar and enduring national, cultural and customary mode 
of rural life, which is quite different from the tenor of life of the thin 
stratum of the Russified, urban industrial proletariat. 
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In the purely agrarian region of Ukraine, which in contrast to 
Great Russia did not experience the commune system, the eco-
nomic differentiation of the village is well-advanced; in turn, the 
only remaining task is the ideological clarification and organiza-
tional consolidation of this differentiation. 

In this process, of special significance is the fact that the aver-
age size of land allotment per person throughout the entire Ukraine 
amounts to only 1.75 desyatins (Kyiv Province, 1.2; Podol’ye Prov-
ince, 1.2; Volyn’ Province, 1.7; Chernihiv Province, 2.0; Poltava 
Province, 1.5; Kharkiv Province, 2.9; Katerynoslav Province, and 
Kherson Province, 2.3). Therefore, with respect to the amount of 
land owned, that category which we call the middle peasantry is 
very close to the poor peasantry and maintains itself,on a par with 
the middle peasantry only by virtue of the relatively high level of 
agricultural cultivation. 

Thus in Ukraine the proletarian forces, which are the natural 
agents of the communist revolution, represent about 45 per cent [of 
the total local population], including the village semi-proletariat 
which is under the collective organizational arrangement in large 
agricultural enterprises. Only these forces, consonant with the eeco-
nomic structure of the country, have a grouping and concentration 
different from that in the majority of European countries, particu-
larly in Great Russia. 

From the outset of the revolutionary movement this fact has 
set before the leading groups of the proletariat the challenging and 
extraordinarily complex task of the immediate enrollment of the 
village proletariat and semi-proletariat in active communist work. 
The complete disregard of this task is the basic cause of the latest 
defeat of the Soviet government in Ukraine. 

The organized consolidation of communist achievements in 
Ukraine which are being accomplished through the violence of the 
Revolution (probably unlike [the situation] anywhere else) will be 
possible only if there is no turning away from this task, and if the 
leading forces of the communist revolution exert all their efforts to-
ward its execution. However, the fulfillment of this task can be en-
visaged only if the leadership over this process is in the hands of 
those communist forces which are organically linked with the sum 
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total of the socio-economic conditions and the potentialities of 
Ukraine. 

Only with the enrollment of all local communist forces in cre-
ative work is it possible to conceive of the establishment of a prole-
tarian state apparatus, which is alive to complex reality and which 
is, through the correct basic communist line, capable of embodying 
all the necessary latitude which was so brilliantly elaborated upon 
by the leader [i.e., Lenin] of the Russian faction of international 
communism at the Eighth Congress of the [Russian Communist] 
Party. 

II 

Along with all the socio-economic complexity of the situation, the 
aggravation of national-political conditions adds further complica-
tion. The complexity and acuteness of these and similar conditions 
have had at times a highly pernicious influence on the development 
of the proletarian revolution, which has depended far more upon 
the constant (persistent) intrusion, in the course of this develop-
ment, of external forces, alien to the sum total of local conditions. 

Consonant with the peculiar socio-economic structure, there 
has developed in the course of history an extraordinarily enduring, 
national cultural setting which is original in its very foundations. 

An independent language, with all its imagery and fancy 
which help in understanding the world, the richly developed and 
strikingly characteristic song, the customs and folkways which are 
peculiar and sharply different from those of Great Russia and 
which reflect precisely the nature of economic conditions—in short 
the totality of the national cultural experience proved capable of 
withstanding century-long oppression by the Russifying landown-
ing and bourgeois state machine. During this oppression, the total-
ity of the cultural-national experience, in its own way, was pre-
served compact and alive only in the social depths, in the Ukrainian 
proletariat, in the heart of the Ukrainian proletariat and semi-pro-
letariat, in the heart of those social groups which are the bearers of 
the communist revolution. 



334  IVAN MAISTRENKO  

 

Powerless to break the constancy of the cultural-national feel-
ing of the Ukrainian proletariat and peasantry, the state machine 
succeeded in checking this cultural growth, and transformed the 
cities from centers for the crystallization of cultural attainment in 
the country into culturally-isolated islands and coercive seats of an 
alien culture, artificially implanted and therefore parasitic. 

There developed a serious national-political inertia which is 
reflected rather sharply even in the figures for the ratio of the [total] 
population to the secondary schools in Ukraine: Ukrainians, 71.1jj 
per cent of the population, have 121 schools; Great Russians, 12.6 
per cent of the population, 950 schools; that is, the quota of second-
ary schools for the entire native population is 10,8 per cent, while 
the quota for the thin stratum of the Great Russian population is 
84.7 per cent. In other words, the nationalities and the schools are 
in inverse ratio. 

It follows that prior to the socialist revolution in Ukraine were 
such that the Ukrainian proletariat and semi-proletariat, which are 
now the motive forces of the communist revolution, were faced ei-
ther with the nationalist tendencies of the Ukrainian bourgeoisie 
and bourgeois intelligentsia or with the actual domination of the 
Great Russian language and culture and with the inertia resulting 
from Russification in the entire governmental apparatus in 
Ukraine. The one threatens and frequently succeeds in obscuring 
the purity of the class consciousness of the working masses through 
the nationalist opiate; the other does not provide or create the con-
ditions for the growth of the extraordinarily enduring forms of cul-
ture which are peculiar to the Ukrainian proletariat and semi-pro-
letariat and for their use as a powerful factor in the struggle for in-
ternational unity of the working class. 

The government which attempts to control the course of the 
proletarian revolution in Ukraine and sets as its task the enrollment 
of ever broader ranks of the proletarian’ and semi-proletarian 
masses in communist construction is in this sense a pledge of suc-
cess; in connection with the development of national forms of cul-
ture, such a government should adopt a strong position, a policy 

                                                 
jj  Cf figure of 77.1 per cent in Appendix 4, p. 323  



 BOROT’BISM 335 

 

commensurate with all the complexity of the socio-political situa-
tion in Ukraine and with the importance of cultural-educational 
work, unthinkable when based on the previous standards of alien 
national forms. During the communist revolution the national 
question is a question of tactics. However, simply to take into ac-
count the persistence of the national cultural experience of the 
Ukrainian proletariat and semi-proletariat is sufficient to [compel 
us to] search for suitably easier ways of drawing them into the orbit 
of international communism not on the plane of hopeless and peri-
lous attempts of further de-nationalization, but in the large perspec-
tive of the natural, organic survival of national forms and their vic-
tory at the heights of international unity of the working class of all 
countries and nations. Therefore, in the sphere of national culture, 
a broad and planned policy of encouraging the development of pro-
letarian culture in national forms, which are native and close to the 
Ukrainian proletariat and peasantry, will be not an impediment but 
an active factor in the communist revolution. 

This policy, incontestably imperative in view of the growth of 
the cultural level of the toiling masses of Ukraine without which the 
development of their class consciousness would be impossible, is 
likewise dictated by the pressing need to disarm counterrevolution-
ary enemies, who so obtrusively and at times so successfully at-
tempt to substitute the national struggle for the social task of the 
working class. In this sense, it is extremely significant that the na-
tional slogan, which was raised by all the anti-Soviet uprisings, was 
successful in just those insurgent regions (Kyiv, Poltava and Cher-
nihiv Provinces) where the poor peasants participated, while, con-
versely, the slogan scarcely figured in the purely kulak uprisings of 
Kherson Province. 

It is altogether natural that the carrying out of this tactical line, 
perhaps to a greater degree than in the field of socio-economic phe-
nomena, demands the establishment of a proletarian governmental 
apparatus which is extremely sensitive to the phenomena of local 
reality and which is capable of avoiding both a relapse into the old 
inertia resulting from Russification and the mistakes on the side of 
Ukrainian chauvinism. But the establishment of such an apparatus 
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without the fullest enrollment in this work of all local forces and 
those close to them would be a hopeless task. 

The striking peculiarity of the socio-economic and national-
cultural structure of Ukraine clearly raises the political side of the 
question concerning the necessity of establishing Ukraine as a sep-
arate Soviet Republic, as an independent member of the growing 
world-wide federation of Soviet Republics. The sum total of the 
specific conditions and peculiarities of the construction of economic 
life and the grouping of social forces which determines the course 
and themes for the development of the social revolution must with 
inevitable finality find its state-political achievement in all spheres 
of life, for only under such conditions is there a possibility for the 
maximum use of all the real forces and conditions of the country in 
the interests of the dictatorship of the proletariat as the best planned 
organization for the growth of the productive forces. Each tactical 
mistake in this sphere, every interference or pressure by an outside 
force discordant with local conditions, complicates the work of fur-
ther differentiation, [and] interrupts the ideological clarification 
and the organizational consolidation of already defined class 
groups—in other words, temporarily substitutes the national for 
the social struggle. 

IV [sic] 

A simple analysis of the socio-economic structure and the national-
political situation in Ukraine clearly reveals all the peculiarity of the 
grouping and development of the local motive forces of the revolu-
tion in general and of the proletarian forces in particular. These pe-
culiarities determine the unique lot of Ukrainian socio-political par-
ties. 

In the pre-revolutionary period the comparatively weak con-
centration of the village proletariat and semi-proletariat, the low 
and artificially maintained level of cultural development, together 
with the exploitation of their forces by the centralizing state ma-
chine inevitably impeded the organizational-ideological, consoli-
dation of the spontaneous revolutionary impulses of the proletarian 
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and semi-proletarian masses and caused the increasing penetration 
of active revolutionary elements into Russian revolutionary parties. 

The inevitable development of Ukrainian socialist parties and 
appearance on the scene of active leadership over the revolutionary 
movement was delayed. Despite all of this, from the outset of the 
all-Russian Revolution, the leadership over this movement in 
Ukraine speedily passed into the hands of Ukrainian parties, and 
the period of conciliatory socialism transpired under the badge not 
of Russian but of Ukrainian SR’s and SD’s, mirroring all the specific 
peculiarities of the local socio-economic structure and the ideologi-
cal climate. 

A similar delay, caused by the peculiar nature of the grouping 
and development of the motive forces of the proletarian revolution 
in Ukraine and by the whole international situation seriously re-
flected therein, has occurred with the growth of the Ukrainian 
Communist Party as the center for the enrollment of the local social 
forces which are bringing about the communist revolution. 

The disunity of the agricultural and the small urban proletar-
iat, the proximity of a large part of the latter to the Great Russian 
proletariat, the alien—in large-measure occupational—character of 
the establishment of Soviet government in Ukraine for a second 
time with all its inevitable tactical errors, and, finally, the danger-
ous period of bourgeois-landowner reaction failed to create favora-
ble conditions for the enrollment of large numbers of the Ukrainian 
proletariat and semi-proletariat in active communist construction. 

Moreover, these conditions in large part extinguished the 
enormous charges of potential and actual revolutionary energy 
contained in the circles of the village proletariat and semi-proletar-
iat. These very circumstances retarded the already complex and dif-
ficult process of the formation and organizational-ideological crys-
tallization of the communist party, which is growing organically 
out of the sum total of socio-economic and cultural conditions of 
Ukraine. 

Nevertheless, from the outset of the proletarian revolution in 
Russia the tendency to create a local communist party has been 
quite clear, and the center of its crystallization plainly in evidence. 
Furthermore, with the prolonged interruption in the development 
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of the revolution in Ukraine, at all major junctures of this develop-
ment the organizational-ideological center of the Ukrainian Com-
munist Party has appeared with ever increasing activity as a section 
of international communism and has fought in the ranks of the 
Third International for the establishment of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat. 

The peculiarity of the socio-economic structure of Ukraine is 
also evident from the fact that the organizational nucleus of the 
Ukrainian Communist Party, which after a certain inevitable delay 
is now linked organically with the masses of the agricultural prole-
tariat (the overwhelming majority of Ukrainian proletarian forces), 
was formed within the ranks of the disintegrating party of Ukrain-
ian SR’s. This party’s sphere of interest was the agricultural prole-
tariat and semi-proletariat until the outbreak of the communist rev-
olution. 

A second creative force of the Ukrainian Communist Party 
again consonant with the peculiar nature of the socio-economic 
groupings and the national cultural peculiarities of Ukraine is the 
“Left Independent” wing of the Ukrainian Social Democratic Work-
ers’ Party.  

The reason for the existence of this “wing” lies on the one hand 
in the persistence of the national cultural experience among a cer-
tain (firm) section of the Ukrainian proletariat, including the indus-
trial proletariat, and on the other hand in the disregard on the part 
of the all -Russian revolutionary Social Democracy for the acuteness 
and complexity of the national question in Ukraine. 

This protracted crystallization of communist forces, growing 
organically out of the whole mass of the socio-economic structure 
and national-cultural conditions of Ukraine, a process which by the 
end of the second proletarian revolution in Ukraine had reached a 
measure of finality in the formation of the Ukrainian Communist 
Party (Borotbisty), clearly outlines both the perspectives of the fur-
ther development of the communist revolution and the nature of 
the relations between the two communist centers of Ukraine. 

The natural delay on the part of the overwhelming majority of 
the Ukrainian proletariat and semi-proletariat in entering orga-
nized participation in the communist revolution and communist 
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construction, the historically formed bond between a large number 
of an important segment of the urban industrial proletariat of 
Ukraine and the Great Russian proletariat, the urgent need to 
broaden the basis of the revolution during the extremely difficult 
struggle against world counterrevolution, at the same time, the old 
inertia—not easily overcome—of the centralizing state machine 
have created the historically inevitable characteristics of the largely 
occupation type construction of the Soviet government in Ukraine 
and at the same time, the historically inevitable, temporary organi-
zation of the Russian Communist Party in Ukraine, which in fact 
has been and is the Communist Party (Bolshevik) of Ukraine.  

These historically inevitable characteristics of the enrollment 
of Ukraine, under occupation, in the orbit of the communist revo-
lution and the occupation-type construction of its Soviet govern-
ment have hastened and at the same time profoundly complicated 
the development of the communist revolution in Ukraine and the 
communist center, which is growing organically out of the totality 
of the socio-economic and cultural national structure of Ukraine. 

However, this process has been going on in silence; the broad 
ranks of the Ukrainian proletariat and semi-proletariat are drawing 
their own conclusions based on the experience of the revolution 
which has developed through the establishment of the Ukrainian 
Communist Party (Borotbisty), the organically emerging center for 
the enrollment and organizational-ideological unification of com-
munist forces of Ukraine. 

To what extent this center is inevitably the organic conse-
quence of the sum total of the peculiarities of the socio-economic 
structure of Ukraine is evident from the fact that, having emerged 
from the ranks of the nationalist Ukrainian socialist parties, it has 
become at the same time the center which is uniting and more and 
more is enrolling wide proletarian circles of all nationalities living 
in the territory of Ukraine. This proves that the distinction—artifi-
cially created by tsarism—between the industrial and agricultural 
proletariat of Ukraine is rapidly disappearing. This very tendency 
serves as the pledge that in the further course of the communist 
revolution the mighty surge toward active creative work by the 
broadest proletarian and semi-proletarian masses of Ukraine will 
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lead inevitably to the fusion of all proletarian forces into a single 
type, cultural in its deepest foundations and determined by the to-
tality of the development of the productive forces of Ukraine, which 
will display a certain internal unity with all the variety of their so-
cial peculiarities. 

The international situation and the extreme intensity of the 
struggle between world revolution and world counterrevolution 
demand both the speediest entry of the Ukrainian proletarians into 
the ranks of active fighters for the communist revolution and the 
speediest reconstruction of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic. 

This reconstruction, consonant with all the experience of the 
past period of the revolution, should and will be undertaken by the 
single Ukrainian communist center which in the course of the de-
velopment of the revolution has grown out of the total conglomer-
ation of the socio-economic and cultural-national forces, conditions 
and potentialities of Ukraine. 

 
Kyiv, August 28, 1919  

 
C[entral] C[ommittee] of the Ukrainian Communist Party (Bo-
rotbisty). 
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SPECIAL SUPPLEMENT  
Soviet Responses to Maistrenko’s Borotbism 

For over sixty years the Communist rulers of the Soviet Union pro-
claimed they had solved the national question in the USSR.1 The 
narrative of the “building of socialism and the achievement of fac-
tual equality between nations” was communicated throughout So-
viet society and internationally.2 It was therefore particularly awk-
ward for the Kremlin when the credentials of the Communist Party 
to having achieved a resolution of the nationalities problem were 
challenged by socialist critics such as Ivan Maistrenko. Such dissent 
within the Soviet Union was subject to various levels of repression, 
this was combined with an ongoing information war of dezinfor-
matsiya to counter critics at home and abroad, Maistrenko’s Bo-
rotbism became a target of the Kremlin information war. 

For decades many historians had viewed the revolution in 
Ukraine as part and parcel of the Russian Revolution, a view mir-
roring to some degree Soviet historiography. The publication in 
1954 of Borotbism A Chapter in the History of Ukrainian Communism 
provided not only one of the first significant accounts of the Ukrain-
ian Revolution in English, but also addressed a parallel deficiency 
of the pivotal role of Ukrainian socialism. At this time study of such 
currents as the Borotbisty remained marginal in the USSR, official 
Soviet history of the revolution had crystallized during the ascend-
ancy of Stalinism. Molded by ‘Marxism-Leninism’, history was en-
caged within the parameters of partiinost and served as a source of 
legitimacy for the system. As an increasing number of studies ap-
peared in the west which challenged Soviet and Western orthodoxy 
on Ukrainian history, Soviet historiography sought to counter 
them.  

Simultainous with the publication of Maistrenko’s Borotbism, 
a work appeared in the Ukrainian SSR by Andriy Likholat which 
continued the Stalinist approach to the UCP(Borotbisty). In The de-
feat of the nationalist counterrevolution in Ukraine (1917–1922) Likholat 
writes that:  
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Having lost any influence among the working masses, the petty-bourgeois 
nationalist parties were forced to disguise their anti-people nature by false 
statements about changing their programmatic position. Inside each of these 
parties formed “left” factions and currents, which declared themselves sup-
porters of the Bolsheviks and Soviet power. These factions soon took shape in 
independent parties, which in some cases, in order to deceive the masses, ac-
quired communist names. The Borotbisty group, which emerged from the 
party of Ukrainian “left” SRs in May 1918, in March 1919, adopted the name 
“Socialist-Revolutionaries-Communists.3 

The Soviet approach to the the Borotbisty was also being shaped by 
more current concerns. The Tito-Stalin split was only a few years 
earlier, Maistrenko and the Vpered group had good relations with 
Milovan Djilas and Yugoslav communists. Djilas highlighted the 
fate of Ukraine and predicted a growing impetus towards inde-
pendence by the national Communist bureaucracy in East Europe.4 
The first reference to Maistrenko’s Borotbism was in a subsequent 
work by Oleksandr Slutsky, On the Third Congress of the CP(b)U, in 
which he writes: 

The struggle of the Borotbisty against Soviet power and the Communist Party 
in 1919–1920 and in the current stage is a matter of fervent approval by bour-
geois historians. They see it as an affinity with the notorious “national com-
munism”. In particular, the contemporary American magazine Ukrainian 
Quarterly tries to reclaim Borotbism as the first statement of “national com-
munism”. In the preface to the book of the bourgeois nationalist I. Maistrenko 
Borotbism, published in 1954 in the United States with the aim of promoting 
Borotbism it is stated: “Borotbism, though rooted in Ukrainian soil and charac-
ter, has parallels in recent history ... The theory and the practice of national 
communism was first developed in Ukraine “.5 

With a number of reviews appearing in scholarly journals and 
Maistrenko’s work established as a key source to an emerging gen-
eraton of interested scholars, a refutation of Maistrenko was re-
quired.6 This was published in the official Ukrainian Historical Jour-
nal in the Ukrainian SSR, in a lengthy review by R. G. Symonenko 
entitled “Against Bourgeois Nationalist Misrepresentations of the 
History of Ukraine”.7  

Symonenko considered the decision of the Research Program 
on the USSR to publish Borotbism part of a new approach by 
“Ukrainian bourgeois nationalists”, this was not only to show that 
in 1917–1920 it was Ukrainian socialist parties who enjoyed popular 
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support not the Bolsheviks, but an effort by “the Ukrainian emigre 
nationalist counter-revolution to breathe life into the theory and 
practice of modern “national communism”, a program for a 
Ukrainian Titoism. Something the Kremlin could not tolerate.8 

Symonenko’s review of Borotbism was in the orthodox vain of 
the official Soviet history. This presented the Russian Bolsheviks in 
the leading role of the revolutionary process during 1917–1920, the 
UPSR and USDRP characterized as “petty-bourgeois parties” who 
attempted to retard the socialist revolution. The importance of the 
national question is minimized and written of pejoratively. Sy-
monenko claims the scholarly sources of Borotbism to be weak be-
cause Maistrenko cites the works of leaders of Ukrainian socialist 
parties such as Khrystiuk, Vynnychenko, Shapoval and Fadenko. 
Of course it is not noted that Maistrenko could not access archives 
in Soviet Ukraine for fear of his life.9  

Symonenko could not make this claim with regard to 
Maistrenko’s chapter of “Reminiscences of the Borotbist Organiza-
tion in Kobelyaky”. Here the author resorts to traditional Stalinist 
falsification. Asserting Maistrenko revealed a “distrust of the true 
Revolutionary creativity of Ukrainian workers,” evidenced in the 
“constant hostility of the Borotbisty to Soviet power in Ukraine, 
their close cooperation with the enemies of the Ukrainian people”, 
including the Petlyurist Ataman Bolbochan. Soviet readers of the 
time were in no position to read Borotbism, as such they could not 
know Symonenko referenced a page which stated the opposite, that 
the Borotbisty insurgents were attacking the conservative com-
mander Bolbochan.10 Similar untruths are continued with the ridic-
ulous claim of the Borotbisty/Maistrenko’s “support of the White 
Poles against Soviet Ukraine”, whilst simultaneously stating he was 
associated with the Federalist Opposition inside the CP(b)U.  

Symonenko makes the traditional charge against Maistrenko 
that he sought to “divide the unity in the revolutionary struggle of 
the Russian and Ukrainian workers, in the revolutionary process 
for the liberation of both great peoples”.11 Most “outrageous” in his 
view is Maistrenko’s conclusion that those Ukrainian socialist par-
ties who became dependent on Russian parties had lost their free-
dom of action especially in the national liberation of Ukraine.12  
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To habitually label all critics as “bourgeois nationalists” was 
difficult if there was no Ukrainian bourgeoisie at the time of the 
revolution, something Ukrainian socialists saw as Ukraine being 
‘bourgeoisless”. Maistrenko is accused by Symonenko of guilt of 
association with these ideas of classlessness of the Ukrainian na-
tion, the “the cornerstone of the writings of bourgeois falsifiers of 
history”. This accusation of falsehood is also levelled at the creden-
tial of the left-wing of the UPSR and USDRP in 1917–1918.  

Symonenko considered the planned “coup” of the left-wing of 
the Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries but a quarrel over the prem-
iership and composition of the General Secretariat of the UNR. Fol-
lowing its failure it is claimed the “unity of the Socialist Revolution-
aries and the Social Democrats, the “Left” and the “Right” was 
quickly restored.”13 This dishonest conclusion is drawn from 
Maistrenko’s consideration that antagonism in Ukrainian political 
life was not as deeply ingrained as in Russia, due to there being few 
Ukrainian landlords and capitalists.14 This according to Symonenko 
links Maistrenko not only with the ideas of Hrushevsky but the 
leading Marxist historian’s in Soviet Ukraine in the 1920’s, Matvyi 
Yavorsky and Moysey Ravych-Cherkassky who presented the 
CP(b)U as having dual roots in both Russian and Ukrainian social-
ist parties. This was viewed as heresy and they suffered official dis-
approval under Stalin and perished in the purges.15  

Such works of historians of the 1920’s generation are cited in 
Borotbism, it is also the generation that was disfavoured by official 
Soviet historiography. The writings of those who participated in the 
revolution were viewed as not fully scholarly, due to their personal 
experience it was claimed made them unable to correctly evaluate 
events.16 What is not stated is these Ukrainian historians were vic-
tims of the ascendant Stalinist system at this time. Maistrenko’s par-
ticipation in the events he writes of afforded him even less credence 
in the eyes of official Soviet history. 

Symonenko considers the account of Vynnychenko of the fall 
in 1919 of the Directory being due to the peasants mobilising 
against them, as evidence of the “the absurdity of talking about the 
export of Soviet power from Russia to Ukraine”. This is also con-
sidered evidence of a lack of influence and size of the Borotbisty, 
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whilst on the other hand the purportedly weak Borotbisty it is 
claimed had the capacity to mobilise an array of commanders and 
forces against the Ukrainian Soviet government.17  

Symonenko claims that Maistrenko in his own book reveals 
this betrayal by the Borotbisty by colluding with amongst others 
Ataman Hyrhoryiv in his uprising against the Bolsheviks under the 
slogan “Soviets without Communists”.18 Conveniently Symonenko 
did not inform readers that an entire section of Maistrenko’s book 
is entitled “Joint Action Against Hyrhoryiv” or that the Bolsheviks 
by this time had brought the Borotbisty into the government.19  

Symonenko is forced to concede that the Borotbisty efforts to 
form a Ukrainian Red Army left a significant part of the masses 
pondering why two forces with the same programme for soviet 
power—should fight amongst themselves when facing the threat of 
Denikin. Interestingly Symonenko also points to the hostility be-
tween the Borotbisty and left-wing of the USDRP, the Nezalezh-
nyky as a factor in their failure.20 According to Symonenko the rea-
sons underpinning the very existence of the Borotbisty was not a 
genuine radicalism of the mass membership of the UPSR but a fear 
that the Ukrainian socialists would undermine the national revolu-
tion by driving the masses into the Bolshevik camp. 21  

From claims of the Borotbisty being a grand conspiracy 
Maistrenko is then condemned for falsification of history by his fail-
ure to inform readers of the fate of the Borotbisty: “He did not want 
to inform the reader about the great work that the communists did, 
re-educating those who came from the UKP(b), who resolutely 
broke with their Borotbisty past and sought to work honestly to 
contribute to socialist construction in Ukraine.”22  

Symonenko’s demand for honesty did not allow him to refer-
ence to the actual fate of the Borotbisty who remained in the 
CP(b)U. That Pavel Postyshev, Stalin’s personal representative in 
Ukraine in a report to the Plenum of the Central Committee of the 
CP(b)U said the Borotbisty and former Ukapisty who joined the 
CP(b)U, “not only failed to dissolve in our Bolshevik melting pot 
and become Bolsheviks, but they actually came to the CP(b)U keep-
ing intact their own position and continuously conducted counter-
revolutionary and perfidious activities aimed at undermining the 
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Party and Soviet rule”.23 Based on confessions obtained an “All-
Ukrainian Borotbist Center” was concocted in order to justify the 
terror against the remaining Borotbisty.24  

In 1938 the paper Bilshovyk Ukrainy charged the Borotbisty of 
being agents of Ukrainian nationalism and imperialism, the split in 
the UPSR being a “Jesuit manoeuvre of the Ukrainian nationalist 
counter-revolution”.25 Maistrenko’s friend Hryhory Kostiuk wrote 
in his study of Stalinist Rule in the Ukraine that the “Soviet perver-
sion of Borotbist history and ideology shows that Borotbism 
(Ukrainian Communism) was deeply rooted in Ukraine and that it 
had continued to represent a vital force in the politics of the country 
until 1938.”26  

The response to Maistrenko’s Borotbism appeared to confirm 
that twenty years later it remained a matter of concern to the Soviet 
authorities. In the 1970’s the increased study of Ukrainian com-
munism in the West was perceived by the party leadership in the 
Ukrainian SSR as propaganda for a Ukrainian “national com-
munism”, steps were taken to counteract such a threat.27  

An official pamphlet was published in 1971 as a critique of the 
Borotbisty in Soviet Ukraine, and then in 1975 a book in English by 
Inessa Zenushkina, Soviet Nationalities Policy and Bourgeois Histori-
ans.28 This was published in response to growing concern at the 
changing approach towards Ukrainian history in American publi-
cations, problems previously restricted to “Ukrainian bourgeois na-
tionalist emigres” being now reflected in the works of leading 
scholars.29 In ritualist form Maistrenko was branded a “bourgeois 
nationalist” who “was formerly active in the petty-bourgeois Bo-
rotba party then in existence in Ukraine and belonged to its most 
anti-Soviet wing.”30 Readers were referred to Symonenko’s earlier 
“detailed critical analysis”. 

Yet the years of dezinformatsiya and repression did not fully 
destroy the memory of the Borotbisty in Ukraine. This can be seen 
in the echoes amongst the dissident movement of intellectuals and 
youth of the 1960’s. In his internationaly recognised book issued in 
1965 Internationalism or Russification by the Marxist dissident Ivan 
Dzyuba, it was noted how Lenin’s appeal for unity with the Bo-
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rotbisty was “later violated, and in particular the Borotbist Com-
munists, who met with a positive attitude from him, were removed 
from the leadership of Soviet Ukraine and later exterminated al-
most to a man.”31 

Maistrenko’s Borotbism which was originally written in 
Ukrainian remains unpublished in Ukraine, when it finally is pub-
lished he shall at last have the final word against his Stalinist de-
tractors.  
 
CHRISTOPHER FORD  
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Notes  

1.  V.Vynnychenko, Rozlad i pohodzhennia, cited in Ivan L.Rudnytsky, Essays in 
Modern Ukrainian History, Edmonton, 1987, p. 419. 

2  Borotbisty is the plural form of Borotbist derived from the name of their party 
newspaper Borotba meaning struggle. 

3  Micro histories of the UPSR and Borotbisty are included in: Andrzej 
Rudzienski, Ukrainian Problem—Past and Present, From Czarism to Stali-
nism, New International, Vol.14 No.5, July 1948. Mace, James, Communism and 
the Dilemmas of National Liberation, Harvard, 1983, Reshetar, John, The Ukrai-
nian Revolution, 1917–1920: A Study in Nationalism, New York, 1972, Borys, Ju-
rij, The Sovietization of Ukraine, 1917–1923, Edmonton, 1980. There is no specific 
history of the USDRP, though in addition to the above two important unpub-
lished studies which address this party and the wider Ukrainian socialist mo-
vement are: Boshyk, George.Y., The Rise of Ukrainian Political Parties in Russia 
1900–1907: With Special Reference to Social Democracy, PhD Theses, St.Anthonys 
College Oxford, 1981, Bojcun, Marko, The Working Class and the National Ques-
tion in Ukraine, 1880–1920, York University, Toronto, 1985. 

4  The Borotbisty of the revolutionary period should not be confused with the 
small neo-Stalinist sect Ob’yednannia “Boroťba” (Union of Struggle ) formed 
in Ukraine in 2011. See: http://avtonomia.net/2014/03/03/statement-left-
anarchist-organizations-borotba-organization/ 

5  Procyk, Anna, Russian Nationalism and Ukraine, The Nationality Policy of the Vol-
unteer Army during the Civil War, CIUS, Edmonton, 1995, p. 49, and Prince Al-
exander Wolkonsky, The Ukraine Question The Historic Truth Versus Separatist 
Propaganda, Rome, Ditta E Armani, 1920.  

6  See Michael Pszyk, ‘Novorossiya’s’ Right-wing Friends’, Ukraine Solidarity 
Campaign, <https://ukrainesolidaritycampaign.org/2017/07/28/novoros 
siyas-right-wing-friends/>. [Accessed 2 April 2018] 

7  See Michael Pszyk, Novorossiya’s’ Leftist Friends’, Ukraine Solidarity Cam-
paign, <https://ukrainesolidaritycampaign.org/2017/07/28/novorossiyas-
leftist-friends/>. [Accessed 2 April 2018].  

8  It is true the claim to be waging an anti-fascists struggle has been utilized to 
secure willing support from the neo-Stalinist left and others, simultaneously 
the Russian Empire nationalism and even Tsarist goals of the Russian forces 
in East Ukraine are undisguised. This Russian aggression of 2014 directed to-
wards Eastern Ukraine presents many similarities to the aggression directed 
towards Western Ukraine in 1914. 

9  An appalling example this is the work of the British Stalinist Andrew Murray, 
The Empire and Ukraine, Manifesto Press, London 2015. In contrast even to So-
viet historians Murray makes no reference at all to a Ukrainian Revolution in 
1917, or to it creating an autonomous Ukraine and the Ukrainian Peoples Re-
public. History for Murray conveniently begins in 1918 with the German 
sponsored Hetmanate. Ibid. Empire and Ukraine P. 49–50. 
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10  On these ideas of Maistrenko and his comrades of the URDP see: Chris Ford, 

‘Socialism, Stalinism and National Liberation: Coming to Terms with a 
Changed World, The Ideas of the URDP ( Vpered Group) in the Post-War 
Era’, Debatte: Journal of Contemporary Central and Eastern Europe , Volume 
14, , 2006 - Issue 2, pp. 119–143. 

11  See, Andor, Laszlo and Summers, Martin, Market Failure A Guide to the East 
European ‘Economic Miracle’, London 1998, and Haynes, Mike, Russia Class and 
Power 1917–2000, London 2002.  

12  Russia’s Near-Abroad policy has been structured under the supervision of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and its specialized agency, Rossotrudnichestvo (the 
Federal Agency for the Commonwealth of Independent States, Compatriots 
Living Abroad, and International Humanitarian Cooperation. See: Marlene 
Laruelle, The “Russian World”, Russia’s Soft Power and Geopolitical Imagi-
nation, Center on Global Interests, Washington, 2015 

13  Babenko,A (Ivan Maistrenko), ‘Stalinizm, suchasna forma rosiysʹkoho impe-
rializmu., Vpered, no.7–8 (19–20), Munich, 1951.  

14  Kremlin backing for European reactionary forces can been seen in such exam-
ples as support for the French National Front, Forza Italia, Silvio Berlusconi’s 
party in Italy, the Austrian Freedom Party, the Catholic-monarchist Carlist 
movement in Spain, the Hungarian Jobbik party, the Greek Golden Dawn 
party and the Bulgarian Ataka party, through to the British National Party 
(BNP) and the German Zuerst journal. 

15  Eight of its Ukraine’s oblasts were targeted as winnable by Kremlin strate-
gists. Almost simultaneously with the developments in Crimea, rallies broke 
out in Kharkiv, Odesa, Luhansk, Donetsk, Kherson, Dnipro, Zaporizhia, My-
kolayiv and many smaller towns. These saw pro-Kremlin rallies, Russian 
flags, attempts to seize the Security Bureau of Ukraine or police premises and 
proclaim People’s Republics—in some places more successfully than in oth-
ers. However, the proxy forces did not gain the mass support that the organ-
izers presumed, and they often had to bring in ‘guest protesters’ from Russia 
to try to turn the tide. 

16  Ihor Losiev, 2 June 2016, ‘The Battle for Historical Memory’, <http://ukrain-
ianweek.com/History/166557> [accessed 2 April 2018]. 

17  Seventy scholars of Ukraine based in Western Europe, North America and 
Ukraine condemned these laws. The legislation has drawn criticism from 
other institutions ranging from the United States Holocaust Museum to 
the OSCE. The Provisions of the institute are available on-line at: 
<http://www.memory.gov.ua/page/polozhennya-pro-ukrainskii-institut-
natsionalnoi-pamyati> [Accessed 2 April 2018].  

18  In this model the ‘Ukrainian State’, (the Hetmanate) of Pavlo Skoropadsky 
installed by the Kaisers Germany, is placed on a par with the Ukrainian Peo-
ples Republic it overthrew. This state was itself guilty of crimes later Com-
munists and Nazis are today condemned by the law of Ukraine for commit-
ting.  

19  Viatrovych makes no differentiation between the Stalinist era and the revolu-
tionary period. See Volodymyr Viatrovych, ‘“Decommunization” and Aca-
demic Discussion’,<https://krytyka.com/en/solutions/opinions/decom-
munization-and-academic-discussion.> [Accessed 2 April 2018].  
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20  Andreas Umland, ‘The Ukrainian government’s Memory Institute against the 

West’,<http://www.neweasterneurope.eu/articles-and-commentary/2284-
the-ukrainian-government-s-memory-institute-against-the-west>. [Accessed 
2 April 2018]. 

21  A Babenko, ‘Ukrayinsʹka natsionalʹna revolyutsiya i natsionalistychna reak-
tsiya’, Vpered, Munich, No.3. (12), 1950. 

22  These competing conceptions of Ukraine are not present in the official state 
narrative. This model of “historical memory” is reinforced by four memory 
laws including ‘On the Legal Status and Honoring the Memory of Fighters for 
Ukraine’s Independence in the Twentieth Century’. See <http://www.mem 
ory.gov.ua/laws/law-ukraine-legal-status-and-honoring-memory-fighters-
ukraines-independence-twentieth-century.> [Accessed 2 April 2018].  
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ing, the “Borotbist” part of the title had receded to secondary importance. 
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ian Steppes During the Civil War], Leningrad, 1927, p. 5. 

44  Ibid., p. 73. 
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post in the Cheka. [Yakovlev is not to be confused with the Bolshevik Yakov 
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48  Rafes, op. cit., p. 164 
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Ravich-Cherkassky (op. cit,, p. 139) lists Petrovsky as Chairman, Rakovsky as 
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16  Quoted in Kin, op. cit., p. 197. 
17  Mazepa, Ukraina, Vol. I, p. 163. 
18  “Haydamak,” a Turkish word originally meaning “raider” or “brigand,” ap-

plied in the eighteenth century to Ukrainian peasants in anti-Polish revolts, 
but here simply the name of military units whose soldiers were thus called 
Haydamaky.—EA 
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Ukrainian army. It was this agreement and doubts as to its possibilities which 
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25  Mazepa, Ukraina, Vol. II, pp. 174, 225–226. 
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Tyutyunnyk, op. cit., pp. 42–43, 44, 45. All italics in the original. 
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the influence of the Volokh incident and probably of Borot’bist propaganda. 
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  The shift of allegiance of the Galician Army had a similar effect on Ukrain-

ian SR’s of the UPSR (Center) around the Ukrainian People’s Army. Pro-So-
viet elements in the Volyn’ Division were allowed to send a delegation to the 
Russian 44th Division. Although received with great ceremony, it did not get 
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original). 

28  Quoted in Tyutyunnyk, op. cit., pp. 84–87 passim. 29-passim. 
29  Ravich-Cherkassky, op. cit., pp. 146–148 
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