


Between 1914 and 1954, the Ukrainian-speaking territories in East Central 
Europe suffered almost 15 million “excess deaths” as well as numerous 
large-scale evacuations and forced population transfers. These losses were 
the devastating consequences of the two world wars, revolutions, famines, 
genocidal campaigns, and purges that wracked Europe in the first half of 
the twentieth century and spread new ideas, created new political and eco-
nomic systems, and crafted new identities.

In Total Wars and the Making of Modern Ukraine, 1914–1954, George 
O. Liber argues that the continuous violence of the world wars and inter-
war years transformed the Ukrainian-speaking population of East Central 
Europe into self-conscious Ukrainians. Wars, mass killings, and forced 
modernization drives made and re-made Ukraine’s boundaries, institu-
tionalized its national identities, and pruned its population according to 
various state-sponsored political, racial, and social ideologies. In short, the 
two world wars, the Holodomor, and the Holocaust played critical roles 
in forming today’s Ukraine. 

A landmark study of the terrifying scope and paradoxical consequences 
of mass violence in Europe’s bloodlands, this book will transform our 
understanding of the entangled histories of Ukraine, the USSR, Germany, 
and East Central Europe in the twentieth century.

george o. liber is a professor in the Department of History at the 
Uni ver sity of Alabama at Birmingham.
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War is just the continuation of politics by other means.
Carl von Clausewitz

Wars and revolutions … have thus far determined the physiognomy of the twenti-
eth century … the interrelationship of war and revolution, their reciprocation and 
mutual dependence, has steadily grown, and … the emphasis in the relationship 
has shifted more and more from war to revolution.

Hannah Arendt

We have made Italy, now we have to make Italians.
Massimo d’Azeglio
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This project started over ten years ago, when Alexander J. Motyl and I 
taught classes at Harvard’s Summer School. At the end of that semester, he 
suggested that I write a brief history of modern Ukraine, the topic of my 
course. I conceived the outline of this “short course” on the eve of 
Ukraine’s 2004 Orange Revolution, and after it unfolded that November 
and December, I took several long and meandering detours. My planned 
concise history became a long and convoluted one. I am grateful to several 
friends, especially Liah Greenfeld, who showed me the error of my initial 
approach.

I am most indebted to Jacqueline Olich, former associate director of the 
Center for Slavic, Eurasian, and European Studies at the University of 
North Carolina, who invited me to a conference on the Holodomor at 
Chapel Hill in  September 2008. Preparing a paper for her conference 
forced me to re- view the flow of the history of Ukraine in the twentieth 
century through the lens of its creation and development in the frame-
work of the conflicts within the European state system.

Holly Brasher, Guido Hausmann, Jeff Jones, Nazar Kholod, Matt 
Payne, Lisa Sharlach, and Sergei Zhuk read earlier versions of various 
chapters and made perceptive comments on them. My colleague Andrew 
Demshuk evaluated one draft and commented on revised versions of two 
chapters. His assessments helped me shorten the scope of my project and, 
simultaneously, to better focus it. Hiroaki Kuromiya, Bill Risch, and 
Bohdan Vitvitsky critically assessed later drafts. Olga Bertelsen read the 
2013 versions of chapters 6 and 7; Alex Motyl commented on chapters 8 
and 9. Both provided sharp and profound insights. Paweł Machcewicz 
read chapters 4 and 8 and supplied me with excellent advice on how to 
improve them. Oleh Wolowyna always promptly replied to my emailed 
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Mark LaGory, one of my now- retired colleagues at the University of 
Alabama at Birmingham, often responded to the convoluted state of the 
world with a pithy phrase: “It’s all so complex!” How true this statement 
remains, especially after the completion of this interpretative essay and the 
host of special challenges it presented.

In envisioning this political and social history, I sought to write an easily 
comprehensible narrative that described and analysed the impact of the 
twentieth century’s total wars on the formation and development of mod-
ern Ukraine and its evolution as a geopolitical pivot and as a divided state. 
I strove to make my story understandable to a broader audience without 
oversimplifying it.

Russian and Ukrainian are normally transcribed in the Cyrillic alpha-
bet, and there is no standard system of transliterating these languages into 
English. I tried to give the English- language reader a reasonably accurate 
rendition of the original, while avoiding diacritical marks and other subtle-
ties which linguists may consider necessary. In this book I used a slightly 
modified Library of Congress version for Russian and Ukrainian, as 
adopted by the Journal of Ukrainian Studies, published by the Canadian 
Institute of Ukrainian Studies, Edmonton, Alberta.

To make this text as readable as possible, I adopted common English- 
language renderings of personal and place names wherever possible: for 
example, Kiev, Moscow, Warsaw, Bukovina, Alexander II, Leon Trotsky 
(not Lev Trotskii), Mykhailo Hrushevsky, Grigory Grinko (not Hryhory 
Hrynko). In the endnotes, I left personal names in the language in which 
they appear in the original text and added soft signs.

In light of the complex impact of imperial and state policies on the evo-
lution of national identities, I employed geographic names less familiar to 
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the American reader in the official language of the state that ruled over di-
verse sets of people at the time: thus, Lemberg until 1918, Lwów from 1918 
to 1939, then Lviv after 1939. For towns and cities in the Russian Empire 
through 1917, I transliterated from the Russian; from 1918, from the dom-
inant languages of the region. In conforming to this organizational system, 
I hope to remind the reader of the fluidity, malleability, and contingency 
of the development and institutionalization of the Ukrainian national 
project within the framework of the twentieth- century competition among 
Europe’s Great Powers, multinational empires, multinational states, power-
ful nationalist movements, and religious communities.

In my description of the region under study, I relied primarily on territor-
ial (such as “Right Bank”) and administrative (such as “Galicia”) terms. To 
distinguish between the old and new ways of looking at the world, I applied 
the terms (1) “Little Russian,” “Ruthenian,” or “Rusyn” to those who 
viewed local traditions compatible with imperial rule; and (2) “Ukrainian” 
to activists who questioned the unity of the East Slavs and the legitimacy of 
the Austrian and Russian empires. This inquiry traces how this small second 
group defined, attracted, expanded, and helped secure this national project 
within the cauldron of conflicting multilingual, multi- confessional, and 
multi- political worlds in East Central Europe in the first half of the twenti-
eth century.

“Narodna” may be translated either as “national” or “people’s.” In deal-
ing with the revolutionary period in chapter 3, I will employ the term 
“Ukrainian National Republic” (not “Ukrainian People’s Republic”) for 
Ukrains’ka Narodna Respublika.

To designate areas with large potentially Ukrainian populations in my 
text and maps, I utilized the term “majority Ukrainian- speaking territor-
ies (or provinces),” which does not necessarily presuppose a developed 
national consciousness on the part of the majority Ukrainian- speaking 
population. Nor does it imply an “ethnically pure” Ukrainian population 
within the multiple administrative borders and subdivisions the Russian, 
Austrian, Austro- Hungarian, Polish, Czechoslovak, Romanian, or Soviet 
states created. It merely affirms the obvious: that within these official 
bureaucratic constructions, the majority of the population spoke a com-
mon, non- standardized language and vaguely identified themselves (or 
could be mobilized to think of themselves) as different from other groups 
within their midst. “Majority Ukrainian- speaking provinces” included 
towns and cities with large Polish- speaking and sizeable Yiddish- speaking 
urban areas (such as Lemberg/Lwów before 1939) in Austria- Hungary 
and Poland as well as large Russian- speaking cities (such as Odessa and 
Kiev in the Russian Empire) before and after 1917.
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Just as empires differ from states and states from nations, in this text I 
distinguished between “ethnicity” and “nation.” By ethnic or ethnograph-
ical, I mean groups which recognize their differences with other groups in 
terms of their language, religion, and/or culture, but which cannot pre-
cisely define the borders of these dissimilarities with all groups. When 
pressed, members of ethnic groups hesitantly describe themselves as part 
of small, compact, local, or regional communities.

When individuals or groups identify their cohort in more sophisticated 
terms, I characterized these persons or groups as possessing a “national 
consciousness,” an awareness that one or one’s people belongs to a larger 
imagined community with a common vision of the past, present, and fu-
ture. The emergence of a national consciousness does not necessarily make 
one a nationalist, someone who aspires to create an autonomous political 
arena for one’s group or an independent nation- state. But it remains a ne-
cessary precondition for the emergence of mass nationalism.

National identities are not primordial, acquired at birth, or permanently 
fixed after their development. The process of acquiring a national identity 
is neither preordained nor inevitable; nor does it emerge or develop in a 
social or political vacuum. Although Joseph Stalin defined the key ele-
ments of a nation in such supposedly objective terms as “a historically 
constituted, stable community of people, formed on the basis of a common 
language, territory, economic life, and psychological make- up manifested 
in a common culture,” nations and national consciousness are not divorced 
from subjective and situational environments. They thrive in fluid and 
contentious social and political systems, responding to external stimuli and 
to various perceived incentives, sanctions, humiliations, and indignities. 
Although it is difficult to formulate a nuanced assessment of the evolution 
of national identity formation, national consciousness, national move-
ments, nation building, and nationalism, it is not impossible.

I have gleaned many valuable bits of information from Imperial Russian 
and Soviet censuses and statistical handbooks and included them in these 
pages. Despite my reliance on them, I agree with Gwendolyn Sasse, who as-
serted that “Soviet statistical data is problematic and can, at best, indicate 
trends” (The Crimea Question: Identity, Transition, and Conflict [Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute, 2007], 122).

For the sake of convenience, all dates follow the Julian calendar until 
1 January 1918. Soviet Russia adopted the new (Gregorian) calendar on 
14  February 1918; the Ukrainian Central Rada embraced the modern 
chronological framework on 1 March 1918.
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Even for the informed reader, the many administrative and territorial chan-
ges that took place on the lands that became a united Ukraine in the twen-
tieth century are confusing. Before the outbreak of the First World War 
in August 1914, the Russian and the Austro- Hungarian empires held all of 
the Ukrainian- speaking territories in East Central Europe. The war, the 
subsequent revolutions, and the Second World War accelerated the evolu-
tion of Ukraine’s administrative divisions. The creation of these political 
demarcations reflects power and control, and most of the modifications 
came about in periods of conflict and enormous demographic losses.

In 1914, Russia’s Ukrainian- speaking provinces were split into nine gu-
bernias (provinces), and subdivided into 102 povits (counties) and 1,989 
volosts (rural districts). From the February Revolution in early 1917 until 
the mid- 1950s, the political organization of Soviet Russia and the Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) experienced constant fluctuations, as 
did Ukraine’s political architecture.

Despite the efforts of the Ukrainian Central Rada to create a new ad-
ministrative framework for the Ukrainian- speaking provinces in  March 
1918, this reform was never implemented. At the end of the revolutionary 
period in 1920, the newly installed Soviet authorities restored the Russian 
imperial model with gubernias, volosts, and povits, increasing the number 
of gubernias to twelve.

With the creation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) on 
30 December 1922, the leaders of this new political entity recognized the 
national- territorial principle and divided the vast territories they controlled 
into national republics and autonomous republics, autonomous oblasts 
(provinces), krais (lands), okrugs (regions), raions (districts), and village 
soviets (councils). In the Ukrainian SSR, on 12  April 1923, 53 okrugs 
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(regions) replaced the existing 102 povits. With border rectifications and the 
transfer of territories to the Russian SFSR, Ukraine retained 41 okrugs.

In  October 1924, the Soviet authorities created the Moldavian Auto-
nomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR) along the Ukrainian republic’s 
southwestern boundaries with Romania. In 1925, the authorities dissolved 
the gubernias, retaining only the okrugs and raions, as reflected in the first 
Soviet census of 17 December 1926. In August 1930 the Soviet Ukrainian 
government then abolished the okrugs. From September 1930 to February 
1932 only raions remained as the principal administrative component of the 
Ukrainian SSR. At that time, this republic possessed nearly 600 raions, 
twenty- five of which were designated as raions for Ukraine’s national and 
ethnic minorities. In 1932, the authorities introduced a new political frame-
work with oblasts, raions, and rural soviets. In that year, the Ukrainian SSR 
created seven oblasts (Chernihiv, Dniepropetrovsk, Donetsk, Kharkiv, Kiev, 
Odessa, and Vinnytsia) and retained the Moldovan ASSR, as manifested in 
the “defective” second Soviet census of 6 January 1937. Two years later, there 
were fifteen oblasts and the Moldovan ASSR, as documented in the “official” 
second Soviet census of 17 January 1939. This oblast- raion arrangement re-
mained a permanent feature of the USSR’s administrative- territorial struc-
ture until its collapse in 1991.

With the Molotov- Ribbentropf Pact of 1939, the USSR acquired the 
Belarusan-  and Ukrainian- speaking areas from Poland, and Bessarabia and 
Bukovina from Romania. In August 1940, the Soviet authorities separated 
the Moldovan ASSR from Ukraine and formed the new Moldovan SSR by 
incorporating the central section of Bessarabia, recently annexed from 
Romania. Encompassing an area of 33,843 square kilometres (13,067 square 
miles), it emerged as and remained the smallest republic in the USSR.

Shortly after the Munich Agreement, Hungary acquired Transcarpathia 
(now Carpatho-Ukraine) from a truncated Czechoslovakia in April 1939. 
After the invasion of the USSR on 22 June 1941, Germany and Romania 
divided the Ukrainian SSR. The Germans created Reichskommissariat 
Ukraine from most of Eastern Ukraine and Western Volhynia, but added 
the oblasts of Drohobych, Lviv, and Stanislaviv, and Ternopil to the 
General Government. Germany annexed Poland’s Podlachia, and Poland 
reacquired it after the war. Romania received Southern Bessarabia, North-
ern Bukovina, and parts of Odessa, Vinnytsia, and Mykolaiv Oblasts. These 
eastern areas, between the Buh and Dniester Rivers, became Romanian-
controlled Transnistria.

At the start of the twentieth century, the Ukrainian- speaking territories 
of the Austro- Hungarian Empire were divided into two crown lands, 
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Galicia and Bukovina, which the Austrians administered. Transcarpathia 
belonged to Hungary. With the collapse of the Dual Monarchy in 1918, 
Galicia became a part of Poland, Bukovina a part of Romania, and Trans-
carpathia a part of Czechoslovakia.

In addition to Galicia, independent Poland acquired a part of the 
Russian Empire’s Volhynia and created a system of voivodeships (prov-
inces) which encompassed the Ukrainian- speaking territories. Poland 
governed these territories until the Soviet invasion of that nation- state on 
17 September 1939. Shortly afterwards, the USSR annexed the majority 
Ukrainian- speaking voievodeships of Drohobycz, Lwów, Stanislawów, 
Tarnopol, and Western Wołyń to the Ukrainian SSR. In the summer of 
1940 the USSR acquired the Ukrainian- speaking provinces of Bukovina 
and Izmail from Romania, and in 1945 Transcarpathia from Czechoslovakia, 
which reacquired it from Hungary. The territories incorporated to the 
Ukrainian SSR during and after the Second World War were organized 
into eight new oblasts. On 21  May 1959, the Drohobych Oblast was 
merged into the Lviv Oblast.

Crimea – a peninsula with a territory of 27,000  square kilometres 
(10,425 square miles) – had been a part of the Russian Soviet Federated 
Socialist Republic (RSFSR) as an Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic 
shortly after the Soviet Union came into existence in late 1922. With the 
Soviet expulsion of the Crimean Tatars in early 1944, the Crimean ASSR 
became an ordinary oblast of the RSFSR on 30 June 1945. The Presidium 
of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR transferred the Crimean Oblast from 
the Russian Federation (RSFSR) to the Ukrainian SSR on 19  February 
1954.

When Ukraine became independent in 1991, it inherited all of the ter-
ritories the Ukrainian SSR possessed after  February 1954. Most of the 
countries of the world, including the Russian Federation, recognized its 
independence and territorial sovereignty.

In response to Ukraine’s Euromaidan Revolution of 2013–14, the Russian 
Federation invaded the Crimea and annexed it on 18 March 2014. At the 
same time, it started to support the pro- Russian separatists in Eastern 
Ukraine.

Sources: V. Kubijovič, “Administrative Territorial Division,” Encyclopedia of 
Ukraine (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1984), 1:11–14; V. Kubijovyč, M. 
Miller, O. Ohloblyn, and A. Zhukovsky, “Crimea,” in Volodymyr Kubijovyč, 
Encyclopedia of Ukraine, 1:611–17; Vasyl Danylenko, Ukrains’ka intelligentsia i 
vlada. Zvedennia sekretnoho viddilu DPU USRR 1927–1929 rr. (Kiev: Tempora, 
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2012), 22; Historical Dictionary of Ukraine, 2nd ed., ed. Ivan Katchanovski, Zenon 
E. Kohut, Bohdan Y. Nebesio, and Myroslav Yurkevych (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow 
Press, 2013), 14–17; R.W. Davies and Stephen G. Wheatcroft, The Years of Hunger: 
Soviet Agriculture, 1931–1933 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), xvi; Steven 
Fischer- Galati, “Moldova and the Moldavians,” in Handbook of Major Soviet 
Nationalities, ed. Zev Katz, Rosemarie Rogers, and Frederic Harned (New York: 
Free Press, 1975), 415, 418; http://www.adm.dp.gov.ua (accessed 7 July 2014); and 
Matthew D. Pauly, Breaking the Tongue: Language, Education, and Power in 
Soviet Ukraine, 1923–1934 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014), xix–xx.

http://www.adm.dp.gov.ua


1 centner = 100 kilograms
1 centner = 0.1 metric tons
1 desiatin = 2.7 acres
1 hectare (10,000 square metres) = 2.47 acres
1 kilogram = 2.2046 pounds
1 kilometre = 0.6214 miles
1 metric ton = 10 centners
1 mile = 1.6093 kilometres
1 pood = 16.38 kilograms (36.11 pounds)
1 square kilometre = 0.3861 square miles
1 square mile = 2.5899 square kilometres
1 ton = 1,000 kilograms

Russian, Soviet, and Ukrainian  
Measurements
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Wars, revolutions, occupations, forced deportations, voluntary evacuations, 
ethnic cleansings, and genocides in the first half of the twentieth century 
killed tens of millions of Europeans, displaced even more physically and 
psychologically, and profoundly altered the international political order for 
both the victors and the vanquished. The leading actors in these upheavals 
drew a grim lesson from past conflicts and radically escalated the pattern of 
mass violence to unprecedented levels.1 As a consequence, each military 
contest and revolution built on the preceding one, produced more casualties 
and victims, and strengthened the power of each state over its populations.

Since the nineteenth century’s demographic surge, industrial advances, and 
Europe’s “political awakening,” armies had become larger and more mecha-
nized and military operations more intensive and extensive. The French rev-
olutionary and Napoleonic wars, the American Civil War, and the 1870 
Franco- Prussian War had activated civilian populations and homefront econ-
omies, no longer exempting them from enemy attack. All in all, the division 
between combatants and non- combatants slowly started to disappear.2

With the outbreak of the Great War in 1914, European leaders con-
cluded that in an era of mass communications, mass politics, and mass 
production, “wars [would be] waged between whole populations, soldier 
and civilian alike.”3 The age of total war had arrived.4

Between 1914 and 1950, these total wars and state- sponsored interven-
tions constituted the most destructive clashes in human history, “killing 
more people in aggregate absolute terms as well as per war.”5 In the First 
World War, more than ten million died and more than twenty million were 
gravely wounded. In the war’s wake, the world also experienced a highly 
contagious influenza outbreak in the winter of 1918–19, killing up to 
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fifty million. In the Second World War, nearly sixty million died.6 Due to 
the widespread introduction of more destructive weapons of war, a com-
munications revolution, and unbounded ideological enthusiasms, human 
losses rose dramatically between the first and second set of hostilities. 
Whereas only 5 per cent of the European deaths in the First World War 
included civilians, well over half of the victims in the Second World War 
did not wear a uniform.7 More women and children died than ever before.8 
In addition to this human annihilation, these wars created large numbers of 
refugees: four to five million in 1918–22 and between 30 and 40.5 million 
between 1945 and 1950.9

By constantly vilifying their enemies, including non- combatants, the 
warring elites raised modern- day brutality and dehumanization to an un-
precedented standard.10 Mass hatred generated more mass hatred. Enormous 
battlefield casualties, depopulations, and extensive population transfers 
during these two total wars destabilized the majority of the home fronts of 
the belligerents, eroded the war efforts of the weaker powers, and mobi-
lized national and social identities throughout the world. By activating 
enormous social and psychological dislocations, these total wars and revo-
lutions not only accelerated previously existing trends, they also ignited 
powerful political movements and social contradictions.

 These total wars encompassed not only wars between empires and states 
(external wars), but also violent political disorders within states. Those who 
sought to overturn a state’s political and social order launched internal 
wars, which combined aspects of different types of violence, such as civil, 
national, and anti- colonial wars, revolts, rebellions, uprisings, guerilla wars, 
mutinies, jacqueries, coups d’état, terrorism, and insurrections.11

Total wars became a major driver of social developments, producing 
diverse sets of changes in different states and societies.12 In various ways 
they recast the world’s economies, political systems, social institutions, 
and cultures. By altering customs and behaviour, artistic and intellectual 
ideas and practices, the status of women, and the role of the family, each of 
these violent outbreaks shattered the level of social cohesiveness within 
each empire or state.13 Not all of these developments proved cataclysmic. 
Some evolved in small, very subtle ways, maturing decades later.

These conflicts disrupted the international social, economic, and political 
status quo and undermined the hegemony of long- standing multinational 
empires. Not only did these major bloodlettings shape and realign the 
European state system, they also accelerated the processes of state building 
and nation building among groups that did not possess their own sovereign 
states. By creating a strong sense of “us against them,” modern wars forced 
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people to take sides and to “confirm their loyalty and identity” in public.14 
These mass disturbances transformed the Ukrainian- speaking populations 
of East Central Europe into actors, not just objects, of their own history. 
Unlike historians with the luxury of perspective decades after events, these 
men and women had to make choices within a confusing and very fluid 
environment (the “fog of war”) and had “to consider their moves in almost 
complete ignorance of their opponents’ intentions, resources, and will.”15 
Their responses to this violence and their post- war representations helped 
delineate the imagined boundaries of the Ukrainian community.16 These 
wars, in short, facilitated the making, remaking, and unmaking of modern 
Ukraine, currently the second- largest European state (after the Russian 
Federation) in terms of size (603,700  square kilometres/ 233,090  square 
miles) and sixth in terms of population (44,400,000).17 The physical and 
psychological dislocations they generated also helped create self- conscious 
Ukrainians.

Over a forty- year period, the people living in the contiguous areas that 
became Ukraine bore the brunt of constant mobilizations and demobiliza-
tions and a long continuum of mass violence, which decimated entire gen-
erations of young men and killed enormous numbers of civilians. From 
1914 to 1948, the territories encompassing Ukraine in its present form suf-
fered approximately fifteen million “excess deaths”: 1.3 million during the 
First World War; 2.3 million during the post- 1917 civil and national wars 
(and during the brief Polish- Soviet War of 1920); 4  million during the 
state- induced famine of 1932–3, now called the Holodomor (murder by 
starvation); 300,000 during the Great Terror and the annexation of Poland’s 
and Romania’s eastern borderlands; 6.5 to 7.4 million during the Second 
World War; and 400,000 during the post- war famine and Stalin’s campaign 
against Ukrainian anti- Soviet partisans in Western Ukraine.18 In addition 
to these losses, the people of Ukraine also endured massive evacuations 
and forced population transfers to Central Asia and to the Far East. Many, 
not necessarily the majority, never returned.

Each of these armed contests changed international borders, fostered 
the creation of sovereign and quasi- sovereign states which sought to de-
fine their citizens, and sparked national and civil wars. Each of these catas-
trophes expanded on the previous ones and institutionalized the idea that 
the Ukrainian- speaking population differed from the Poles and Russians. 
These social earthquakes became the primary locomotives of the history 
of modern Ukraine and helped it emerge as what scholars have classified 
as both a pivotal and cleft state in the second half of the century, especially 
after independence in 1991.
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The former US National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski once 
observed that the most important countries in the world are either geo-
strategic players or geopolitical pivots. Active geostrategic players possess 
“the capacity and the national will to exercise power or influence beyond 
their borders in order to alter … the existing geopolitical state of affairs.” 
They are, in his words, “geopolitically volatile.” France, Germany, Russia, 
China, and India belong to this Eurasian club of geostrategic players.19 In 
contrast to this group, geopolitical pivots are “states whose importance is 
derived not from their own power and motivation but rather from their 
sensitive location and from the consequences of their potentially vulnera-
ble condition for the behavior of geostrategic players. Most often, geopo-
litical pivots are determined by their geography, which in some cases gives 
them a special role in either defining access to important areas or in deny-
ing resources to a significant player.”20

In Brzezinski’s view of the world, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, South Korea, 
Turkey, and Iran constitute important geopolitical pivots.21 Throughout 
the twentieth century, the majority Ukrainian- speaking territories played 
a key role in shaping the competition between the great powers (active 
geopolitical players) of Central and East Central Europe, especially 
Poland, Germany, and Russia (later the USSR). In this period, the inten-
sity of the political allegiances and the national identities of the peoples 
living on these territories helped decide the success of Moscow’s efforts to 
assert its influence along its western flank. Ukraine’s emergence as an in-
dependent state after 1991 both enhanced Poland’s security and challenged 
Russia’s hegemony over the post- Soviet region.22 (See map 1.)

In addition to being a pivotal state, Ukraine is to some extent what the 
late Harvard political scientist Samuel P. Huntington called a cleft country. 
As defined by Huntington, a cleft country is one whose population includes 
large groups belonging to different civilizations. China, India, Indonesia, 
the Phillipines, Sri Lanka, Malaysia and Singapore, the Sudan, Nigeria, 
Tanzania, Kenya, and Ethiopia are all examples.23 Internal conflicts develop 
in cleft countries “when a majority group belonging to one civilization at-
tempts to define the state as its political instrument and to make its language, 
religion, and symbols those of the state.”24 The prevailing view becomes “we 
are different peoples and belong in different places.”25

In his controversial book The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking 
of World Order, Huntington problematically described Ukraine as “a cleft 
country with two distinct cultures. The civilizational fault line between 
the West and Orthodoxy runs through its heart and has done so for centu-
ries.”26 Ukraine’s political and cultural identity is both more complex and 
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less fragile than he allows. But he raises a serious point. Ukraine’s internal 
divisions often appear (especially after 1991) to overshadow the factors 
that unite it.

Ukraine’s cleftness did not emerge in a political vacuum. External geopo-
litical contexts, the overall balance of power, and foreign interventions of-
ten helped shape its internal developments. Each of the past century’s brutal 
wars, revolutions, and subsequent social cataclysms opened new doors and 
opportunities while closing others, producing a new set of menus, options, 
contingencies, and unintended consequences for the people living in the 
Ukrainian- speaking provinces. As the status quo crumbled with each catas-
trophe, chaos brought novel challenges as well as opportunities. Men and 
women had to adapt to a different world, one containing heretofore un-
imagined political and social possibilities. People had to reassess their em-
bedded perceptions and assumptions of the world, create new mental maps, 
make serious political decisions, and even choose sides. Although the mass-
es did not determine the political list of options from which to choose, they 
could select from various alternatives, however limited in number.27 As 
mass politics dragged almost everyone into its volatile undercurrents, the 
possibility of neutrality disappeared. Ukraine’s geographic location and 
turbulent political environment helped determine these outcomes.

Geographic Factors

Situated in the southwestern portion of the East European plain, Ukraine 
is slightly smaller in area than Alaska, Texas, or most of the Canadian 
provinces and territories. Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, and Moldova border 
it to the west; Belarus to the north; and the Russian Federation to the 
northeast and east. To the south are the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov. 
Richly endowed with natural resources, including iron ore, coal, timber, 
natural gas, and a limited amount of oil, Ukraine is also one of the most 
bountiful agricultural regions in the world. Its fertile plains offer a spa-
cious passageway to Asia.

Ukraine (Ukraina, meaning borderland), as its name suggests, makes up 
one of Europe’s eastern boundaries, the transitional zone between Roman 
Catholic and Orthodox Europe, between Christian Europe and the non- 
Christian Eurasia, and between the Slavic and the non- Slavic linguistic 
zones. Most importantly, this area’s overwhelmingly flat natural terrain 
made it an intermediate region between different worlds. Approximately 
40 per cent of Ukraine consists of a vast semi- arid, grass- covered plain (the 
so- called steppe), divided by the Dnieper (Dnipro) River, which flows 
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into the Black Sea. With the exception of the Carpathian Mountains in the 
west and the Black Sea to the south, the Ukrainian territories lack natural 
boundaries.

As with most frontier regions throughout world history, the Eurasian 
steppe played an important role in the development of pre- modern and 
modern Ukraine. This land, which stretches for nearly 8,000 kilometres 
(5,000 miles) from Hungary in the west to Manchuria in the east, attracted 
the Mongols and other nomads who moved easily on horseback from one 
end of Eurasia to the other across an endless ocean of grasslands.28 These 
horse- powered pirates rallied large, mobile cavalry forces, which quickly 
overwhelmed their opponents. They sought to control the steppe by orga-
nizing trade or by engaging in pastoralism, plunder, and slave hunting. To 
block nomadic incursions, agricultural settlers sought to stabilize the 
steppe and to regulate the human traffic passing through it. The Ukrainian 
territories soon became one of Eurasia’s epicentres of the confrontation 
between the nomadic and settled worlds.

The steppe’s vast, uninhabited distances highlighted the awesome pow-
er of nature and the powerlessness of man. The steppe presaged freedom, 
rebirth, and enormous opportunities for those who dared to endure its 
many threats. Oftentimes, it failed to deliver on its promises. Just as the 
flat uniformity of its landscape could easily lead the inexperienced astray 
and to death, the tall grasslands also camouflaged marauding nomads on 
slave- hunting expeditions. Despite these dangers over centuries, men and 
women braved the steppe in successive waves and put down roots.

In order to survive, these Slavic and Orthodox pioneers accommodated 
themselves to the wilderness’s harsh conditions and adopted aspects of the 
nomadic lifestyle. These trailblazers slowly tamed the wild, organized a 
deep- rooted sedentary society, and later experienced absorption into neigh-
bouring states and empires.29

Political Environment

The Ukrainian frontier nurtured various cultural and political break-
throughs, such as the emergence of Kiev Rus, the first powerful East 
Slavic and political/commercial entity on Eurasia’s western steppe. 
Founded by the Vikings in the ninth century a.d., it stretched from the 
Baltic to the Black Seas. Its ruler, Grand Prince Volodimer the Great, ac-
cepted the Christian faith headquartered in Constantinople in 988 a.d. 
In  the thirteenth century, with the withering of Eurasian trade routes 
passing through Kiev and with the Mongol conquest, Kiev Rus collapsed. 
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After its fall, Mongols, Ottoman Turks, Crimean Tatars, Lithuanians, and 
Poles competed to dominate the territories of present- day Ukraine. The 
Roman Catholic–led Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth gained control 
of most present- day Ukrainian territories between 1569 and 1795, pro-
viding its Orthodox elites with a political model to follow. But the 
Commonwealth failed to maintain its initial tolerance of the Orthodox 
Christian faith or to protect adequately all of the Polish king’s subjects 
from the Turks and Tatars.

If the Polish kings could not provide security on the steppe, the Cossacks 
– fierce frontiersmen – could. These Slavs and Orthodox believers escaped 
the serfdom of their Polish landlords, penetrated the steppe, created com-
munities independent of Polish control, and learned to defend themselves 
from the Turks and Tatars by mastering the fighting methods of their ene-
mies. In time, many came under the Commonwealth’s jurisdiction. Although 
the Cossacks served as its frontier militia and safeguarded its southern bor-
ders, their interests and those of the Polish nobles often clashed. Cossack 
rebellions against the Commonwealth culminated in the bloody 
Khmelnytsky Revolution, which started in 1648 when the Cossack elite 
sought equality with Polish Catholic nobles and the masses struggled to end 
serfdom. Both groups failed to achieve their goals. This uprising established 
the Hetmanate, an autonomous polity that transferred its allegiance from 
Poland to Muscovy (Russia) by the Treaty of Pereiaslav in 1654. Subsequently, 
the Hetmanate was split into two: the Right Bank reverted to Polish rule 
while the Left Bank remained under Moscow’s authority. By the early eigh-
teenth century the Polish Lithuanian Commonwealth abolished the Right 
Bank Hetmante. Over the long run, this revolution and the subsequent 
Polish- Muscovite wars fatally undermined this autonomous Cossack entity 
and, a century later, the Commonwealth itself.

Until the Russian Empire secured the steppe in the second half of the 
eighteenth century, the inhabitants on these territories experienced con-
stant onslaughts from the Ottoman Turks and their allies, the Crimean 
Tatars. With the conquest of the steppe and the partitions of the Polish- 
Lithuanian Commonwealth in the second half of the eighteenth century, 
the Russian and Austrian Empires acquired most of the Ukrainian- 
speaking territories and retained the institution of serfdom until the mid- 
nineteenth century (see table I.1).

As these various territories fell at different times under the domination 
of the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth, the Russian Empire, the 
Habsburg Monarchy, the Ottoman Empire, Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
Romania, and the Soviet Union, its people became subjects of these 
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empires and states and experienced different political systems and politi-
cal cultures, diverse institutional arrangements and socio- economic envi-
ronments, and dissimilar religious and secular organizations, factors 
which nourished Ukraine’s present- day religious, cultural, national, re-
gional, and economic fault lines.30

The Orthodox political elites and intelligentsia (churchmen and lay) fre-
quently expressed the idea that the Ukrainian- speaking population dif-
fered significantly from Poles and Lithuanians in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries; the peasantry quickly absorbed this notion.31 But 
the view that the Muscovites and Ukrainian speakers stood apart spread 
glacially to the peasant masses in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
In the course of the eighteenth century the concept of Little Russia with a 
specific historical consciousness and the idea of loyalty to a Ukrainian 
political entity within the framework of an Imperial Russia took hold.32 
The wars and revolutions of the twentieth century rapidly undermined 
this ambiguous, multilayered paradigm and institutionalized the dissimi-
larities between the two groups. By killing tens of millions and by displac-
ing many more physically and psychologically, these wars and revolutions 
overturned the international status quo, undermined the hegemony of 

Table I.1 Austrian, Muscovite, and Russian Imperial Acquisitions (1526–1917) of 
Territories That Became Part of the Ukrainian SSR, 1918–1954

Date Acquired Territory to Muscovy and to Russian Empire Territory to Habsburg Monarchy

1654 Left Bank/Malorossiia/Little Russia (Treaty of 
Pereiaslav)
Right Bank (under Muscovite control, 1654–1667; 
with the Treaty of Andrusovo (1667), a part of the 
Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth until 1793)

1699 Transcarpathia (a part of the medieval  
Kingdom of Hungary since the eleventh  
century A.D.; a part of the Hapsburg  
Monarchy since 1699)

1772 Galicia (First Partition of Poland)
1774 Bukovina (area incorporated from the  

Principality of Moldavia after the Russo- 
Turkish War of 1768–74)

1793 Right Bank (Second partition of Poland)
1739–1806 Southern Ukraine (Novorossiia) (area incorpo-

rated at the end of the Russo- Turkish Wars of 
1735–9, 1768–74, 1787–92, and 1806–12)

1783 Crimea (acquired from the Ottoman Empire)
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long- standing empires, and provided the native populations with hereto-
fore unimagined political and social options.

By exploring how Ukraine became a geopolitical pivotal and cleft state, 
this history of the first half of the twentieth century recognizes that un-
spoken assumptions about national identity and political engagement in 
the past do not necessarily coincide with those of the present. The peoples 
of Ukraine did not follow a linear, inevitable, or irreversible road to the 
present. Their history contains many contingencies, discontinuities, and 
complex turning points.

Unlike the excellent surveys produced by Orest Subtelny, Paul Robert 
Magocsi, Andrew Wilson, and Sergei Yekelchyk, this book concentrates 
on the formation and evolution of modern Ukraine as an interactive re-
sponse to the total wars and mass violence of the last century.33 My study 
affirms Timothy Snyder’s assessment of East Central Europe as Europe’s 
bloodlands, but challenges his claim that these mass murders started in 
1932.34 (The Great Powers inaugurated this long- term bloodshed in 1914.) 
By highlighting the famine of 1932–3 as Ukraine’s second total war, an 
integral part of the continuum of the mass violence the First and Second 
World Wars unleashed, this account extends the arguments in Norman 
Naimark’s Stalin’s Genocides and builds on those in Terry Martin’s The 
Affirmative Action Empire.35 

This book seeks to provide a context to the unspoken assumptions, so-
cial options, and individual choices of Ukraine’s modern period, which 
begins with the late nineteenth century, building on the collective memo-
ries of the past. The twentieth century’s total wars, revolutions, and mod-
ernization projects brought mass literacy and education, industrialization, 
urban growth and urbanization, increased secularism, and enhanced roles 
for women to the Ukrainian- speaking masses. By undermining their local 
and parochial loyalties, these wars and revolutions introduced the people 
of Ukraine to new ideas, which led to a renewed search for self- definition. 
These ferocious conflicts reinforced the region’s role as a geopolitical piv-
ot. At the same time, they helped transform it into a divided state.

In short, the twentieth century’s wars, revolutions, and mass social en-
gineering projects overturned the age- old status quo and generated a new 
environment conducive to the introduction of new identities and new po-
litical systems in East Central Europe. But these breakthroughs came at 
great human cost – and with unintended consequences.



Small peoples. The concept is not quantitative: it points to a condition; a fate; small 
peoples do not have that felicitous sense of an eternal past and future; at a given 
moment in their history, they all passed through the antechambers of death; in 
constant confrontation with the arrogant ignorance of the mighty, they see their 
existence as perpetually threatened or with a question mark hovering over it; for 
their very existence is the question.

Milan Kundera1

In his notebooks from the 1950s, the Soviet Ukrainian film director Alexander 
Dovzhenko, a native of the Russian Empire’s Chernigov (Chernihiv) 
Province, recorded a conversation he had with his father in his childhood:

My father … did not know to which nation he belonged, nor did his friends 
and co- workers before the [1917] revolution.
 But the Russian people, in his view, represented a different nation (than 
ours). Rafts from the Orlov Province floated down the Desna River. “Those 
are Russians,” he said. “And who are we?” we small children asked. My fa-
ther … did not know how to reply … “we are peasants, tillers of the soil, 
simple people, only peasants” … We kept quiet for a while. My father held his 
tongue … We were the only people in Europe who did not know who we 
were. And I belonged to these people.2

Written by a man who formulated his view of the world in the cauldron 
of the wars and revolutions of the twentieth century, Dovzhenko’s passage 
highlights the ambivalence over identity that prevailed in the densely pop-
ulated and majority Ukrainian- speaking provinces of the Russian Empire 
and the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy at the end of the nineteenth century 
and the beginning of the twentieth.

1  
The Ukrainian- Speaking Provinces before  

the Great War
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Before the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, the Ukrainian- 
speaking population of East Central Europe formed one of the largest 
groups in Europe without a state of its own. Of the approximately twenty- 
five million Ukrainian speakers in 1900, 84 per cent of the total lived in the 
Russian Empire and 16 per cent in the Austro- Hungarian Empire.3 They 
represented the second- largest language group in the Russian Empire 
(constituting approximately 18 per cent of the 125.6 million total popula-
tion) in 1897 and the sixth- largest in the Austro- Hungarian Empire (com-
prising 8 per cent of the fifty- one million of the Dual Monarchy’s residents) 
in 1910.4

Peasant World

As subjects of two large, contiguous, and multicultural empires, most 
Ukrainian speakers worked the land, lived in poverty, and did not possess 
a clear sense of national identity. The elites promoting modernization 
lived in the towns and cities, and most identified themselves as Russians or 
Poles or Jews. But the peasants, a socially conservative group, could not 
imagine themselves as anything other than men and women working plots 
of land. They embraced this challenge. Bound closely to the soil, they re-
mained unable or reluctant to move into the neighbouring cities long after 
their emancipation from serfdom in Austria (1848) or in Russia (1861). 
Instead, when given the opportunity to improve their economic situation, 
many preferred to travel long distances, even across continents and oceans, 
in order to gain larger and better plots.

Between 1871 and 1916, nearly 1.5 million peasants left the Right Bank 
and the Left Bank and settled in southern Siberia, today’s Kazakhstan, and 
the Far East.5 Their brethren in the Austro- Hungarian Empire responded 
in the same way. Although small numbers found work in Eastern Galicia’s 
oil fields, large numbers took advantage of opportunities to go to the 
United States or Canada.6 Between 400,000 and 700,000 Ukrainian speak-
ers emigrated from Austria- Hungary and the tsarist provinces of Volhynia, 
Grodno, Siedlce, and Lublin to North America before 1914.7 This com-
plete commitment to the peasant way of life excluded urban and industrial 
possibilities.

In the Russian Empire, Ukrainian- speaking peasants defined themselves 
as members of the Orthodox faith who possessed a language different 
from others (officially: Malorossiiskii, or Little Russian) and whose origins 
belonged in the distant past. If pressed to identify himself, the peasant – 
much like Dovzhenko’s father – would most likely reply: “tuteshnyi” 
(from here) or “pravoslavnyi” (Orthodox).8
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As a pre- modern group, peasants retained a solidarity with their own 
kind. They defined themselves “not by reference to their own characteris-
tics, but by exclusion, that is, by comparison with ‘strangers.’”9 Very few 
could clearly assert their group identity; most knew who they were not. 
They recognized that they were not Jews or Poles. But were they Russians? 
Although Russians spoke a different (but related East Slavic) language, 
they remained brothers and sisters in the Orthodox faith.

In the Austrian Empire, Ukrainian- speaking peasants in Galicia, Bukovina, 
and Transcarpathia also identified themselves through the prism of their 
religion until the late nineteenth century, when the Ukrainian national 
movement made inroads into the countryside.10 In these areas, it was easier 
for the Ukrainian- speaking Greek Catholic peasant in Austria- Hungary 
to differentiate himself from Poles, Germans, and Jews than it was for the 
Ukrainian- speaking Orthodox peasant in the Russian Empire to distin-
guish himself from Russian speakers.

The confusion regarding the peasant self, the “other,” and the criteria 
for distinguishing between the two emerged at the end of the nineteenth 
and beginning of the twentieth centuries, when the agrarian Ukrainian 
provinces within the Russian and Austro- Hungarian empires embraced 
industrialization, urbanization, and modernization. This ordeal – psycho-
logically and economically – disoriented the peasants.

Reconceptualizations

In the pre- modern period, a person’s social position and religious adher-
ence defined his or her identity. A hierarchically based society helped de-
termine what individuals recognized as important to themselves and 
within their environments.11 With the spread of the romantic ideal of au-
thenticity in the nineteenth century, a small number of men and women 
began to perceive the need to discover their “own original way of being,” 
their identity, and their relationship to the wider world.12

An individual, however, does not define one’s own identity in isolation. 
After asking “Who am I?” “Who are you?” “Who are we?” and “Who are 
they?” – the primal questions of identity – one negotiates the answers with 
others, especially those closest to oneself.13 In the Russian Empire, these 
questions possessed profound long- term cultural and political implica-
tions. They emerged in the shadows of the ruling elite’s disagreements 
over whether or not Russia belonged to the European cultural zone and 
over whether individuals or groups should identify themselves with the 
Russian national (russkii) or the Russian civic (rossiskii) idea.14
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Engaged in the world of ideas, members of the East European intelli-
gentsia initiated various cultural and political projects in order to uplift the 
masses. They started to reassess their own pasts in the context of the “les-
sons” they had learned from the French Revolution, the Napoleonic inva-
sion, the Decembrist revolt of 1825, the Polish uprisings of 1830 and 1863, 
the European revolutions of 1848, the Industrial Revolution, the unifica-
tion of Italy and Germany, and the political convulsions of the early twen-
tieth century. Each of these events challenged the prevailing view of the 
world, helped reconfigure the political identities of members of the intel-
ligentsia, and provided new – if not radical – alternatives, especially the 
idea of popular sovereignty.

Alienated by their inferior socio- economic, political, and cultural posi-
tion, members of the small Ukrainian- speaking intelligentsia increasingly 
began to emphasize their differences with their imperial identities and 
their neighbours. By highlighting a nation of their own, they attempted to 
define their need for an emotional sense of belonging in rational, i.e., na-
tional, terms. They codified the shared memories and stories from the past 
and cast them into a framework of a shared language, culture, tradition, 
geographic origin, and, most importantly, distinctiveness from others.15

These components of identity did not emerge from a primordial con-
sciousness, but from the models and practices that Johann Gottfried von 
Herder (1744–1803), a prominent German philosopher and literary critic, 
and the French Revolution developed at the end of the late eighteenth 
century.16 The French Revolution and the subsequent Napoleonic Wars 
transformed the idea of “‘the people’ from an [non]- ethnic agglomeration 
of autonomous individuals into a national community” of brothers and 
sisters and introduced the prospect of mass politics into the Central and 
East Central European environment.17

The newly formed “national” intelligentsia then challenged the unspo-
ken assumptions of the traditional world and created a modern political 
consciousness in their societies. Unlike the nobilities of nations with long- 
term states (such as the Poles and Hungarians), the intelligentsia in Central 
and East Central Europe looked to the future rather than to bygone eras. 
They stressed the need to “establish a new social order” rather than to 
“return to a golden age in the past,” emphasizing innovation rather than 
renovation.18 Most importantly, they redefined the core of their political 
nations by including the masses, especially the peasants, and integrated 
them into their vision of the future as equal political partners. The people 
and “the rabble” no longer remained synonymous terms. In the intelli-
gentsia’s view of the world, the people (not the nobility) represented the 
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nation. Each was equal to other members and each possessed dignity, re-
gardless of social class or wealth.

Once the intelligentsia defined their group identities, they hoped to 
spread their ideas to those they considered their countrymen and coun-
trywomen. This initiative remained difficult to implement. Most of the 
non-German, non-Hungarian, and non-Russian intelligentsia did not con-
trol the educational or religious institutions in their homelands and could 
not diffuse their ideas easily. They needed governmental tolerance, if not 
support, and required authorities to recognize their new identities in the 
public sphere. Most of the leaders of the dominant religious and govern-
mental institutions in East Central Europe understood such efforts as a 
secular challenge to the status quo and responded negatively. As a conse-
quence, the mass acceptance of these new identities became not just a cul-
tural choice, but also a political one, especially when governments sought 
to manipulate or to control them.19

Ukrainian Speakers in the Russian Empire

In the Russian Empire, the Ukrainian- speaking population lived primarily 
in the provinces of Poltava, Chernigov, and Kharkov (on the eastern bank 
of the Dnieper River; also called Little Russia [Malorossiia] or the Left 
Bank); Kiev, Podolia, and Volhynia (on the western bank of the Dnieper 
River, sometimes called the Southwest Region [Iugozapadnyi krai] or the 
Right Bank); and northern Tavrida, Kherson, and Ekaterinoslav (also called 
New Russia [Novorossia]) (see map 2). According to the 1897 Russian im-
perial census, the Ukrainian- speaking population also constituted a plural-
ity of the Kuban Oblast, and a substantial minority in the Stavropol, 
Voronezh, Don Cossack, Grodno, Kursk, and Bessarabian provinces.20 In 
light of the prevailing Russian imperial ideology, the authorities designated 
this Ukrainian- speaking population as Little Russians (malorossy), who 
spoke a dialect of Russian and who adhered to the Orthodox faith.

Ukrainian speakers comprised nearly three- fourths of the population in 
the above- mentioned majority Ukrainian- speaking provinces, which pos-
sessed a multi- ethnic, multinational, and multi- confessional character. In 
1897, these territories contained not only seventeen  million Ukrainian 
speakers, but also 2.7 million Russian speakers, 510,000 German speakers, 
389,000 Polish speakers, and 1.9 million Yiddish speakers.21

Jews played a significant role in the history of the Ukrainian- speaking 
provinces in both the Russian Empire and in the Austro- Hungarian 
Monarchy. With the partitions of Poland in the late eighteenth century, the 
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Russian Empire acquired the world’s largest concentration of Jews and 
restricted them to the so- called Pale of Settlement, which covered an area 
from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea (see map 2). In 1897, this region (more 
than twice the size of France today) encompassed 4.9 million Jews (94 per 
cent of the entire Jewish population of the empire). In addition to this re-
striction, the tsarist government forbade them to own land, to join the civil 
service, to serve as officers in the army, or to enter the higher schools and 
universities. Over 1,400 different laws and regulations bound them to an 
inferior status. These anti- Jewish measures represented “a tsarist version 
of the Hindu caste system, with the Jews in the role of the Untouchables.”22

Jews who lived in the densely populated Ukrainian- speaking provinces 
of the Pale comprised nearly 40 per cent of all Jews in the Pale. The Hasidic 
movement, centred in Beltz, Bratslav, Uman, Chortkiv, Chernobyl, and 
Ruzhin, and after the late eighteenth century, the Haskalah (Jewish en-
lightenment), enjoyed enormous popularity in this region.

The overwhelming majority of Jews lived in towns and hamlets (shtetls). 
In the first half of the nineteenth century, the tsarist authorities banned 
Jews from living in some of the major cities in the Pale, including Kiev, 
Nikolaev, Sevastopol, Yalta, and Taganrog, as well as in the countryside. 
Nevertheless, by 1897, Jews made up 30 per cent of the urban population 
of the nine Ukrainian- speaking provinces. Only Jews who were merchants 
of the first guild, persons with a higher education, those who completed 
their long- term military service, and artisans had the right to leave the Pale 
and to reside permanently in any part of Russia.23

In addition to members of the Jewish faith, large numbers of Roman 
Catholics and Lutherans also lived in the Ukrainian- speaking areas. 
Approximately 186,000 Turkic- speaking Crimean Tatars, adherents of 
Islam, inhabited the southern part of the Taurida Province.

Ukrainian Speakers in the Austro- Hungarian Empire

A similar mosaic developed across the border in the Habsburg Monarchy. 
According to the Austrian and Hungarian censuses of 1910, 3.4 million 
Ukrainian speakers lived in Galicia, 300,000 in Bukovina, and 470,000 in 
the seven northeastern counties of the Hungarian Kingdom24 (see map 3). 
Ukrainian speakers constituted 40.2 per cent of the entire Galician crown 
land, a plurality (38.4 per cent) in Bukovina, and approximately 28.7 per 
cent of the total Hungarian seven- county population (in 1900).25 In addi-
tion to large numbers of Polish speakers, German speakers, and Magyar 
speakers, Jews also played an important role in these Ukrainian- speaking 
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areas. In 1910, members of this last community formed nearly 11 per cent 
of the total Galician population, nearly 13  per cent in Bukovina, and 
11.4 per cent in Transcarpathia.26

As the Ukrainian national movement emerged in the Austro- Hungarian 
Empire in the early twentieth century, its leaders demanded a redrawing of 
the borders of the crown lands and the establishment of an autonomous 
Ukrainian- speaking region, where the majority of their compatriots lived. 
If only the most Ukrainian- speaking compact territories were considered, 
Ukrainian speakers would have constituted a majority in Austria’s eastern 
Galicia (65 per cent), Transcarpathia (60.4 per cent), and northern Bukovina 
(56.5 per cent).27 But Habsburg bureaucrats opposed such changes. Once 
one national group received a concession from the central authorities, they 
reasoned, other national groups would demand as much, if not more.

Roman Catholicism prevailed in Austria- Hungary, but the Ukrainian- 
speaking population of Galicia, Bukovina, and Transcarpathia identified 
themselves, for the most part, as Greek Catholics. Formed in 1596, this re-
ligious group tore apart the unity of the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth’s 
Orthodox believers. At first, Polish authorities and the Roman Catholic 
Church enthusiastically supported this hybrid faith (which recognized the 
primacy of the Pope of Rome, but retained the eastern rite, the Slavonic li-
turgical language, administrative autonomy, and married clergy), primarily 
as a means to convert the Orthodox to Roman Catholicism. After the bru-
tal Cossack uprising of 1648–54, the Poles dismantled Orthodox institu-
tions in the areas they recovered and favoured the Greek Catholic Church. 
The local population, which initially reacted with intense hostility to this 
religious metamorphosis, grew to accept this faith, but did not embrace 
Roman Catholicism. Disappointed with this outcome, the Polish authori-
ties discriminated against the Greek Catholics and considered them second- 
class Christians. After the partitions of Poland, the Austrian monarchy 
supported the Ukrainian- speaking Greek Catholics and raised their status 
to equality with the Roman Catholics.

In addition to religious differences, linguistic divisions in the Romanov 
and Habsburg empires complicated the emergence of a modern Ukraine. 
The languages groups spoke corresponded closely with class divisions and 
with urban and rural ways of life. The Ukrainian speakers dwarfed other 
language and cultural communities, especially in the countryside. In the 
Right Bank, for example, the overwhelming majority of peasants in 1897 
listed Little Russian as their native language; the landlords, Polish 
or Russian (although one- third of the landlords did list Little Russian); 
and many of the townspeople, Russian or Yiddish.28 In the Left Bank and 
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Novorossiia, the number of Ukrainian speakers surpassed the members of 
other language and cultural communities, especially in the countryside. 
Most of the urban residents identified themselves as Russian speakers. In 
the Ukrainian- speaking areas of Austria- Hungary, the majority of land-
lords and townspeople were Polish speakers, German speakers, Romanian 
speakers, or Hungarian speakers. A high percentage of those who identi-
fied themselves as Jews also lived in urban environments. Although these 
non- Ukrainian- speaking groups remained small, they played critical roles 
in the socio- economic development of the Austrian and Russian Ukrainian- 
speaking provinces in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 
these provinces, the majority of members of the most powerful political, 
social, and economic elites in the towns and rural areas spoke languages 
other than those spoken in the Ukrainian- speaking countryside.

The Ukrainian National Movement

At the end of the eighteenth century and during the nineteenth, small clus-
ters of urban intellectuals developed a modern Ukrainian national identity, 
first in the lands of the Cossacks in Left Bank Ukraine (Novgorod- Siversk 
and Kharkov), then in the Right Bank (Kiev), then finally in the Habsburg 
lands (Galicia).29 As they defined this new identity and differentiated it 
from the Polish, Hungarian, Romanian, All- Russian, and Russian identi-
ties, they formed informal groups and networks of like- minded people, 
seeking to propagate their ideas to the peasants.

This modern Ukrainian national movement did not develop in a single 
or coherent direction. Instead, it evolved along the lines of the three- stage 
model pioneered by the Czech historian Miroslav Hroch in his study of 
the “small nations” of northern and central Europe.30 In the academic 
stage, a small number of scholars and amateurs begin to discover the lan-
guage, the culture, and the history of their ancestors and emphasize its 
uniqueness. In the cultural stage, “the fermentation- process of national 
consciousness,” a large number of patriotic propagandists spread the na-
tional idea to the masses. Finally, during the political stage, the broad 
masses join the national movement and start to make demands on their 
respective governments. Only during the last stage, when national groups 
demand extensive political concessions from the authorities (especially au-
tonomy or independence), does this stage enter a nationalist phase.

Although many historians of Ukraine identify the Left Bank primarily 
with the academic stage, the Right Bank with the cultural stage, and the 
Galicia with the political stage, each of these regions experienced all three 
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stages, although for differing lengths of time and with varying success.31 
As with any historical framework, the dividing line between these periods 
remains fluid and overlaps in terms of chronology. These phases did not 
necessarily start with the academic stage and end with the political stage. 
They often started and continued in random order. Nevertheless, Hroch’s 
model provides a useful framework for understanding the emergence of 
the modern Ukrainian national movement, which mobilized many, but 
not a majority, in the Ukrainian- speaking territories ruled by the Austrian 
and Russian empires before 1914.

The intelligentsia in the Ukrainian- speaking provinces emerged in the 
Left Bank during the first half of the nineteenth century. At first, the sons 
of the minor gentry, such as Mykola Hohol (better known as Nikolai 
Gogol), sought positions as bureaucrats, junior military officers, or educa-
tors.32 With the emancipation of the peasantry in 1861 and the expansion 
of the educational system, the size of the intelligentsia increased. By the 
1870s, the better- off peasants (such as Dovzhenko’s father) began to en-
courage their children to acquire an education. The industrial revolution 
in the Donbass and in the Ukrainian- speaking eastern provinces demand-
ed literate workers.33

As the educational system represented elitist values and operated with 
Russian as the primary language of communication, the intelligentsia in the 
Ukrainian provinces remained a small group. Those who identified them-
selves as Ukrainians constituted a minority within this minority. According 
to the Russian imperial census of 1897, approximately 235,000  men and 
women out of a total population of 23.4 million (around 1 per cent) in the 
nine Ukrainian provinces possessed some form of secondary or higher edu-
cation. Only twenty- four thousand individuals completed some form of 
higher education, and only seventeen thousand some sort of specialized 
secondary training. The vast majority of the intelligentsia identified them-
selves as Russians, Jews, or Poles – not Little Russians. Of those with sec-
ondary or university training, 56 per cent declared themselves Russian and 
19  per cent Little Russian.34 For a variety of reasons, including socio- 
economic and political pressures and the attraction of the prestigious impe-
rial culture, many members of the intelligentsia with Little Russian 
backgrounds affiliated themselves with Russians, not with those who began 
to identify themselves as Ukrainians. In 1897, less than 25 per cent of all 
teachers, 16 per cent of all jurists, and 10 per cent of all writers and artists 
living in the Ukrainian- speaking provinces spoke Ukrainian.35

Inspired by the reaction to the Normanist and Anti- Normanist contro-
versy in the eighteenth century and the Slavophile- Westernizer debates 
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concerning Russia’s uniqueness in the 1830s and 1840s, the small intelli-
gentsia in the Ukrainian provinces became interested in the future of 
Russia and, concomitantly, in the future of the Ukrainian people. They 
began to clarify their place within the Russian and Austrian empires as 
they encountered complex, complementary, and sometimes antagonistic 
visions of “Polishness” and Russianness” in other intellectual circles.36 In 
competition with other national and imperial visions, the “Ukrainian proj-
ect” became a never- ending work- in- progress, nurtured in the uneven soil 
of vastly different regions and empires.

The proponents of these new Ukrainian perspectives recognized that 
they could easily have accepted their ultimate disappearance within the 
Russian or Polish nations, but they chose to resist this process. By creating 
the framework of a new culture for a small, impoverished, illiterate, and 
powerless people, they wagered that they and their Ukrainian- speaking 
compatriots would prevail.37

These thinkers came from the very institutions, such as the University 
of Kharkov (established in 1805), the University of Kiev (1834), and the 
Kiev Archeographic Commission (1843), that the tsarist government had 
created in order to integrate the Western borderlands into the Russian 
Empire. Each of these organizations attracted a small number of profes-
sors, professionals, and students dedicated to collecting, researching, and 
critically assessing materials concerning the Left Bank and the Right Bank. 
The University of Kharkov’s professors (most of whom initially came from 
the German lands) introduced Western ideas and – influenced by Herder’s 
interpretations – acknowledged Ukrainian folklore as worthy of study.38

Whereas some of the nobles sought to restore their ancient rights and 
privileges and to retain a hierarchical order, the intelligentsia embraced a 
more democratic vision of the Ukrainian identity. By accepting Herder’s 
idea that all men and women – not just the nobles – belong to the nation, 
the intelligentsia started the process of undermining the multiple loyalties 
within the Russian Empire.

In all political systems, individuals possess a network of loyalties (politi-
cal scientists call these multiple allegiances or “cross- cutting cleavages”), 
such as those to one’s village, region, province, state, or empire, which re-
main compatible. In multinational states, in addition to the imperial iden-
tity, individuals may share one or more “national” loyalties or identities. In 
the Russian Empire, many Ukrainian- speaking people labelled themselves 
Little Russian and Russian at the same time. They did not think they con-
tradicted themselves in doing so.39 In contrast, members of the Ukrainian 
national movement, inspired by the poet Taras Shevchenko (1814–1861) 
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and the historian Mykhailo Hrushevsky (1866–1934), introduced a new 
framework of mutually exclusive identities, setting the Ukrainian identity 
at centre stage and completely separating it from the Russian and Polish 
communities. Shevchenko played the same role in the history of Ukraine 
as did Alexander Pushkin and Adam Mickiewicz for their own nations. 
The Ukrainian poet emerged as the “Bard and Prophet, the inspired voice 
of the people, and the spiritual leader of the reborn nation.”40 Hrushevsky, 
in turn, provided a coherent nationalist model for framing the narrative of 
the Ukrainian past, present, and future.

If Shevchenko recognized the worthiness of the common peasant lan-
guage, Hrushevsky validated the uniqueness of Ukraine’s history. 
Employing a scholarly apparatus of historical texts, bibliographies, and 
footnotes, Hrushevsky scientifically proved that it existed.41 Both gave the 
illiterate and powerless Ukrainian- speaking masses a national voice and a 
sense of dignity in an environment that had denied both.42

Integration and Russification

As the Russian state expanded its territorial holdings steadily from the six-
teenth century to the eve of the First World War, “the addition of its separate 
parts never constituted a well- integrated whole.”43 Instead of a unitary state, 
the Russian government established an unwieldy empire containing dif-
ferent regions, religions, traditions and cultures, social groups, and proto- 
national bodies.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the Romanov dynasty – which 
hitherto had not identified itself completely with the Russian nation – 
now played the “Russian card.” Haunted by the failure to integrate the 
Poles into its empire and following the example of Bismarck’s 1871 unifi-
cation of Germany (which unleashed a major campaign against its Catholic 
and Polish minorities), the Russian Empire became a nationalizing state. 
Under its last three tsars (Alexander II, Alexander III, and Nicholas II), 
Russia’s political and cultural elites identified Russia as the ethnocultural 
core of the empire and claimed that the Russians occupied a weak cultural, 
economic, and demographic position within the state and within Eurasia. 
In order to overcome these handicaps, they gradually advocated policies 
favouring the language, culture, and political hegemony of the Russians 
over the non- Russians, especially in the empire’s borderlands.44

The Russian Empire never pursued a policy of totally assimilating its en-
tire non- Russian population into the Russian nation, but it benefited from 
long- term natural and voluntary Russification. Building on this natural 
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Russification, administrative Russification followed a different blueprint. 
In creating its empire, Russian leaders followed a pattern of conquest and 
acquisition, incorporation and assimilation.45 Once an internationally un-
disputed territory came under effective Russian control, administrators 
soon introduced and extended the social and administrative system preva-
lent in Russian provinces. Muscovy and the territories it acquired did not 
possess a strong feudal tradition and Russian administrators did not respect 
political autonomy, juridical separateness, or regionalism.46 Cultural and so-
cial integration soon followed.47 With the conquest of non- Christian, no-
madic societies, those that possessed people socially and economically less 
complex than contemporary Russians, imperial administrators sought to 
settle the nomads and to make them into peasants.

The conquest and incorporation of the Baltic provinces, Finland, and 
the Congress Kingdom of Poland (established by the Congress of Vienna 
in 1815), however, followed a different playbook. Because “the original 
acquisition had been accomplished through military conquest ratified by 
international treaty, the imperial government began by guaranteeing a spe-
cial status to the newly conquered lands and by promising to respect the 
autonomy and privileges of the local ruling classes.”48

These “special status” regions created a complex problem for the impe-
rial authorities at the end of the nineteenth century. Their very existence 
“undermined the concept of the unitary nature of the Russian state and 
raised questions about the sovereign, who was the constitutional Grand 
Duke of Finland and the King of Poland, while remaining the autocratic 
Emperor of all Russia.”49 After suppressing the Polish revolt of 1863, the 
tsarist authorities sought to solve this political contradiction by introduc-
ing Russian institutions, laws, and the Russian language into schools and 
the local bureaucracy in order to bind the Congress Kingdom, the Baltic 
provinces, and Finland tighter into the empire. Despite enormous resis-
tance, the distinctive features of the “special status” regions eroded. Under 
Alexander III, Russian authorities introduced similar policies among the 
Armenians, the Volga Tatars, the Georgians, and other groups.

Advocates of cultural Russification aspired to move beyond social and 
administrative uniformity – to assimilation. In their opinion, Russia 
“could only become a modern national state if her borderland minorities 
accepted the language and cultural and religious values of the Russian peo-
ple.”50 They endorsed an accelerated form of natural Russification, espe-
cially among peoples closest culturally to the Russians. In the second half 
of the nineteenth century, the authorities emphasized administrative 
Russification for most of its non- Russian population. But with respect to 
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the Ukrainians, Belarusans, and the peoples of the North, they promoted 
cultural Russification.

Although the Russian authorities tolerated the Ukrainophile movement 
in the Ukrainian provinces in 1845–6, 1859–62, and 1869–75, the tsarist 
government systematized its efforts against those who identified them-
selves as Ukrainians, not Little Russians (the official designation of the 
second- largest East Slavic group in the empire). In  June 1847, after the 
arrests of the members of the Cyryllo- Methodius Society (which included 
Taras Shevchenko), A.F. Orlov, Tsar Nicholas I’s chief of police, ordered 
his subordinates “to prevent teachers and writers on both sides of the 
Dnieper River from putting rodina (the motherland, region of birth) ahead 
of otechestvo (the fatherland, the state as a whole).”51 In July 1863, Petr 
Valuev, the minister of internal affairs, banned all scholarly, religious, and 
pedagogical publications in the Ukrainian language. Only poetry and fic-
tion could appear in the “Little Russian dialect.” Valuev declared that the 
Ukrainian language “never existed, does not exist, and shall never exist.” 
With the Ems Decree of 1876, Tsar Alexander II officially forbade the 
publication and importation of Ukrainian books and prohibited the use of 
Ukrainian on stage and in the elementary schools.52 This ban lasted until 
early 1905, when the Council of Ministers accepted the Russian Academy 
of Sciences’ recommendation to eliminate these restrictions.53

The tsarist government prohibited Ukrainian works “not because of their 
contents (the same books could have appeared in another language), but 
because of their language.”54 (Although conservative tsarist censors allowed 
the publication of The Communist Manifesto in Russian, they prohibited 
the Bible from appearing in Ukrainian). Tsarist policy towards Ukrainians, 
moreover, diverged from those directed at other national groups. Although 
the government oppressed the Poles, Finns, and Georgians, it did not chal-
lenge their claim to be distinct and separate nations. Ukrainians, however, 
were treated differently.

According to official tsarist imperial interpretations, Ukrainians formed 
the Little Russian part of the all- Russian, Orthodox nation, which possessed 
three branches (the Russian, Little Russian, and Belarusan lines). The Little 
Russians and Belarusans spoke mutually comprehensible East Slavic dialects 
and shared the Orthodox Christian faith (even the Ukrainian- speaking Greek 
Catholics in the Habsburg Monarchy had a similar liturgy).55 Because the 
cultural differences among the East Slavs appeared to them to be small, au-
thorities claimed that the Russians constituted approximately 66 per cent of 
the total population.56 In reality, the Russians comprised only approximately 
43.3 per cent of the total population of the empire in 1897 (the Ukrainians 
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17.1, and the Belarusans 4.6).57 The discrepancy between the official under-
standing of these statistics and the numbers themselves represented the elites’ 
national security concerns in an age of international competition.

Russian authorities did not discriminate against men and women of 
Little Russian origin who did not attempt to politicize their identity and 
who recognized their role within the “all- Russian” political landscape. 
Russian officials, historians, and public commentators interpreted the his-
tory of “Little Russia” as an integral part of mainstream Russian history; 
they perceived the “Little Russians” as “nashi” (ours). In contrast, the gov-
ernment repressed all individuals who demonstrated a distinct Ukrainian 
identity “in the political or cultural sphere.”58 The authorities considered 
the act of identifying oneself as a Ukrainian instead of a Little Russian as a 
political and anti- governmental act.

The tsars, according to David Saunders, feared the subversion of the 
empire’s Ukrainian community by outside powers and sought “to stamp 
out the proto- nationalist activities” of a small number of nationally con-
scious Ukrainian intellectuals.59 In light of the constant competition among 
the European powers in the nineteenth century and Russia’s seemingly 
permanent internal insecurity, the empire’s political elite aspired to keep 
the Great Russians, the Little Russians, and the Belarusans together, by 
force if necessary.

As Saunders pointed out, Ukraine’s geographic location in the empire 
and its population explosion influenced these Russian anxieties. Located 
at the Western borderlands, Little Russians constituted the second- largest 
East Slavic group and the second- largest Orthodox population within the 
empire. Most importantly, they participated in a hereditary land tenure 
system, not a repartitional communal one as did most Russian peasants.60 
Primarily a peasant group, they possessed nearly half of the total non- 
Russian peasants in the empire. Most importantly, from the perspective of 
those always concerned about the prospect of a peasant uprising, the em-
pire’s Ukrainian- speaking provinces experienced disturbing demographic 
changes in the second half of the nineteenth century.

Shortly after the emancipation in 1861, the peasants experienced small 
improvements in the availability and quality of rural health care, which 
made them embrace new ideas about their economic future. Although the 
size of the average household (between five and six members) did not de-
crease, the number of households did increase dramatically. This growth 
in population, combined with the gentry’s ability to retain their lands, 
sharply reduced the average peasant’s landholdings. In 1861 the amount of 
land per peasant averaged 2.9 desiatiny; by 1906, it had declined to 1.4. 
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Peasant holdings in Kiev, Podolia, and Volhynia comprised the smallest in 
the Russian Empire.61 The peasants in the Ukrainian- speaking provinces, 
like those throughout the empire, ascribed their land hunger to the vast-
ness of the landlord holdings.62

Although the emancipation of the serfs did not lead to a complete capi-
talist transformation of the Russian and Little Russian rural areas, by 1905 
the Ukrainian- speaking provinces had become the breadbasket of Europe. 
“Ninety percent of its arable land was devoted to winter and summer 
grains which were exported in massive quantities along Russia’s quickly 
expanding railroad network and through the thriving port cities on the 
Black Sea.”63 The steppe provinces of Kherson and Ekaterinoslav pro-
duced most of this trade. Chernigov, Poltava, and Kharkov on the Left 
Bank also sent grain abroad. The overpopulated Right Bank provinces, 
however, did not raise grain for an external market to the degree that the 
other Ukrainian- speaking provinces did.64

Following the same post- 1861 trends within the empire, which pro-
duced one of the highest rates of growth in the world, the population in 
the Ukrainian- speaking provinces nearly doubled between 1870 and 1914. 
By 1897 the provinces possessed the highest population density (at 55 per 
square kilometre) in European Russia.65 The Little Russians steadily in-
creased their share of the total population in the nine provinces. By 1897, 
most Ukrainian speakers were under twenty years of age, and this cohort 
represented nearly 40 per cent of the entire population. At the turn of the 
century, this youth bulge grew rapidly, strengthening the Ukrainian- 
speaking majority in Russia’s southwestern provinces.66 Most precarious-
ly, almost all of these men and women engaged in agricultural pursuits. If 
these trends continued, the Ukrainian- speaking provinces would become 
a very crowded social and political tinderbox.

In light of this population explosion, the authorities “feared any effort 
to mobilize [this group] along national or social grounds” and introduced 
repressive measures to restrict the potential lines of communication be-
tween the small Ukrainophile intelligentsia living in the towns and cities 
and the overwhelming majority of Little Russians in the countryside.67 
These edicts hampered the intelligentsia’s efforts to establish and institu-
tionalize contact with the peasants and to overcome their illiteracy in their 
own language. By banning Ukrainian- language schools and publications, 
these decrees prevented the emergence of alternative communications net-
works linking the cities with the countryside. The Ukrainophiles wanted 
to empower the peasants, but this mission challenged “the political phi-
losophy of the tsarist regime.”68
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As the Ukrainian- speaking provinces industrialized in the late nine-
teenth century, they attracted literate men from Central Russia to the new 
industrial centres but only a small number of Ukrainian- speaking peas-
ants. This migration of Russian workers reinforced Russian as the lan-
guage of work and of the cities. Industrialization, in effect, promoted an 
overwhelmingly Russian urban environment. The countryside remained a 
universe of spoken, but illiterate, Ukrainian.

The end of serfdom and the beginning of industrialization intensified 
the competition between Russian and Ukrainian. As the officially sanc-
tioned language and as the language of modernization, Russian experi-
enced an upsurge; Ukrainian, a decline. According to Ronald Wardhaugh, 
a language in decline is “likely to have a rural base only and to lack 
strength in towns and cities” and is “likely to have stronger associations 
with older, uneducated, and rural speakers and lack those of progress and 
modernity.”69 Industrialization and Russification, then, tilted the urban 
language competition towards Russian. Migration and Russification re-
oriented the migrants’ “culturally defined need to read and write.”70 
Migration into the cities made literacy a necessity and literacy in Russian 
essential. Learning to read and write in Russian made this national iden-
tity and culture attractive to those who already possessed the predisposi-
tion to change their social status. The mass illiteracy of the peasants who 
spoke Ukrainian and the governmental bans on Ukrainian- language 
schools and books hampered the Ukrainophile intelligentsia’s efforts in 
primary “nation- building,” which Ivan L. Rudnytsky defined as “the 
penetration of all strata of the population by the national idea, the trans-
formation of an ethnic mass into a culturally and politically self- conscious 
national community.”71

In order to establish an imagined community of Ukrainians, members 
of this group had to agree on a common set of characteristics that consti-
tuted their identity and its boundaries.72 According to nationalists, not 
only did the Ukrainian speakers need to clarify their own identity, they 
also had to define the “other,” especially the Russians, who remained cul-
turally close to them. But in a hostile political environment and without 
Ukrainian- language schools, a mass- based literacy in Ukrainian, or 
Ukrainian publications, a mass dialogue on these critical issues could not 
develop. Without this vital discussion, the Ukrainian national movement 
could not attract the masses necessary to move from Hroch’s academic 
stage to the cultural and nationalist stages. Without this exchange, mem-
bers of the Ukrainian national movement could not form a consensus de-
fining themselves and their compatriots.
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Within the Habsburg Empire

The Austrian Empire, especially the Austro- Hungarian Empire after 1867, 
differed radically from the Russian and German empires. Although it had 
accumulated diverse territories over the centuries, it had never formed a 
strong centralized government or a nationalizing state in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Despite occasional attempts to move in this 
political direction, the Empress Maria Teresa (ruled: 1740–80) and her 
Habsburg successors granted more freedoms to their subjects than did the 
Romanovs or the Hohenzollerns, especially in the cultural sphere.

In official documents and censuses, the Austrian government classified 
these Ukrainian speakers as “Ruthenen” (Ruthenians), which came from 
the term Rusyn, which many members of the local population called them-
selves. By categorizing themselves as Rusyny they identified themselves 
with the Kiev Rus state. Although these peasants understood that their eth-
nic and religious backgrounds separated them from their Polish neigh-
bours, their distinctiveness did not constitute a clear national consciousness.73 
Only at the end of the nineteenth century, as the Ukrainian national move-
ment expanded its influence, did they begin to adopt the modern term 
“Ukrainian” to better describe themselves and to separate themselves from 
their non- Ukrainian neighbours.74

By the end of the eighteenth century, the Austrian Empire controlled 
three Ukrainian- speaking territories: Transcarpathia, Galicia, and Bukovina. 
Despite the preponderance of Ruthenians in these provinces, all three pos-
sessed ethnically mixed populations and non- indigenous noble elites. With 
the incorporation of these territories into the empire, the Austrian authori-
ties retained the Polish nobility (szlachta) in Galicia, the Romanian boyars 
in Bukovina, and the Hungarian nobles in Transcarpathia to rule over the 
peasants. At the same time, they introduced a new set of political actors, the 
Austrian bureaucracy, to implement imperial policies.

Although the Ukrainian speakers constituted the majority of the popu-
lation in Eastern Galicia (62 per cent of the population in 1910), they did 
not possess political control of this region. Social divisions reflected na-
tional divisions: Poles formed the majority of the great landowning class, 
and of the 1,500 great landowners who owned 40 per cent of the land in 
Eastern Galicia, only 47 identified themselves as Ruthenians. Over 90 per 
cent of the Ruthenians worked as peasants; few – if any – belonged to the 
middle class.75 Most of those who lived in the Galician towns and cities 
classified themselves as Poles or Jews.76
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Unlike their compatriots in Eastern Galicia, the Ruthenians in Bukovina 
composed a plurality of the population (38.4 per cent of the province, ac-
cording to the Austrian census of 1910). This province was a distinct ad-
ministrative entity from 1775 to 1786, when the authorities united it with 
Galicia. After 1849 it formed a separate political unit. A Ukrainian- oriented 
intelligentsia emerged in this predominantly Orthodox crownland only at 
the end of the nineteenth century, after the expansion of its elementary 
school system and after the establishment of the University of Chernowitz 
in 1875. This Ukrainian Orthodox intelligentsia worked very closely with 
its Galician Greek- Catholic counterpart, its role model, in developing the 
Ukrainian identity in this region.

As the largest Slavic group in Bukovina, the Ruthenians competed with 
the Romanians (who represented 34 per cent of the province), who also 
sought to gain control of it.77 Ruthenian efforts to divide Bukovina into a 
northern part (which contained the Ukrainian- speaking majority) from 
the southern part (which contained the Romanian- speaking majority) 
failed prior to the outbreak of the First World War.78

Transcarpathia constituted the most illiterate, the most impoverished, and 
the most isolated area within the entire empire. Here, the Hungarian nobles 
closely allied themselves with parish priests (mostly from the Greek Catholic 
Church) and politically and economically controlled the Ruthenians (who 
called themselves “Rusyns”) living south of the Carpathian Mountains. 
After the Compromise of 1867, the Hungarian authorities introduced mea-
sures favouring the Hungarian (Magyar) language in the church, the bu-
reaucracy, and educational institutions.

This official Magyarization limited the size and the impact of local 
Ukrainian intelligentsia, thwarting its efforts to mobilize the Ukrainian- 
speaking masses. By 1910, fewer than 1 per cent of the teachers, notaries, 
lawyers, priests, or journalists identified themselves as Ukrainian speak-
ers.79 In this region, the Hungarian, Russian, and local Rusyn identities 
competed with the Ukrainian identity and attracted many (if not the ma-
jority) of the small educated population.

Although the Rusyns in Hungarian- controlled Transcarpathia did not 
enjoy the same official support as did their compatriots in Austrian- 
controlled Galicia and Bukovina, all of the empire’s Ukrainian speakers 
lived in a state that tolerated the slow emergence of a civil society, however 
weak its implementation on both sides of the realm.80 Not only did the 
Habsburgs allow religious and cultural diversity, they also permitted 
broad civic and economic initiatives on the part of their subjects.
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By allowing the peasants legal remedies in their struggles against their 
landlords, even granting them the right to sue the nobles in court, Maria 
Theresa and Joseph II (ruled: 1780–90) hoped to strengthen the peasants as 
a social class, not to set them against their lords. Although the peasants did 
not always win their lawsuits, this initiative transformed the Ruthenian 
masses in Galicia into loyal supporters of the Habsburg dynasty until the 
end of the monarchy in 1918. Austria, for the most part, operated as a 
Rechstaat, a state based on laws, however imperfectly implemented.

In addition to protecting peasants within the institution of serfdom, 
Austrian policies also helped create the Ukrainian intelligentsia, which 
emerged from within the ranks of the Greek Catholic Church. Like other 
European monarchs, Maria Theresa and Joseph II sought to subordinate 
the church hierarchy to Austria and to transform clergymen into state of-
ficials who would represent the secular authority of the state. By introduc-
ing policies that promoted equal rights for all Christian faiths within their 
kingdom, they strengthened the Ruthenian clergy, who had lived in pov-
erty and ignorance. Maria Theresa, moreover, decreed that Austrian au-
thorities employ the term “Greek Catholic” (instead of “Uniate”) in order 
to promote the equality between the Greek and Roman rites.81

In order to transform these clergymen and clergywomen into efficient 
emissaries of the state, the Austrian authorities created a number of insti-
tutions to educate them properly. Maria Theresa and Joseph II established 
Greek Catholic theological seminaries in Vienna, Lemberg, Ungvár, and 
Czernowitz in the 1770s and 1780s. In 1784 the Austrian government 
founded the University of Lemberg and allowed members of the theologi-
cal faculty to give lectures in Old Church Slavonic, the Ruthenian church 
language. In 1808 the authorities elevated the Greek Catholic Lemberg 
bishopric to the rank of Metropolitan See of Galicia.82

But even with the Austrian control of Galicia, the Ruthenian clergy and 
hierarchy continued to adopt Polish as their working language. Church 
leaders believed that the vernacular represented a vulgar, common lan-
guage and prohibited their clergy from employing their native language in 
official correspondence. They found only Polish and Old Church Slavonic 
acceptable languages.

Under these circumstances, many Greek Catholic priests did not know 
how to read or write Ruthenian, the language of their parishioners. Many 
candidates for the priesthood, moreover, did not even know their prayers 
in that language. Instead, the clergy used Polish, which the Ruthenian 
peasants in Galicia generally understood. As a result, the Polish language 
and culture dominated the Ruthenian intelligentsia until the 1830s. A 
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subsequent Polish- Ruthenian struggle over religion, schooling, and lan-
guage sought to redress this actual and perceptual inequality.

As Austria emerged as a liberal autocracy, the Habsburg Monarchy be-
came a haven for Poles, Ruthenians, and other non- German groups. After 
the great Austro- Hungarian Compromise of 1867, Austria’s new constitu-
tion proclaimed that “all nationalities in the state enjoy equal rights, and each 
one has an inalienable right to the preservation and cultivation of its nation-
ality and language” not only in private life, but also in schools, the civil ser-
vice, and public life.83 The leaders of these emergent non- German national 
movements then employed their limited constitutional freedoms and sought 
not only to enhance the quality of life of their national groups within the 
empire, but also to connect their movements with those of their compatriots 
within Romania, Serbia, and the German, Ottoman, and Russian empires.

Austria, although a liberal monarchy, did not constitute a democratic 
society. Elected deputies held the right to initiate legislation, supervise the 
activities of the government, and impeach its ministers, but the emperor, 
not the majority party or coalition of parties in the house of deputies, 
chose the Austrian government’s ministers.

Despite these limitations, the Austrian political system after 1848 
evolved in a semi- democratic direction. It allowed elected representatives; 
held free, generally fair and frequent elections; tolerated freedom of ex-
pression and voluntary associations; established an independent judiciary 
and an impartial and reasonably neutral civil service. This political envi-
ronment differed radically from that prevailing in Russia, which never ap-
proximated the civil society Austria had created.84

Living under a system of constitutional law, the Ukrainian movement in 
Austria- Hungary became a mass movement by the eve of the First World 
War.85 Concentrated in Eastern Galicia, with its capital of Lemberg (Lwów/
Lviv), it inspired the creation of thousands of Ruthenian civic organiza-
tions – clubs, banks, schools, bookstores, credit unions, and cooperatives 
that promoted the Ukrainian idea in the region. The mass diffusion of this 
imagined community occurred within an area of high population density, 
intense rural poverty, and clear ethnic diversity, which generated antago-
nisms with the Polish authorities, who controlled Galicia on behalf of the 
Austrians. The tensions between the Poles and the Ruthenians embittered 
both groups, forging a permanent state of mutual mistrust and enmity.86 
These political and socio- economic conflicts, in turn, made the Ukrainian 
idea very attractive to the Ukrainian- speaking masses.87

Most importantly, by the mid- nineteenth century the leadership of the 
Ukrainian movement in Galicia considered itself an integral part of the 
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Ukrainian homeland controlled by St Petersburg. During the revolutions 
of 1848, Austria’s Supreme Ruthenian Council (Holovna Rus’ka Rada) de-
clared that Ruthenians did not constitute a part of the Polish or Russian 
nations nor did they reside solely in the Austrian Empire. It asserted that 
Austria’s Ruthenians constituted a part of a larger nation numbering fif-
teen  million.88 By identifying the Greek- Catholic Ukrainians in Austria 
with their Orthodox compatriots in Russia, this organization started the 
process of empowering the Ruthenians in Austria both psychologically 
and politically.

By establishing various civic, educational, and economic associations 
(not possible in the Russian Empire), the Galician Ukrainian populists 
penetrated the countryside. By the end of the nineteenth century they cre-
ated three political parties, the Radical Party (est. 1891), the moderate 
National Democratic Party (est. 1899), and the Marxist Social Democratic 
Party (est. 1900). Each competed for votes among Ukrainians but cooper-
ated with each other after the elections.89

The Austro- Hungarian government introduced another major electoral 
breakthrough at the imperial level in 1907.90 It abolished the curial system 
of elections and instituted the general, equal, direct, and secret ballot, but 
only for men. This measure gave Ukrainian men their first opportunity to 
exert influence throughout the Austro- Hungarian Empire by parliamenta-
ry means, even though they received only half of the mandates due them 
based on proportional representation. Each Ukrainian deputy generally 
represented 102,000 Ukrainians, whereas one Pole legislated on behalf of 
52,000.91 Despite extensive gerrymandering and election fraud, the 
Ukrainians in Galicia elected twenty- seven deputies (seventeen National 
Democrats, three Radicals, two Social Democrats, and five Russophiles) in 
1907. Together with the five Ukrainian deputies from Bukovina, they 
formed a small group in the 516- member Reichsrat, Austria’s parliament, 
but not enough “to overcome the Polish dominance of Galician politics.”92

In the 1890s the Ukrainian national movement in Galicia shifted from the 
cultural stage to the political stage. Nationally conscious Ukrainians in the 
Habsburg Monarchy started to abandon calling themselves “Ruthenians” 
(their traditional name) and assumed the name “Ukrainians,” a national 
designation that the Ukrainian intelligentsia within the Russian Empire ad-
opted by the early twentieth century.93 In 1895 the Radical Party’s Julian 
Bachynsky published Ukraina irredenta, which espoused the political inde-
pendence of Ukraine five years before the Revolutionary Ukrainian Party 
in Kharkov adopted a similar slogan. Bachynsky defined Ukraine as the 
contiguous territory from the Sian River in the Habsburg Monarchy to the 
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Caucasus, including the nine Ukrainian- speaking tsarist provinces.94 Soon 
all three Ukrainian parties in Galicia accepted the idea of Ukrainian inde-
pendence as their ultimate goal.

New Opportunities and Options

In the last decade of the nineteenth century, a new generation of Ukrainian 
activists emerged within the Russian Empire. In the summer of 1891, a 
group of Ukrainian university students formed the secret Brotherhood of 
Taras (Bratstvo tarasivtsiv), which condemned the Ukrainophile move-
ment for engaging only in cultural, not political, matters. As the first group 
of modern Ukrainian political activists in the Russian Empire, these men 
and women belonged to the Generation of 1917, as Olga Andriewsky 
coined the term. This cohort, mostly born between 1875 and 1886, became 
politically active around the turn of the century and started to support 
radical political solutions to Ukraine’s problems and played a leading role 
in the Ukrainian Revolution of 1917–20. The powerful demographic wave 
at the end of the nineteenth century and the expansion of higher educa-
tion, especially women’s higher education, roused this generation to re- 
envision their political choices.95

Unlike the young men and women who entered the universities in the 
1870s and 1880s and who enthusiastically joined the all- Russian student 
movement, this new generation formulated their Ukrainian identity and 
formed their own secret groups. When student protests escalated through-
out the Russian Empire in 1899 and politicized most students, they creat-
ed the Union of Ukrainian Students (Students’ka hromada). In 1900, a 
branch of this student group in Kharkov established the Revolutionary 
Ukrainian Party (RUP). In the same year, RUP published Mykola 
Mikhnovsky’s pamphlet Samostiina Ukraina (Independent Ukraine), 
which presented a program for “a single, united, indivisible, free and inde-
pendent Ukraine from the Carpathian to the Caucasian mountains.”96 
Although Mikhnovsky did not precisely define this territory, he vehe-
mently declared “Ukraine for Ukrainians.” He asserted that even “if one 
foreign enemy remained in this territory, we do not have the right to lay 
down our weapons.”97 Although this pamphlet represented a minority 
view among the small number of nationally conscious Ukrainians, the is-
sue of Ukrainian independence emerged. However far- fetched an idea at 
the beginning of the twentieth century, the tsarist authorities could not 
stamp out this radical political option. Their worst nightmare finally ap-
peared on the horizon.
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The idea of Ukrainian independence had developed slowly. Due to the 
overwhelming concentration of Ukrainian speakers in the countryside, the 
high level of rural illiteracy, the Orthodox religious faith, and the govern-
ment’s prohibitions against publishing in Ukrainian, the Ukrainian move-
ment within Russia remained locked in the academic and cultural stages 
for nearly fifty years. Patriotic agitators, mostly intellectuals from the cit-
ies, could not establish a mass national movement in the countryside, the 
location of its largest potential base of support.

Only as a result of the massive unrest unleashed by the Russian Revolution 
of 1905 did the tsarist government stop enforcing the discriminatory mea-
sures against the Ukrainian language. That year the Imperial Academy of 
Sciences identified Ukrainian as a language separate from Russian. Spurred 
by the revolution and official tolerance, activists established many 
Ukrainian- language newspapers and journals, although readership re-
mained small due to the illiteracy and poverty of the majority of the popula-
tion. Nevertheless, the Ukrainian national movement slowly gained the 
sympathy and adherence of the rural intelligentsia, the so- called “Third 
Element,” in the cooperative movement. They, in turn, attracted some of 
the peasants. Although the government’s repressions after 1907 circum-
scribed the Ukrainian movement’s gains, the rapid expansion of the coop-
erative movement in the urban and rural areas before the outbreak of the 
First World War helped the Ukrainian- speaking peasants to identify with 
the Ukrainian national movement.98

In March 1914, on the centenary of Shevchenko’s birth, popular dem-
onstrations with thousands of participants took place in Kiev and Kharkov. 
These demonstrations – however impressive in light of the Ukrainian 
movement’s recent history – did not yet represent a socially integrated 
mass movement.

Conclusion

Despite their large numbers spanning the borderlands of two major em-
pires, the Ukrainian- speaking population of East Central Europe on the 
eve of the twentieth century represented an ethnographic mass, not a single 
national community. According to the Austrian historian Andreas 
Kappeler, this group had three serious political, social, and cultural handi-
caps.99 First of all, this large body of people did not possess an upper class 
representing their own group. Inasmuch as the Polish- Lithuanian 
Commonwealth destroyed the Cossack elite and the Russian Empire co- 
opted it, the Ukrainian- speaking population (with the exception of those 
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on the Left Bank) had an “incomplete” social structure.100 Although most 
of the ambitious Ukrainian speakers joined the Russian world, they did 
not necessarily become Russians. Some “retained a double loyalty, a Little 
Russian as well as a Russian identity,” which could shift in emphasis de-
pending on the social or political situation.101 Some of these Left Bank 
nobles preserved the autonomist traditions of the Hetmanate, celebrated a 
Little Russian regional patriotism, and provided most of the Ukrainian 
national movement’s activists and sponsors. But they never approximated 
the unity (much less the power) of the Polish nobility within the empire.

Second, the Ukrainian speakers in both empires formed “an ethnic unity, 
but not an independent political unit.”102 At the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, Ukrainian speakers were politically divided, living in three different 
administrative jurisdictions: the “Little Russians” in the Russian Empire, 
the “Ruthenians” in Austria, and the “Rusyns” in Hungary. The “Ukrainian 
homeland” also served as the homeland for many other groups.

Third, this large mass of Ukrainian speakers did not possess a standard-
ized language common in both empires. According to George Y. Shevelov, 
a prominent linguist, a certain norm of usage existed, but “it was not codi-
fied, nor even exhaustively described, and there was no authority to pre-
scribe it.”103 Despite regional dialectical differences, the leaders of the two 
Ukrainian national movements in Austria and Russia agreed that “all 
Ukrainians should have the same standard literary language and that that 
standard should be based on the Central Ukrainian (Kiev- Poltava region) 
dialects upon which the language of the most influential classical writers, 
Taras Shevchenko and Marko Vovchok (1834–1907), was built.”104 This 
goal was easier proclaimed than implemented.

According to the Russian imperial census of 1897, 81 per cent of Ukrainian 
speakers over the age of ten could not read or write, which constituted the 
second- highest illiteracy rate among the peoples of the western Russian 
Empire (only the Moldovans were more illiterate).105 The situation was only 
slightly better in Austria- Hungary’s Ukrainian- speaking territories. In 1900, 
74 per cent of the adult population of Galicia, Bukovina, and Transcarpathia 
could not read or write.106 This illiteracy undermined the diffusion of the 
Ukrainian idea, as did the 1863 and 1876 tsarist bans on the public use of the 
Ukrainian language. In an age without electronic mass media, Ukrainian ac-
tivists could not spread their message very effectively without a literate pop-
ulation and without Ukrainian- language publications. They, moreover, had 
a difficult message to propagate.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Ukrainophiles in Austria- 
Hungary sought to persuade Ukrainian- speaking peasants that they formed 
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part of a larger Ukrainian world, not a local isolated identity (the Old 
Ruthenian movement) or a branch of the Russian people (the Russophile 
movement). Despite the social and economic handicaps they encountered, 
especially in Transcarpathia (a small geographically isolated area), the 
Ukrainophiles in the Austro- Hungarian Empire possessed an easier chal-
lenge than did their compatriots in Russia.

Ukrainian activists in the Habsburg Empire presented a vision of a 
“larger Ukraine” to their compatriots. But those in the Romanov Empire 
manifested a “smaller Ukraine.”

In contrast to the Greek- Catholic Ukrainians in Galicia, who clearly 
perceived their differences with the Roman Catholic Poles, the over-
whelming majority of Ukrainian- speaking peasants in the Russian Empire 
saw themselves as part of the overall Orthodox religious majority within 
their imperial domain. Ukrainophile agitators in the Russian Empire pos-
sessed the unenviable task of convincing Ukrainian- speaking peasants that 
they “belonged” to a different, but smaller world (the Ukrainian one) rath-
er than to the larger peasant, Orthodox or Russian worlds. They had to 
persuade their intended brethren that their homeland encompassed only 
the nine Ukrainian- speaking provinces (not the entire Russian Empire) 
and the Austrian Ukrainian- speaking areas of Bukovina, Transcarpathia, 
and Galicia. In an environment of poverty, illiteracy, and political power-
lessness, it proved difficult, but not impossible, to attract the masses to this 
new vision of their homeland.



PART ONE

The First Total War and Its Aftershocks
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As much as anything, World War I turned on the fate of Ukraine … Without 
Ukraine’s population, industry, and agriculture, early twentieth- century Russia 
would have ceased to be a great power. If Russia ceased to be a great power, then 
there was every possibility that Germany would dominate Europe.

Dominic Lieven1

In all history, there is no instance of a country having benefited from prolonged 
warfare. Only one who knows the disastrous effects of a long war can realize the 
supreme importance of rapidity in bringing it to a close.

Sun Tzu2

The nineteenth century’s industrial revolution, Europe’s population ex-
plosion, and the emergence of mass politics helped unify Germany and 
Italy and hastened the Ottoman Empire’s decay. The building of mass 
armies and their support systems spurred the creation of two rival military 
coalitions, the Triple Alliance (Germany, Austria- Hungary, and Italy) and 
the Triple Entente (Great Britain, France, and the Russian Empire) by the 
turn of the twentieth century (see map 4). The subsequent naval race be-
tween Germany and Great Britain, and conflicts in the Balkans among 
Austria- Hungary, the Ottoman Empire, Russia, and Serbia aggravated 
tensions among the major powers and set the stage for the world’s first 
total war. The assassination of Austria’s Archduke Franz Ferdinand and 
his wife, Archduchess Sophie, on 28 June 1914 ignited the conflict.

In response to these political murders, the Habsburg Monarchy de-
clared war against Serbia on 28 July. This act transformed the Austrian- 
Serbian conflict from a local war to a European one, ultimately involving 
all of the world’s major powers. Serbia’s ally, Imperial Russia, mobilized 
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its armed forces on 30 July, reaffirming its role as the defender of all Slavs. 
Germany then marshalled troops on 1 August and implemented the von 
Schlieffen plan, a highly intricate blueprint to defeat France (Russia’s pri-
mary ally) and then smash the Russian Empire – all to prevent a two- front 
war. But this game plan failed. Both France and Russia survived Germany’s 
initial blows and isolated the Central Powers. Although the Allies boxed 
in the Central Powers, they could not penetrate the box. Due to this stale-
mate, the First World War became “the first calamity of the twentieth cen-
tury, the calamity from which all other calamities sprang.”3

All of the belligerents fought to protect, if not enhance, their own na-
tional and imperial interests, but simultaneously they sincerely believed 
that “they were waging war because it would bring a new and radiant world 
into the future.” This armageddon would redeem humanity and create “a 
purified world rid of a central flaw: war.” Europe’s political and military 
elites adopted this vision long before the popularization of President 
Woodrow Wilson’s 1917 declaration that the conflict represented “a war to 
end all wars.”4

By  November 1914, just as the Ottoman Empire joined the Central 
Powers, troops on the western front became entrenched in a brutal ground 
war. Generals and politicians on both sides introduced unprecedented 
forms of violence to break the stalemate. Universal conscription generated 
“ever more apocalyptic confrontations, as the increased ease with which 
soldiers could be replaced led to ever bloodier fighting.”5

The “messianic intensity of the war” produced hundreds of thousands, 
even millions, of casualties in a single battle without any significant break-
through.6 The first battle of the Marne (September 1914), the Gallipoli 
campaign (April 1915–January 1916), the battle of Verdun (February–
December 1916), the Brusilov offensive (June–September 1916), the battle 
of the Somme (July–November 1916), the third battle of Ypres (July–
November 1917), and the German spring offensive of 1918 each killed or 
wounded at least 500,000 soldiers.7 The armed conflict between the two 
military alliances became a mechanized mass killing machine that lasted 
more than four years. Europe’s industrialization in the nineteenth century 
led to industrialized warfare and to the institutionalization of the culture 
of mass violence in the twentieth. 

Austria’s short- lived thrust into Russian Poland on 19 September 1914 
induced the Russian army to counter- attack, advancing nearly 300 kilo-
metres into Austria- Hungary and occupying Eastern Galicia and part of 
Western Galicia.8 Within six months of the war’s beginning, the Austro- 
Hungarian army had lost over 1,250,000 men. and by March 1915 another 
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800,000.9 But the Dual Monarchy’s offensive in the spring of 1915 succeed-
ed, and Austro- Hungarian troops expelled the tsarist army from Galicia.

As the Russian army withdrew, its generals initiated a “scorched earth” 
policy and forcibly removed several hundred thousand Austro- Hungarian 
civilians, including women and children, back behind their own lines. By 
the end of 1915, the Russian army had lost about four million men (killed, 
wounded, missing, and taken prisoner).10 In June 1916, the Russian army 
redirected its attacks on the southwestern front in the direction of Galicia 
and reoccupied this territory a second time and for nearly a year.

By the end of the winter of 1916–17, the Russian army’s morale had 
plunged to an all- time low; the generals no longer trusted the conscripts 
they commanded. Food shortages in the major industrial cities aggravated 
the situation. With an early spring thaw in late February 1917, hungry men 
and women participated in mass demonstrations in Petrograd against their 
own government. With the outbreak of street violence, instigated by the 
local police and military command, rank- and- file soldiers refused to shoot 
at the protesters and joined them. Facing a complete breakdown of the 
Russian political order during a major war, members of Russia’s last par-
liament, the Fourth Duma, persuaded Nicholas II to abdicate.11

Immediately after the  February Revolution in Petrograd, the new 
Provisional Government pledged to continue the war “solely for the de-
fense of the Russian homeland,” but the majority of the troops did not 
share this outlook. Most rank- and- file soldiers who came from the empire’s 
rural areas lost faith in their officers and never gave the new Provisional 
Government a chance. Men defending the larger cities in the rear did not 
want to fight the Austrians, much less the Germans. Non- Russian soldiers 
and officers on the front lines insisted on creating separate military units 
solely composed of their compatriots.

Despite this breakdown within its military ranks, Russia’s Provisional 
Government initiated another offensive on the southwestern front in 
late June 1917; a swift German counter- attack stopped this effort. After a 
loss of 200,000 troops in one week, the Russian army melted away. Soldiers 
“voted with their feet,” taking weapons with them. They rushed back to 
their villages in order to claim a “fair share” of the land for themselves and 
their families.

The Russian and Austrian empires constituted the weakest links within 
the two competing military alliances. As large, multinational dynastic em-
pires, they did not adjust well to the ever- increasing demands of the war. 
Russia’s geographic isolation from its allies, bureaucratic mismanagement, 
and political backwardness brought defeat. Nicholas II and his subordinates 
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could not imagine, much less implement, policies which would unify the 
military and home fronts. He and his inner circle never established a govern-
ment of national unity, as did Britain, France, and Germany. The tsar con-
sidered any compromise of his political authority as an erosion of his 
autocratic power. In his narrow view of the world, reinforcing the autocracy 
remained the only strategy for Russian victory.12

At the start of hostilities, Nicholas’s military entourage demonstrated a 
reckless level of incompetence by failing to equip recruits with enough 
rifles, ammunition, or boots. Russia’s political leadership ignored public 
opinion, while Austria feared “imposing any strain on the doubtful loy-
alty of its population” and “barely attempted to plan a siege economy or 
to administer a rationing system.”13 Both empires introduced policies that 
alienated the very people whose support they needed to win the war. In 
the new era of total war, both empires collapsed.

Hearts and Minds

At the outbreak of hostilities, most citizens and subjects of the belliger-
ent powers – including the Ukrainian speakers in both empires – enthu-
siastically embraced the war and their respective governments. With the 
major exception of the Bolsheviks (the radical wing of the Russian Social 
Democratic Workers Party), most Europeans saluted their own coun-
try’s flags and sang national anthems with booming voices. But the front 
lines shifted often, conscripting, killing, and displacing not only millions 
of soldiers, but also millions of civilians. Enormous battlefield losses and 
the widespread destruction of villages and towns on the ever- shifting 
front disillusioned millions of soldiers, refugees, and civilians, even those 
far from the zones of engagement. By mobilizing “official” mass nation-
al identities and by forcibly evicting hundreds of thousands from their 
homes, these governments undermined the old pre- war imperial and dy-
nastic loyalties. Radical, anti- imperial, and nationalist allegiances re-
placed them.14

On 1  January 1914, the Russian Empire possessed a population of 
167.7 million; approximately 120 million lived in European Russia’s fifty 
provinces. From 1 August 1914 until 1 April 1917, the authorities called up 
13.7 million men, who joined the ranks of its peacetime army that num-
bered 1,423,000 at the start of the war. Approximately 90 per cent of the 
total number of men conscripted in European Russia came from its over- 
populated rural areas, a disproportionate share of the empire’s peasant pop-
ulation.15 From 1914 to 1 September 1917, the military drafted approximately 
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2,885,000 men from the nine Ukrainian- speaking provinces, a total that 
did not include recruits from Bessarabia, Kursk, and Orel, which also pos-
sessed large Ukrainian- speaking populations. Of these men, nearly 
two million may have identified themselves as “Little Russians,” but we 
may never know for certain.16

The tsarist authorities did not properly coordinate their inflow of peas-
ants into the military. In the course of the war, the military recruited up to 
40 per cent of the empire’s able- bodied male population and requisitioned 
horses necessary to work the farms.17 Peasant families in Novorossiia and 
the southwest provinces close to the front experienced extensive military 
and labour conscription. By 1917, nearly 40 per cent of all peasant house-
holds in some provinces, such as Kharkov, did not possess adult males to 
work the fields.18 Although women stepped into the breach, the delicate 
inter- regional balance of grain production and railway transport encoun-
tered intense pressures and broke down.19

Approximately two million soldiers serving in the Russian army (nearly 
10.5 per cent of those mobilized during the war) died on the battlefield or 
from wounds or diseases experienced there.20 Although it is difficult to 
ascertain the national identities of those who died, one American scholar 
estimated in the 1960s that within the Russian army nearly 450,000 men 
from the Ukrainian- speaking provinces perished, as did nearly 120,000 
from Austria- Hungary’s Ukrainian provinces.21 Recently, scholars at the 
Ukrainian Institute of Demography in Kiev asserted that in the Ukrainian- 
speaking provinces of Russia and Austria- Hungary some 1.3 million men, 
women, and children died prematurely during the First World War. 
Another 2.3 million “excess deaths” occurred during the post- 1917 civil 
and national wars, the brief Polish- Soviet War of 1920, the famine of 1921–
2, and the subsequent cholera, diphtheria, dysentery, and typhoid epidem-
ics which followed wartime conditions and shortages.22

These statistics may not include birth deficits or emigration, but even 
without those, the losses are staggering. Most importantly, this long contin-
uum of mass violence decimated an entire generation of young men from the 
Ukrainian- speaking provinces and even killed large numbers of civilians.

The survivors became disillusioned with the authorities and with the 
status quo. High attrition rates, the duration of the conflict, and the uncer-
tainty of a speedy victory created an irreconcilable breach between (1) the 
soldiers, non- commissioned officers, and recently promoted junior offi-
cers and (2) their senior officers and generals. The frustrations in the lower 
ranks inspired them to find salvation in various radical national and social 
causes after the February Revolution.23
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Even prisoners were not immune. The armies on the eastern front cap-
tured unprecedented numbers of prisoners of war and relocated them in 
isolated places far behind military lines. In addition to feeding their own 
men, European militaries spent scarce resources to guard and provide food 
for millions of their adversaries. By employing propagandists in the camps, 
the captors hoped to turn them against their former imperial masters. In 
summary, the war caused enormous social and economic upheavals, espe-
cially for those living in the Ukrainian- speaking provinces closest to the 
shifting front. It radicalized the masses and encouraged many Ukrainian 
speakers to imagine themselves as Ukrainians and to explore a new politi-
cal concept, national independence.

Vincent Shandor, an important official in Transcarpathia in the interwar 
period, remembered his family’s first encounter with Ukrainian speakers 
from the Russian Empire. During Shandor’s childhood in the Great War, 
Iulian Bebeshko, a prisoner of war from the Russian army, lived with and 
worked for his family. According to an account recorded by Raymond 
Smith, Shandor’s editor,

The family soon discovered that they understood the language spoken by 
Bebeshko and the other prisoners from Eastern Ukraine far better than the 
language spoken by those from Moscow and other Russian regions. As 
Shandor relates the story, it was these prisoners who enabled the local 
Ruthenians to “perceive their linguistic and historical closeness to those who 
were from Ukraine. The prisoners were the first to talk openly about Ukraine, 
its history, traditions, and culture.” The Ukrainian songs they learned “from 
the captured Russian Army soldiers of Ukrainian origin gave a strong im-
pulse to the self- identification of Ruthenians from Transcarpathia, spurring 
national revival and development.” After World War I, Shandor’s father be-
came politicized as a Ukrainian nationalist. In January 1919, the elder Shandor 
took part in a Congress in Khust that endorsed the unification of 
[Transcarpathia] with the rest of Ukraine, one of several political acts which 
provoked an angry response from local Hungarian officials.24

To the consternation of the imperial powers on the eastern front, the war 
accelerated the transmission and diffusion of the Ukrainian idea, even in 
the most backward regions.

Galicia’s Occupations

According to Machiavelli, “a prince should make himself feared in such a 
way that, though he does not gain love, he escapes hatred, for being feared 
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but not hated go readily together.” In order to prevent hatred, Machiavelli 
advocated that a prince should not touch the property of his citizens and 
subjects or insult their sense of honour or dignity.25 Russia’s political and 
military leaders did not heed his advice. The Russian Empire’s three con-
quests of Austrian territories during the First World War estranged not only 
the Germans, Jews, and Poles, but also the Ukrainians of Galicia and 
Bukovina, who had never lived under Russian imperial rule. Adhering to the 
prevailing imperial ideology, Russian officials imagined that the East Slavs in 
the Habsburg Monarchy were fellow Russians and acted accordingly.

Shortly after the Russian army captured Galicia and Bukovina for the 
first time in late  September 1914 (and held the provinces until 22  June 
1915), officials annexed these territories into the Russian Empire. They 
made plans to integrate the occupied territories into the empire’s legal and 
administrative framework and to build “new Russian- gauge railroads ty-
ing Galicia to the Russian heartland.”26 They extended the tsarist imperial 
model of provincial administration to “the old Russian land” of Austria’s 
Lemberg, Tarnopol, Czernowitz, and later Przemyśl. These newly ac-
quired territories (which had been part of Kiev Rus, but not Muscovy or 
the Russian Empire) were subordinated to the headquarters of the south-
west front in Kiev, which became “the defacto wartime capital of the new-
ly united Ukrainian lands.”27

The Russian occupational regime operated in a highly arbitrary manner 
and quickly became unpopular. The commander of the southwestern 
front, General Nikolai Ivanov, ordered the expulsion of large numbers of 
Jews and German peasants who had settled in Galicia several generations 
earlier, accusing them of espionage, subversion, and sabotage. The first 
deportations started in November 1914 as the authorities dispatched “un-
reliable” Jews, Germans, and Ukrainians to Siberia’s Tomsk province.28

Ivanov, moreover, tolerated hostage taking and did not punish his troops 
who engaged in brutal pogroms against Jews, Germans, and other civilians 
in the front military zones.29 The new regime viewed the Jews of Galicia, 
who had long enjoyed legal equality in the Austro- Hungarian Empire, as 
subversive elements, spies, and traitors and condoned the military’s anti- 
Jewish violence throughout the winter of 1914–15.30 Count Georgii 
Bobrinskii, the second military governor general during Russia’s first oc-
cupation of Galicia, perceived the province as an integral part of the 
Russian Empire and replaced the Austrian officials with Russian bureau-
crats from Kiev, Podolia, Volhynia, or Warsaw, or with the few remaining 
local Russophiles. Persecuted by the Austrian government before 1914, 
these Russophiles enthusiastically served the Russian administration in 
Galicia.31
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Despite claims to adhere to international agreements concerning the oc-
cupation of foreign territories in wartime, the new rulers in Galicia quick-
ly introduced Russian as the only language of instruction in the schools 
and government offices, and closed long- standing Ukrainian organiza-
tions, clubs, bookstores, and newspapers. They prohibited the sale as well 
as the private possession of all books in the “Little Russian dialect” and 
barred the use of this language in all private and public organizations, 
courts, and bureaucracy.32 They also arrested thousands of prominent civ-
ic, cultural, political, and religious leaders, such as the Greek Catholic 
Metropolitan Andrei Sheptytsky, and deported them deep into the Russian 
interior. They also persecuted the members of the Greek Catholic Church 
and attempted to convert these believers to Russian Orthodoxy by force.33 
These brutal anti- Ukrainian measures far surpassed those the Polish no-
bility introduced under Austrian rule.34 Just as most Ukrainians in Galicia 
and Bukovina realized that they had lived far better under Habsburg rule 
than their compatriots in Russia, Emperor Nicholas II travelled to his 
Lvov on 9 April 1915 in order to meet his “Russian” subjects and to re-
affirm Galicia’s long- standing “historic ties” with his realm.35

A few months later the Austrians and Germans counter- attacked. The 
Russian army suffered heavy casualties – over one  million men killed or 
wounded and the surrender of another million – which forced them to with-
draw from Austrian Galicia, all of Russian Poland, and a large part of the 
Polish- Russian borderlands.36 During the retreat, the Russian military com-
mander ordered the destruction of crops, livestock, and farm equipment. By 
coercive means this retreat removed several hundred thousand Ukrainian, 
Polish, and Jewish civilians from the region.37 Up to 50 per cent of all Jewish 
settlements and the majority of all Jewish physical structures experienced 
damage or destruction.38 Millions now lived under martial- law regimes in 
the neighbouring front- line provinces that the Russian Empire controlled.39

In  June 1916, Russia’s military regained the territories on the eastern 
front and reoccupied much of Bukovina and one- third of eastern Galicia 
for the next few months.40 Its troops controlled the area around Tarnopol 
(now Ternopol), a large eastern Galician city near the Austro- Russian bor-
der, from September 1914 to the end of 1917. 

The new civilian and military authorities then launched a vicious anti- 
Semitic campaign and persecuted Germans but modified the anti- 
Ukrainian policies of 1914–15. Continuing their Great Russian project 
(reuniting Russians, Little Russians, and Belarusans into one state led by 
Russia), they did not ban the Ukrainian language or shut down all 
Ukrainian- language publications and institutions.
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The Russian language still served as the official language. Although the 
new governor general allowed the use of some of the local languages (Polish 
and Ukrainian, but not German or Yiddish) in the schools, the tsar’s min-
isters in Petrograd objected. The authorities abandoned efforts to convert 
Greek Catholic believers to Russian Orthodoxy, but fought all manifesta-
tions of “Ukrainophilism,” a very broad pejorative term.41 Having suffered 
through the first Russian occupation and its scorched- earth policy the year 
before, the local population remained hostile to the Russians and sympa-
thetic to the Austrians. They, after all, had been among the most loyal sub-
jects of the Habsburg Monarchy since the late eighteenth century.

Shortly after Nicholas II’s forced abdication in  February 1917, the 
Provisional Government appointed Dmytro Doroshenko, a prominent 
Ukrainian activist from the Russian Empire, as the regional commissar (with 
powers of governor general) for occupied Galicia and Bukovina.42 This deci-
sion reflected the plans of Pavel Miliukov, the Provisional Government’s first 
foreign minister (from February to May 1917), to merge Austria- Hungary’s 
Ukrainian districts with Russian Ukraine.43 Doroshenko persuaded the 
Provisional Government to appoint three more Ukrainian activists as com-
missars for Volhynia, Czernowitz (now Chernovtsy), and Ternopol. This 
group of governors started to promote local Ukrainians into regional bu-
reaucracies just before Alexander Kerensky, the new head of the Provisional 
Government, launched his late June 1917 offensive against the Germans and 
Austrians. The Central Powers counter- attacked and temporarily reclaimed 
most of Eastern Galicia in August, but the Russian army retook some of the 
territories it had lost.44 Because of the breakdown of military discipline in the 
months before Russia withdrew from the war in December, this last Russian 
conquest became even worse than the first two.45 Despite Doroshenko’s ef-
forts to alleviate the consequences of the devastation the people of Galicia 
had experienced over three years of the war and two Russian occupations, he 
could not. He had no authority over the military. The demands of the Russian 
front- line army in his province took precedence over the needs of the civilian 
population he governed.

Overall, governments on both sides adopted measures which “either 
privileged or disadvantaged one ethnic group over another in matters of lan-
guage and schooling, religious practice, military service obligations, prop-
erty rights, and other economic welfare measures.”46 Such actions activated 
national and even nationalist counter- responses from the local populations.

If, on the eve of the 1914 invasion, “strong pro- Russian sympathies [ex-
isted] among Galicia’s Ukrainians, with a quarter of them voting for 
Russophile candidates to the Austrian parliament,” these feelings quickly 



48 Total Wars

evaporated.47 Russia’s occupation of Galicia and Bukovina, its retreat, and 
the creation of a major refugee crisis ignited the Austro- Ukrainian hatred 
against Russia and Russians. By the end of 1915, the Russian military cre-
ated approximately 400,000 refugees, most of them Ukrainians from Galicia, 
shepherding them eastward to Kiev and to the larger towns and cities in the 
Ukrainian- speaking provinces. By mid- 1916, for example, they comprised 
25 per cent of the population in Ekaterinoslav and other cities.48

Settling these refugees behind Russian lines undermined the political or-
der by introducing large numbers of diverse groups with alien ideas to the 
local Orthodox Christian population. In hopes of preventing fraud by vari-
ous relief organizations, the Russian authorities gave each refugee a green 
book recording his or her name, place of origin, and ethnic affiliation.49 
These registration books (a precursor to the Soviet internal passport system 
introduced in 1932) set the refugees apart from the local population.

The refugees from Galicia encountered new, foreign environments and 
often compared – consciously and unconsciously – their old and new sur-
roundings. Displaced hundreds of kilometres from home, they were 
forced to interact with other refugees and local populations and experi-
enced feelings of otherness, estrangement, and, at times, solidarity. The 
predominantly Greek Catholic Ukrainians from the Austrian Empire had 
the opportunity to assess their similarities with fellow Ukrainian speakers 
of the Orthodox faith and to see how they differed from the Russians. In 
the struggle for food and shelter, these evacuees also thought about how 
– and in what language – to educate their children. Inadvertently, they – as 
a group – took on the role of missionaries for the Ukrainian cause.

In turn, many locals who encountered these refugees had to reassess 
their own identities. For the first time, many Ukrainian speakers in the 
Left Bank, Right Bank, and Novorossiia met a nationally conscious 
Ukrainian population, which highlighted the idea that the Ukrainian- 
speaking territories of Austria and Russia constituted a single whole. This 
enormous group of involuntary migrants and their encounters with the 
host populations disrupted the old, often acquiescent patterns of behav-
iour, forcing the refugees, the local population, and the local and dislodged 
intelligentsia “to forms of action and ways of thinking that had been im-
possible to conceive” before the war.50

All of the refugees experienced a common trauma. Both the educated intel-
ligentsia and ordinary men and women had suffered the same exposure “to 
the dehumanizing and debilitating consequences of refugeedom.”51 Sharing 
memories of their expulsion from their homelands, the elites and masses 
identified themselves with each other, as never before. This assessment rang 
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as true for the Ukrainian refugees as it did for the Poles, Jews, and Germans, 
also forcibly removed from Galicia. The war’s violence and dispersions 
made each group see the world through national (not just local or imperial) 
lenses. The majority of uprooted Ukrainian speakers from Galicia and 
Bukovina, along with many of their compatriots in the Russian Empire, 
recognized that the rulers and the ruled “should hail from the same peo-
ple.” In the wake of this mass removal and psychological rupture, their 
identities became nationalized. This new politicized national identity be-
came not only “a perceptual framework through which they (could) define 
their interests and identify their (potential) alliance partners,” but also the 
“organizational means through which individuals struggle to gain pow-
er.”52 They started to interpret Russian rule (whether tsarist, democratic, 
or Bolshevik) emanating from Petrograd or Moscow as “alien” rule.

Internationalization of Intra- Imperial Conflicts

In the course of the war, the Ukrainian provinces within Austria- Hungary 
and the Russian Empire became the object of broader geopolitical projects 
envisioned by the warring powers to weaken, if not revise, each others’ 
territories. The Romanovs wanted to annex Austria’s Galicia and Bukovina 
to the Russian Empire and floated plans to recognize an autonomous, re-
united Poland under its auspices after the war. The exact borders of this 
re- envisioned Poland remained unclear but did not include Right Bank 
Ukraine or Galicia. At the same time, the Germans and, to a lesser extent, 
the Austrians sought to divorce Russia’s western borderlands in order to 
reinforce the geopolitical security of the Central Powers. In the first two 
weeks of the war, some German officials advocated the liberation of Poland, 
Finland, Ukraine, and the Caucasus from Russia. Although Germany’s 
war aims evolved in the course of the European conflagration, its leaders 
succeeded in realizing their ambitious annexationist policies in the east at 
Brest- Litovsk four years later.53

In the course of this brutal conflict, the leaders of all warring parties de-
fined their enemies in national as well as state and imperial terms, stereo-
typing their opponents as completely evil and untrustworthy. Propagandists 
constantly highlighted the differences among the various national groups, 
always disparaging their enemies, including civilians among them. Even on 
the home front, the German authorities did not consider all of their compa-
triots loyal sons and daughters of the fatherland, especially the socialists.

The Russian government abolished the Pale of Settlement on 4 August 
1915 and allowed Jews who had fled during the chaotic retreat from Poland 



50 Total Wars

and Galicia that spring to settle outside the former Pale. But at the same 
time, the military command denounced Jews, Poles, and Germans living 
within the boundaries of the empire as disloyal elements and sought to 
expropriate their landholdings.54 In 1915, the Russian army deported over 
200,000 German settlers from the provinces of Volhynia, Kiev, and Podolia 
to Siberia and Central Asia.55 Even though these German settlers had lived 
on their homesteads for several generations, Russian generals could not 
imagine that they would ever become loyal members of the Russian politi-
cal community. In their eyes, once a German, always a German.

Tsarist officials also suspected Ukrainians of treason. Despite the 
Ukrainian national movement’s declarations of loyalty and overall support 
for the Russian war effort, the government closed down all Ukrainian cul-
tural and educational institutions shortly after the empire’s declaration of 
war.56 The authorities arrested a number of the movement’s most prominent 
leaders, including Mykhailo Hrushevsky, who shortly after the war broke 
out had returned to Kiev to prove his loyalty and that of the Ukrainian na-
tional movement. (Although he had lived in Austria since 1894, teaching at 
the University of Lemberg, he still retained his Russian citizenship.)

Russia’s authorities did not recognize the separate existence of the 
Belarusans and Ukrainians from the Russian people. Due to the hysteria 
ignited by the war, they remained suspicious of anyone who identified him-
self as a Ukrainian, not as a “Little Russian.” But by 1914 most Ukrainian 
speakers from Galicia or Bukovina identified themselves as Ukrainians, 
not Ruthenians or Little Russians. This conflict between assumptions of 
what should constitute the political norm for Ukrainians/Ruthenians/
Little Russians/Rusyns made many Russian nationalists uneasy about the 
Austro- Ukrainian refugees and about the local relief organizations created 
to help them.57

Russian leaders’ concern about Ukrainians and the Ukrainian national 
movement were not completely misplaced. In Austria, on 3 August 1914, 
representatives of the three main Ukrainian political parties in Austria 
formed the Supreme Ukrainian Council (Holovna Ukrains’ka Rada, or 
HUR), which issued an appeal to the Ukrainian people calling for unity 
against the autocratic tsarist empire, “the greatest enemy of Ukraine.”58 
For leaders of these political parties and for Ukrainian political émigrés 
from Russia, the Russian Empire represented not only an existential threat, 
but also a danger to the constitutional rights and freedoms they enjoyed in 
Austria. They understood that these Austrian liberties allowed their activ-
ists to build a “dense network of voluntary associations” and other com-
ponents of civil society in order to institutionalize the Ukrainian national 
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project. Without constitutional protections, the mechanisms “that gave 
the Ukrainian peasants in Galicia political weight and voice, and allowed 
them to defend their interests” would disappear.59 

In order to prevent this, HUR created a Ukrainian Military Command, 
which would oversee the organization of the Sich Riflemen (Ukrains’ki 
sichovi striltsi), a group of Ukrainian volunteers that would fight on behalf 
of the Dual Monarchy.60 Consisting primarily of nationally conscious stu-
dents, peasants, and workers, they sought to protect Ukrainians within the 
Austro- Hungarian Empire during the war. In 1915, the General Ukrainian 
Council (Heneral’na Ukrains’ka Rada), HUR’s successor, published a 
declaration, envisioning a free, independent Ukrainian state carved out of 
Russia and territorial national autonomy for the Ukrainian people within 
the borders of Austria.61 In September 1916, the General Council asserted 
that this whole territory encompassed 850,000 square kilometres and con-
tained thirty- five million people, a highly contested claim in a nationally 
mixed East Central Europe.62

On 4  August 1914, a group of Ukrainian political émigrés from the 
Russian Empire living in Austria organized the Union for the Liberation 
of Ukraine (Soiuz vyzvolennia Ukrainy – SVU), which espoused the vic-
tory of the Central Powers and the creation of an independent Ukrainian 
state on the ruins of the Russian Empire. SVU’s inaugural platform advo-
cated that this state possess a constitutional monarch, a democratic politi-
cal system, a single legislative branch, and civil, linguistic, and religious 
rights for all national groups and faiths, with an independent Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church.63 HUR and the General Ukrainian Council cooperat-
ed closely with the SVU. Under the sponsorship of the SVU, many intel-
lectuals from Galicia and Bukovina worked in the Austrian prisoner- of- war 
camps and spread the Ukrainian idea to the “Little Russians” in them.

As rational political actors, the leaders of the Ukrainian national move-
ment in Galicia understood that a full- scale war between two major 
European military alliances could bring them new political opportunities. 
The victors would rearrange the continent’s boundaries, especially in the 
disputed terrain of East Central Europe. HUR and SVU leaders grasped 
that an autonomous Ukraine, much less an independent one, would not 
emerge ex nihilo without the approval and support of the war’s victors. 
They calculated that Russia (due to ideological reasons and national secu-
rity concerns) would not tolerate such an outcome and that if Russia and 
its allies won the war, the Romanovs would destroy the Ukrainian na-
tional movement as it had within its own borders. Austro- Hungary and 
Germany would not. HUR and SVU leaders perceived, in short, that the 
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war would determine the very survival of the Ukrainian national move-
ment and all Ukrainians (as opposed to Little Russians).

Emperor Franz Joseph’s long reign since 1848 made him a beloved fa-
ther figure, if not an institution, among Ukrainians, who placed their po-
litical bet on the ultimate triumph of the Central Powers. Even their 
non- Galician colleagues, the members of the SVU, agreed with their as-
sessment of the overall political situation and future possibilities. Their 
common support for the Central Powers presupposed important conces-
sions from Austria- Hungary.

HUR and the Main Ukrainian Rada repeatedly urged the Austrian gov-
ernment to create a separate administrative unit for Ukrainians in Eastern 
Galicia. In late 1915 and early 1916 Austria’s prime minister promised the 
General Council that Galicia’s Ukrainian- speaking area would become a 
separate province. Emperor Franz Joseph nullified this pledge just before 
his death on 21 November 1916. He had just agreed to establish the Polish 
Kingdom and to initiate the autonomy of Galicia, which would be con-
trolled by Polish nobles without Vienna’s supervision. In practical terms, 
this meant that the Ukrainian national movement’s political progress in 
Galicia since 1848, gains which Vienna guaranteed, would be overturned. 
The General Ukrainian Council and the Austrian parliament’s Ukrainian 
deputies expressed their outrage, demanding Galicia’s division into Polish 
and Ukrainian parts and the creation of a separate provincial parliament for 
Ukrainian Galicia.64 Franz Josef’s successor, Karl I, assured Ukrainian rep-
resentatives that after the war, everything – including the question of a sepa-
rate Ukrainian Galician province – would be settled fairly on behalf of the 
Ukrainians. In this spirit, the new emperor decreed in the fall of 1917 that 
all Greek Catholics in Galicia were now to be categorized as Ukrainians 
(not Ruthenians) in all official documents and registries.65

The Ukrainian movement acquired official approval of its own self- 
definition as a people and also won vague assurances concerning regional 
autonomy for its people. These official vows and their reversals demon-
strated how Galicia and plans for a resurrected Poland became a political 
football during the war. Not only did Austria and Germany espouse the 
creation of an independent Poland when Russia occupied this territory, 
Russia did the same when the Central Powers conquered Polish areas. 
Inasmuch as almost all Polish political leaders imagined that Galicia and 
Right- Bank Ukraine belonged to Poland, Poland’s future determined 
Ukraine’s fate. And Ukraine’s overall political destiny, not just in Galicia, 
influenced Poland’s.
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Despite the Austrian political leadership’s efforts to appease the empire’s 
non- German and non- Hungarian peoples, its military command suspected 
large numbers of Czechs, Serbs, Romanians, and Ukrainians in their ranks 
of disloyalty. The war unleashed a torrent of hysterical lies, misrepresenta-
tions, and defamations, not always expressed in public. Since the Ukrainians 
in Eastern Galicia possessed compatriots across the border in the Russian 
Empire and because the Austrian generals exaggerated the influence of the 
Russophile orientation among them, these military leaders assumed at the 
outbreak of the war that the Ukrainians sympathized with or would ac-
tively collaborate with the Russians. Acting on these false assumptions, 
they sent thousands of Ukrainians far from the front. The Hungarian gov-
ernment also suspected their Romanian, Serbian, and Ruthenian/Rusyn/
Ukrainian populations, especially those who lived in or near the war zones.66

Conclusion

The Great War’s carnage on the eastern front shattered the Austro- 
Hungarian, German, Russian, and Ottoman Turkish empires.67 The long 
and brutal conflict unleashed a political and social tsunami, which under-
mined these dynastic, multinational empires, ignited revolutions and cre-
ated new states, and set the stage for an even more devastating war. In its 
wake, the twentieth century’s first total war created the political and social 
environment which diffused the idea of national self- determination and 
fertilized the ideologies of communism and fascism.

The war internationalized, militarized, and radicalized “national ques-
tions” within the empires of East Central Europe, transforming ethnic com-
munities into national communities. Austria- Hungary and the Russian 
Empire sought to intertwine their highly diverse components around a 
single unifying identity within their own realms. As the war continued, 
seemingly without end, its belligerents created categories, dividing the 
world into loyal allies and diabolic foes, seeking out subversive “enemy 
aliens” in their midst.68 Entire communities now bore collective responsi-
bility for the actions of a few of their compatriots. In an environment of 
mass violence, shifting boundaries, and decaying authority, Austria- 
Hungary and the Russian Empire applied these categories to their own 
loyal subjects, needlessly undermining their own imperial unity.

In the case of Austria- Hungary, the military command had created regi-
ments of Serb, Czech, Romanian, and Ruthenian soldiers mixed with 
“ reliable” German and Magyar troops as “an extra check upon suspect 
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nationalities.”69 Although these suspicions surfaced long before Franz 
Joseph’s death in November 1916, most rank- and- file soldiers from these 
problematic nationalities placed the blame on Karl I. Governmental suspi-
cions became a self- fulfilling prophecy. Many of the non- German and 
non- Hungarian soldiers suspected of disloyalty resented this intense scru-
tiny and “began to question their role, the purpose of the war, and looked 
forward to a speedy peace.”70

The resentments and frustrations of the Ruthenians in the Habsburg 
armies and the Little Russians in the tsarist armies prompted many to 
think of themselves as Ukrainians and to question their loyalty to their 
respective imperial structures. In an age of popular sovereignty and na-
tional self- determination, why not demand home rule or autonomy, even 
independence for the downtrodden Ukrainian masses? In these uncertain 
times, why not learn from and reproduce the Irish and Polish models of 
the struggle for national independence? 



Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood- dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

 W.B. Yeats1

The February 1917 Revolution swept away the Romanov dynasty, brought 
the Provisional Government to power, and generated waves of mass expec-
tations and political demands throughout Russia. But the new government 
could not simultaneously end the Great War, increase food supplies, im-
prove working conditions in the cities, introduce a more equal distribution 
of the land in the countryside, or authorize non- Russian autonomy. Its 
members, moreover, viewed themselves as temporary stewards of Russia’s 
fragile democracy, preparing the way for the elections to the Constituent 
Assembly, which they believed would tackle society’s conflicting demands.

In response to the Provisional Government’s slow, legalistic procedures, 
popular dissatisfactions multiplied and spread across the country. As a con-
sequence, by the end of that summer, the Provisional Government lost 
power to the Petrograd Soviet, which also arose after Nicholas II’s abdica-
tion and attracted Russia’s leftist parties. By summer’s end, the enthusiastic 
and ever- growing support for radical Bolsheviks within this body destroyed 
the authority of the moderate Menshevik and Socialist Revolutionary 
parties.

3  
Political Collapse, Revolutions,  

and Social Upheavals, 1917–1923
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The Bolshevik seizure of power in Petrograd in October 1917 with the 
support of workers and under the cloak of the Second All- Russian 
Congress of Soviets did not necessarily foreshadow their ultimate victory. 
After October 1917 this political party (overwhelmingly urban, working 
class, and largely Russian) took another three and a half years to win pow-
er in a predominantly rural, peasant, and non- Russian society encompass-
ing approximately 22 million square kilometres (8.5 million square miles). 
Taking full advantage of the social volatility and confusion within Russia 
and of the West’s moral and physical exhaustion with the First World War, 
they stumbled to victory. The overall chaos and violence “drove Russia 
towards Bolshevism, sometimes despite the Bolsheviks.”2

Three different, but interdependent mass revolutions – in the cities, in 
the countryside, and in the non- Russian areas – tore Russia apart. Between 
1917 and 1921 each of these spontaneous revolutions evolved indepen-
dently, but converged in a number of ways. Each attacked different rem-
nants of the old political order, challenged the institutionalized inequalities 
of the past, and introduced unique alternatives. Building on the old impe-
rial identity and on official designations of identity during the war, various 
groups promoted new national and social identities that expressed distinct 
interpretations of individual dignity and group interests and envisioned a 
broader sense of equality and democracy.

Conflicts over these identities and their parameters fuelled the urban, 
rural, and non- Russian revolutions. Although these national and social 
identities competed with each other, their contest also mutually rein-
forced each other.3 Inasmuch as the “national question” in the new demo-
cratic Russia reflected the enormous social inequalities among national 
groups, all non- Russian national movements combined the national and 
the social struggles to become a single, “almost unstoppable democratic 
force.”4 “Social democracy” in its broadest sense and the “right of na-
tional self- determination” became the most repeated revolutionary slo-
gans of the day. The men and women who assembled under their different 
banners sought to institutionalize these political catchwords. These ef-
forts provoked a bitter conflict in the Ukrainian provinces, where revolu-
tionary euphoria inspired efforts to create a new political order. What did 
this newly introduced democracy mean in practice, specifically for the 
Ukrainian- speaking population? Would popular sovereignty coincide 
with national sovereignty? Or class sovereignty? Most importantly, what 
were the contours of these sovereignties and where were the boundaries 
between them?
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The Central Rada and Its Successors

On 7 March 1917 (Old Style), barely a week after Tsar Nicholas II’s abdica-
tion and the emergence of the Provisional Government in Petrograd, a small 
party of Ukrainian intellectuals with moderate political views established 
the Ukrainian Central Rada (Ukrains’ka Tsentral’na Rada) in Kiev. This 
organization became the coordinating body for all Ukrainian groups at-
tempting to win wide- scale political, social, and cultural rights for Ukrainians 
from the Provisional Government. In employing the term “Ukraine,” the 
Rada claimed authority over all Ukrainian activities in approximately a 
450,000- square- kilometre area. This region contained the provinces of Kiev, 
Podolia, Volhynia, Kharkov, Poltava, Chernigov, Ekaterinoslav, Kherson, 
and Taurida, but excluded the Crimea, Galicia, Bukovina, and Transcarpathia. 
Because of the deteriorating military situation on the eastern front, this large 
tract coincided with the Ukrainian territory actually under the control of 
the Provisional Government.

As these provinces contained a nationally heterogeneous population, 
the Ukrainian movement sought to come to terms with the non- Ukrainians. 
The newly elected head of the Rada, historian Mykhailo Hrushevsky, as-
serted that the new body respected “all the civil and political rights of the 
national minorities which inhabit the Ukraine and recognize the Ukrainian 
people as the masters of the Ukrainian territory and [those] who desire to 
join them as equals.”5 Hrushevsky referred to the numerical superiority of 
the Ukrainian- speaking population in the nine provinces. In the new era of 
revolutionary democracy, he declared, non- Ukrainians now had to take 
Ukrainians into account. In a new democratic order, these men and wom-
en now sat at the newly expanded political table and constituted the major-
ity of the population.

When the Rada claimed the right to represent all Ukrainian- speaking 
majority- populated territories, its leaders included the non- Ukrainian- 
speaking urban areas within their jurisdiction. Although Hrushevsky ad-
mitted that the Ukrainian speakers constituted a minority in the urban 
centres on the territory proposed by the Rada, he asserted that “the cities 
must follow the majority of the surrounding population.”6 Although cities 
such as Kiev and Kharkov played a critical role in the formation of the 
leadership of the Ukrainian national movement in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, only one – Poltava – possessed a majority Ukrainian 
population in the second decade of the twentieth.7 Between the 1897 
Russian imperial census and the outbreak of the war in 1914, Ukrainian 
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speakers comprised between 32.5 and 46.1 per cent of the towns and cit-
ies.8 Most of those living in the urban areas (including Jews) identified 
themselves with the Russian language and culture. This sharp rural- urban 
variation threatened to cripple the revolution in the Ukrainian provinces.

The Rada needed to address this issue, but only after mobilizing its peas-
ant base. In order to confirm its self- appointed mandate in the spring and 
summer of 1917, the Rada called on all Ukrainian organizations to meet to 
discuss the present and future political status of the nine Ukrainian- speaking 
provinces. With the inclusion of delegates from various cooperative, peas-
ant, pedagogical, military, and political organizations, the Rada’s member-
ship increased to 600 by the end of July. At that point in time, the Rada 
included only Ukrainians and defined itself as “the representative body of 
the entire organized Ukrainian population” in the nine provinces.9

Members of the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries (UPSR) 
emerged as the largest, most representative, and most enthusiastic sup-
porters of the Central Rada’s efforts to secure political autonomy from the 
Provisional Government. This pro- peasant political party espoused land 
reform and political decentralization. Although related to Russia’s Socialist 
Revolutionary Party (PSR), the UPSR had different agrarian goals than 
the Russian party’s. As the overwhelming majority of Ukrainian- speaking 
peasants possessed their allotments in hereditary household tenure (unlike 
Russian peasants, who held their land under communal tenure), they 
feared the introduction of communal land reforms, which they identified 
with the PSR. In response, the UPSR advocated individual farming and 
attracted the majority of peasants in the nine provinces.10

The UPSR, like the other Ukrainian political parties, advocated promo-
tion of the Ukrainian language within the educational and bureaucratic 
systems of the nine provinces, an issue of enormous importance to the 
peasants. According to Orlando Figes,

The nationalist struggle for language rights was also a liberation movement 
for the peasants. Unless the peasants could understand the language of the 
government and the courts, they had no direct access to political or civil 
rights. Unless they could learn to read in their own tongue, they had no hope 
of social betterment. And unless they could understand their priests, they had 
reason to fear for their souls. The public use of their native language was not 
just a matter of necessity, however. It became the issue of personal pride and 
dignity for the Ukrainian peasant, and this gave the nationalists a profound 
base of emotional support.11
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In this revolutionary situation, the Ukrainian national movement prom-
ised the peasant the political, social, economic, and cultural means to 
achieve the dignity he desired, if the Provisional Government would agree.

In order to reach an agreement with Russia’s Provisional Government, 
the Rada sent a delegation of ten members to Petrograd at the end of May. 
These envoys petitioned the Provisional Government to recognize the au-
tonomy of Ukraine and the authority of the Rada, to allow the formation 
of separate Ukrainian units within the military, and to permit the 
Ukrainization of the educational system and the civil and ecclesiastical 
administration. The Ukrainian demands did not include national- personal 
autonomy, an issue that representatives of Jewish communities and cul-
tural institutions raised for the first time on 23 May 1917.12

Shortly after the delegation’s arrival, the Provisional Government reject-
ed the Ukrainian petition, claiming that it expressed “the will of an organi-
zation which, because of the manner of its establishment, cannot claim the 
right to represent the entire population of Ukraine.”13 Here, Russia’s new 
government opposed the idea of the Rada solely representing Ukrainian 
national interests. In the eyes of many of the Provisional Government’s 
ministers, the Rada and its supporters expressed dangerous separatist inten-
tions, which jeopardized the overall revolution as well as Russia’s territorial 
integrity.

In response to this criticism, on 10 June 1917, the Rada issued its First 
Universal, a declaration modelled on the charters of the seventeenth- 
century Cossack hetmans, whom the leaders of the Ukrainian national 
movement claimed to be the founders of the early modern Ukrainian na-
tion.14 The proclamation defined the Ukrainian people as a “nation of 
peasants, workers, and toilers” and affirmed its political allegiance to the 
revolutionary Russian state. At the same time, the organization asserted 
that the Ukrainians possessed the right of national self- determination and 
that it would work with non- Ukrainians and the All- Russian Constituent 
Assembly to create an autonomous Ukraine.

Despite this promise, many non- Ukrainians expressed anxiety about the 
Rada’s concept of autonomy and feared that important political decisions 
would be made without their participation. The Southern Bureau of the 
General Jewish Labor Bund of Lithuania, Poland and Russia (the most 
prominent secular Jewish socialist party), for example, conveyed the fear 
that the Universal “places the Ukrainian national movement on the road to 
a break with revolutionary democracy and establishes the conditions for 
the intensification of the internal friction among the population of the 
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Ukraine.”15 The Bureau’s resolution asserted that the Central Rada could 
not become the sole political authority in the Ukrainian provinces, as it 
relied exclusively on the Ukrainian people. The Bund recommended that 
the Provisional Government call an all- Ukrainian territorial conference, 
with the participation of the Rada and other non- Ukrainian revolutionary 
organizations. This meeting would establish the territorial autonomy of 
Ukraine, guaranteeing minorities the right to national- cultural autonomy.

Until 24 June 1917, the Central Rada, the Small Rada (the Central Rada’s 
executive committee), and the General Secretariat (the Rada’s Council of 
Ministers) acted only on behalf of the Ukrainian people. Then, in reaction 
to the objections from the Provisional Government and the Bund, the 
General Secretariat began to reconstitute the Rada into a provisional, mul-
tinational territorial parliament that would represent the entire revolution-
ary democracy in the Ukrainian provinces. The leaders of the Secretariat 
envisaged the inclusion of delegates from the national minorities, propor-
tionate to their population, into the Rada and not the incorporation of the 
Rada into a non- Ukrainian territorial organization, as the Bund proposed. 
The Rada’s General Secretariat also appointed a commission of Ukrainians 
and non- Ukrainians to draft a constitution for the new political entity.

Preoccupied with a barrage of pressing issues, the Provisional Government 
ignored the Rada’s requests. But with the proclamation of the First Universal, 
Russia’s revolutionary leaders realized that they needed to reach an under-
standing with the Ukrainians, who occupied the territories bordering the 
shifting military front. After negotiations, the Provisional Government 
agreed to recognize Ukraine’s autonomy and the competency of the Rada 
and the Secretariat. In turn, the Secretariat would create a more representa-
tive government by giving non- Ukrainians eighteen seats in the Small Rada 
(out of fifty- eight members), 30 per cent of the seats in the Great Rada, and 
four ministries (trade, food, justice, and posts and telegraph). On 3 July, the 
Second Universal acknowledged this new accord, which promised that the 
General Secretariat would represent the interests of the entire population, 
not just the Ukrainians.16

Despite this settlement, the leaders of the Provisional Government soon 
changed their minds. Strengthened by their victory over the Bolshevik grass- 
roots uprising in Petrograd in July, they rejected the Rada’s draft of the pro-
posed Ukrainian constitution one month later.17 The Provisional Government 
recognized the competency of the Secretariat in only five provinces (Kiev, 
Volhynia, Podolia, Poltava, and Chernigov) and restricted the composition 
of this body to nine members, four of whom non- Ukrainians would select.
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In order to avoid further conflict with the Provisional Government, the 
Rada reluctantly accepted the Provisional Government’s limitation of its 
authority and enthusiastically integrated the minorities into the structure 
of the Rada, the Small Rada, and the Secretariat. By early November the 
Central Rada included 848 members: 636 Ukrainians and 212 non- 
Ukrainians.18 Minorities constituted one- quarter of the membership of the 
Rada, a figure almost proportionate to their population in the Ukrainian 
provinces.

The Provisional Government and the Central Rada represented moder-
ate political organizations, which cooperated closely during 1917. But 
their goals did not coincide.

In an unstable revolutionary situation, the Rada sought to channel the 
diverse, often- conflicting aspirations of the Ukrainian population towards 
autonomy within the evolving post- tsarist Russian political structure. At 
the same time, the Provisional Government aimed to recover the lands the 
Russian imperial state lost (if not to expand them) and to restore the au-
thority of the central government. The Rada often served as the Provisional 
Government’s agent in Ukraine until September and October 1917, when 
chaos, radicalization, and the upsurge in support for the Bolsheviks and 
non- Russian nationalists throughout Russia fatally undermined the au-
thority of the Provisional Government. Most members of the Rada did 
not mourn its passing.

The Bolshevik victory in Petrograd in late October 1917 and the disap-
pearance of the Provisional Government’s authority in the borderlands 
encouraged non- Russian secessionists. Lenin’s new Council of People’s 
Ministers (Sovnarkom) issued a flurry of decrees: the Decree on Peace, 
which demanded an immediate peace among the war’s belligerents, a truce 
without annexations or indemnities, an end to secret diplomacy, and the 
publication of all secret treaties; the Decree on Land, which confiscated 
state and church lands without compensation and placed them in the 
hands of “workers who cultivate them”; and the Declaration of the Rights 
of the Nations of Russia, granting the non- Russian peoples the right of 
national self- determination, including the freedom to separate from Soviet 
Russia and to form independent states.19

These decrees reflected the rapid erosion of Russia’s cohesion in 1917. 
At the insistence of the non- Ukrainian minorities, who believed that the 
Bolsheviks betrayed the February Revolution, the Small Rada issued the 
Third Universal on 7 November 1917, two weeks after the Bolshevik take-
over. The document established a Ukrainian National Republic tenuously 
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federated with the Russian Republic, but in reality independent of it. With 
the disappearance of the Provisional Government, the political future of 
the Ukrainian provinces became an open question.

The first two Universals issued by the Central Rada did not define the 
borders of Ukraine. Only with the Third Universal did the Rada assert 
that the nine provinces with Ukrainian majorities belonged to the 
Ukrainian National Republic (Ukrains’ka Narodna Respublika, or UNR). 
The Third Universal, moreover, claimed that the final demarcation of the 
borders of the UNR as well as the annexation of parts of the Kursk, 
Kholm/Chełm, and Voronezh provinces, where the Ukrainians constitut-
ed the majority of the population, “will be determined in agreement with 
the organized will of the people.”20 The Rada pledged to defend the free 
national development of all national groups living in Ukraine and prom-
ised a law on national- personal autonomy for the Russian, Jewish, Polish, 
and other peoples.21

Shortly after the Third Universal, the UNR established diplomatic rela-
tions with France, Great Britain, Germany, Austria- Hungary, Bulgaria, 
and the Ottoman Empire. (Even the United States, which sought to main-
tain a “Russia, one and indivisible” after the Bolsheviks assumed power in 
late October, opened a consulate in Kiev in December 1917.) The French 
and British emissaries sought to persuade the UNR to join their alliance 
against the Central Powers. But the UNR leaders refused. They sought to 
adhere to their position of peace without annexations and indemnities; a 
just peace with all the belligerents; and a determination to stay neutral.22

On 30  November 1917 the Soviet Russian Republic recognized the 
UNR, but shortly afterwards Petrograd’s Sovnarkom accused the Rada of 
undermining Ukraine’s soviets, disrupting the common front against the 
Germans and Austrians by recalling Ukrainian soldiers (until March 1918, 
both Russia and Ukraine were in a state of war with the Central Powers), 
and by aiding the Don Cossack “counterrevolutionaries” in South Russia. 
Shortly after the Central Rada rebutted these charges, the Petrograd gov-
ernment declared war on the Rada. Joseph Stalin, Sovnarkom’s Commissar 
of Nationalities, claimed that the Bolsheviks supported the universal right 
of national self- determination, but that the Rada’s policies opposed the 
interests of Soviet Russia and represented a counter- revolutionary orien-
tation. As such, these measures delegitimized this Ukrainian institution.23 
Sovnarkom then shifted its support to the newly established Soviet 
Ukrainian government, the People’s Secretariat, headquartered in Kharkov.

With the Bolshevik army’s invasion of Ukraine from the north and east, 
the Rada passed its Fourth Universal, on 25  January 1918 (New Style), 
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proclaiming the independence of the UNR within the boundaries delin-
eated by the Third Universal. The post–February 1917 mobilization of 
Ukrainians now became a war of nationalist secession, justified as the best 
way to defend the political and cultural rights of all Ukrainian speakers in 
the nine southwestern provinces. The Rada’s declaration of independence, 
however, alienated the non- Ukrainian minorities, who aspired to partici-
pate in a federated Russian state. With the exception of the Poles, all of the 
non- Ukrainian parties within the Rada abstained or voted against the 
Fourth Universal.24 Despite this setback, the Ukrainians within the Rada 
promised that all nations residing in the Ukrainian National Republic 
would enjoy the right of national- personal autonomy, promulgated by the 
law of 24 January 1918.25 Nonetheless, many Ukrainian supporters of the 
Rada felt betrayed by their non- Ukrainian compatriots.

The leaders of the Ukrainian movement possessed not only theoretical 
and moral reasons for supporting the law on national- personal autonomy, 
but pragmatic ones as well. By supporting the rights of the non- Ukrainian 
minorities, they hoped to overcome the national differences between the 
cities and the countryside. Realizing that they could not immediately rec-
oncile these two groups, they aspired to mitigate their weaknesses and the 
antagonism, if not the outright hostility, of the minorities towards the 
Ukrainian demand for national- territorial autonomy. The revolutionary 
events in the Ukrainian- speaking provinces, however, only exacerbated 
these divisions.

The results of the various elections (with direct, equal, and secret ballots) 
held in the nine Ukrainian- speaking provinces in late 1917 and early 1918 
supported the Rada’s Universals and actions. According to one source, 
Ukrainian political parties led by the pro- peasant Ukrainian Party of 
Socialist Revolutionaries (UPSR) won 80 per cent of the vote in the elec-
tions to the provincial and county assemblies.26 In elections to the All- 
Russian Constituent Assembly on 12  November 1917, they garnered 
(largely separately, but also on joint lists with other parties) 5.5  million 
votes, or 67.3 per cent, of the total vote in the eight Ukrainian provinces 
excluding Taurida (see table 3.1).27 In the elections to the Ukrainian 
Constituent Assembly on 9 January 1918 – held in areas not controlled by 
the Bolsheviks – voters selected 171 of the 301 designated representatives.28

The urban populations, however, did not recognize the authority of 
the Rada or the Secretariat. The results of the elections to the city councils 
in the summer of 1917 and to the All- Russian Constituent Assembly 
in November demonstrated the political impotence of the Ukrainian move-
ment in the urban areas. In Kiev, Ukrainian parties received approximately 
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21.4 per cent of the vote in the summer of 1917 and in the elections to the 
Constituent Assembly in November 1917 – approximately 26 per cent.29

Although these results do not necessarily provide evidence of the hostil-
ity of the non- Ukrainians to the Ukrainian movement, they do demon-
strate that, in this period, nationally and politically conscious urban 
Ukrainians and non- Ukrainians could not agree on a common political 
platform. The socialist programs of the majority of the Ukrainian political 
parties must also have aggravated the small urban Ukrainian middle class. 
Thus, the countryside provided the bulk of the vote for the Ukrainian par-
ties to the Constituent Assembly, but even here not all the peasants voted 
along national lines.30

Non- Ukrainian opposition to the Ukrainian national movement’s goals 
exemplified the most important problem in the struggle for majority rule 
in multi- ethnic societies, especially in societies where the minorities possess 
a disproportionate share of the country’s political and socio- economic re-
sources.31 According to one scholar, “Majority rule works only when the 
minority has such confidence in the ultimate reasonableness of the major-
ity and minority interests that it can afford to respect the right of the ma-
jority to rule without undo obstruction.”32 But trust and a common pool 
of interests between the Ukrainians and the non- Ukrainians in this revo-
lutionary environment barely existed.

During the revolutionary fervour of early 1917, the leaders of the 
Ukrainian movement naively believed that they would attract the necessary 

Table 3.1. Votes Won by Ukrainian Political Parties to the All- Russian Constituent 
Assembly, 1917

Province Votes won by 
Ukr. parties

Total votes 
cast

Percentage 
of total

Kiev 1,161,033 1,502,725 77
Volhynia 569,044 804,208 71
Podolia 656,116 830,360 79
Chernigov 497,106 973,646 51
Poltava 760,022 1,149,256 66
Kharkov (800,328)* 1,093,321 73
Ekaterinoslav 556,012 1,193,049 47
Kherson (332,118)* 620,720 53

*Joint list of Ukrainian and non- Ukrainian political parties.
Source: Oliver H. Radkey, Russia Goes to the Polls: The Election to the All- Russian Con-
stitutent Assembly, 1917 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1989), table 1, 148–51.
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administrators from the assimilated Ukrainian intelligentsia. “Our Russified 
intelligentsia will join us,” Volodymyr Vynnychenko, the head of the 
General Secretariat, predicted. “We will rouse them, shame them, sensitize 
them, inspire them and draw them to work with us.”33 But in the course of 
1917 and 1918, this expectation did not bear fruit. As a result, the Rada’s 
bureaucracy attracted politically inexperienced journalists, teachers, and 
lawyers, and a small group of political émigrés from Galicia.34 The Ukrainian 
movement engaged in two different courses of action at once – nation build-
ing and state building – and could not master both simultaneously.

The Ukrainian movement’s nation- building project had to complete the 
transition from Hroch’s mass cultural phase to the mass political phase, in 
order to create a single imagined community of Ukrainians from a group 
of people who possessed the same language and culture, but experienced 
diverse histories, religions, and levels of Russification. At the same time, 
the movement’s state- building project had to expand the capacity and ef-
fectiveness of the Provisional Government’s institutions and consolidate 
the Ukrainian- speaking territories. The first process developed in an envi-
ronment of constant flux, especially within an uncertain revolutionary 
situation. The second’s success ultimately depended on persuasion, on the 
establishment of a monopoly of violence, or a combination of the two. 
Since it attracted only a small number of individuals qualified for both 
activities, the Ukrainian movement sought to emphasize only one – nation 
building – and to draw non- Ukrainians into the state apparatus.

Polarization and Collapse

Although the overwhelming majority of those living in the countryside 
supported Ukrainian political parties, the elections of 1917 and early 1918 
did not inaugurate a new era of political stability. These votes represented 
snapshots of single moments in a very turbulent and fast- moving sequence 
of chaotic and contentious events. Once they took place, the picture 
changed, sometimes even before the tabulation of results. Those who cast 
their ballots for one political party often switched sides, responding to 
current frustrations, changed circumstances, or increasing economic hard-
ships. Ukrainian- speaking peasants and peasant soldiers represented the 
Rada’s most powerful, but also most volatile, supporters.

The first group craved land, and they wanted it immediately. Peasant 
demands for agrarian reforms and the Rada’s appeal for political autono-
my converged in the spring and summer of 1917, but frayed in the fall and 
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in the winter- spring of 1918. The peasants sought an agrarian revolution in 
the countryside and assessed all governments, even the Ukrainian ones, by 
that standard.35 If a government did not satisfy these pleas, then the peas-
ants retreated into a state of economic self- sufficiency, abandoning any 
effort to feed the cities or the various armies advancing into the steppe.

Despite the Rada’s best efforts to meet peasant claims, it encountered oth-
er issues competing for attention.36 In any case, to solve the contentious land 
question in the most densely populated region of the Russian Empire by 
providing each homestead with enough land to survive would be a daunting 
task. The peasants expressed clearly what they required, and they did not 
want to hear about difficulties or demographic constraints. Expropriate the 
land of the nobles and the bloated holdings of the Orthodox Church and 
redistribute the properties of the wealthy peasants (the so- called “kurkuls,” 
also known as “kulaks” in Russian), they demanded. These actions would 
solve the agricultural and demographic crises, they imagined. Not surpris-
ingly, the peasants gravitated towards any political party that gave them 
what they wanted, regardless of the complex realities of the situation.

The support of Ukrainian soldiers also became problematic. The army, as 
mentioned earlier, came predominantly from the countryside. Its members 
also wanted land and an end to the war. Approximately one- third of the 
troops on the southwestern and Romanian fronts, those camped out on 
Ukrainian- speaking territories, voted for Ukrainian socialist parties.37 But 
this backing remained volatile. Within the context of a very divided society, 
the interests of the senior officers, junior officers, and rank- and- file soldiers 
came into conflict, and not just over the future of the war. Many Ukrainian- 
speaking junior officers (oftentimes teachers from the villages) and soldiers 
hoped to create units composed of their compatriots. These national mili-
tary formations would introduce the Ukrainian language as the language of 
command and as a means of communication with central headquarters. 
(Most senior officers opposed this demand, claiming correctly that it un-
dermined the effectiveness of an already overstrained Russian army). 
Perhaps intoxicated by their possession of weapons and their knowledge of 
how to use them, these Ukrainian- speaking warriors pressured the Rada to 
embrace more radical positions when dealing with Petrograd.38

According to one scholar, as “long as the Ukrainian formations re-
mained at the front, they were loyal to the Rada; but the longer the Rada 
delayed with concrete social and political measures that addressed the 
needs of the peasants and soldiers, the more that soldier support melted 
away.”39 Soldiers began to desert in large numbers after the Provisional 
Government’s disastrous  June 1917 campaign, emasculated the national 
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military formations they had clamoured to create earlier, and radicalized 
the entire political environment by destabilizing the authority of both the 
Provisional Government and the Central Rada.40 Revolvers and rifles 
brought them heretofore unimaginable power in the countryside as they 
joined their friends and neighbours in seizing land across the Ukrainian- 
speaking provinces. The Rada now lost all potential military support.

By December 1917, nearly all of the soldiers in garrisons on the territory 
the Rada claimed would not fight either on the Bolshevik or the anti- 
Bolshevik side. Millions of soldiers who had earlier enthusiastically embraced 
the Ukrainian cause “neutralized” themselves.41 They chose the reality of 
land over the abstraction of political autonomy. When the Bolsheviks began 
their 1917–18 winter drive, the Rada did not enjoy widespread popular sup-
port among the peasants nor did it command an adequate military force to 
resist them.42

Urban residents generally endorsed the Russian political parties; the work-
ers increasingly rallied around the Bolsheviks, who won only 10 per cent of 
the vote in the elections to the All-Russian Constituent Assembly in the nine 
Ukrainian provinces. Since most Bolsheviks did not believe that peasant en-
thusiasm for the Ukrainian political parties represented true revolutionary 
democracy, they did not respect the vote’s outcome. In early December 1917, 
the Bolsheviks in Ukraine sought to undermine the Central Rada by creating 
a separate, Soviet Ukrainian government in Kharkov and by enthusiasti-
cally greeting Bolshevik military units from Soviet Russia to bolster it.

In response to these events, the Central Rada negotiated a separate peace 
with the Central Powers on 9 February 1918. At the first Treaty of Brest- 
Litovsk, Germany, Austria- Hungary, Bulgaria, and the Ottoman Empire 
recognized the UNR within the borders proclaimed by the Fourth 
Universal and “the frontiers which existed between the Austro- Hungarian 
Monarchy and Russia, prior to the outbreak of the war.”43 The Austro- 
Hungarian authorities transferred the disputed Polish- Ukrainian district of 
Kholm/Chełm to Ukraine and promised in a secret agreement to create a 
separate province out of Eastern Galicia and Bukovina in the near future.44

At the second Treaty of Brest- Litovsk, the agreement signed between 
Soviet Russia and the Central Powers one month later, the Central Powers 
forced Russia to recognize its loss of Ukraine.45 The first Treaty of Brest- 
Litovsk defined Ukraine’s western borders with Austria- Hungary, the 
second one determined Ukraine’s boundaries with Soviet Russia. Although 
the Entente powers did not participate in these settlements, both agree-
ments placed Ukraine and the Ukrainian Revolution on the modern inter-
national stage for the first time and in the camp of the Central Powers.
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These two treaties recognized the UNR and the Central Powers as the 
new state’s patrons and protectors. By  March 1918 the German and 
Austrian military forces quickly pushed into the Ukrainian provinces and 
eliminated the Bolshevik threat to the Central Rada. They divided Ukraine 
into two occupational zones, one German, the second Austrian, making 
the new country a “political ward of the Central [Powers].”46

The German and Austrian governments supported the Ukrainian na-
tional cause primarily due to their desperate need for grain to feed their 
starving populations. Imperial Germany had already rationed bread as 
early as January 1915.47 Over the course of the war, Germany’s and Austria’s 
agricultural production had decreased by at least 40 per cent, food rations 
became smaller, and nearly 500,000 civilians in both countries died as a re-
sult of the British naval blockade. Discontent grew; anti- governmental 
demonstrations broke out.48 The availability and affordability of food on 
the home front became a pressing national security issue.

From the perspective of the German and Austrian political and military 
leaders, this peace treaty constituted a “bread peace,” a necessary alliance 
with, if not actual occupation of, Europe’s most important granary. The 
two allies quickly lost their patience with their Ukrainian clients, who 
could not deliver the promised grain. In their eyes, food security at home 
justified their violations of Ukrainian sovereignty, culminating in the dis-
persal of the Central Rada and their sponsorship of a new government (the 
Hetmanate) under General Pavlo Skoropadsky, one of Ukraine’s richest 
landowners, on 29 April 1918. Shortly afterwards, Skoropadsky introduced 
new agricultural policies, which sought to dismantle the Rada’s limited land 
reforms, undo peasant expropriations, and re- empower the wealthy land-
lords in the countryside. Although the German and Austrian authorities 
imagined that these measures would bring them more grain, they soon radi-
calized the Ukrainian population, which led to extensive peasant uprisings 
and anti-Skoropadsky guerilla actions.49

German and Austrian forces intervened to end the uprisings but could 
not secure the situation in the country or accumulate the grain they needed 
at home. Shortly after the armistice with the Entente in November 1918, 
they withdrew their nearly one- million- man occupational force, plunging 
Ukraine into total chaos. A new Ukrainian nationalist organization, the 
Directory of the Ukrainian National Republic, swept Skoropadsky’s re-
gime aside in  December 1918 and sought to restabilize the situation in 
Ukraine. But the Bolsheviks in Ukraine as well as the Soviet Russian gov-
ernment also hoped to retake political control of the Ukrainian provinces. 
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After the Ukrainian nationalists lost the protection of Austria and 
Germany, the international situation turned against the UNR.50

On 22  January 1919 the Directory and the government of the West 
Ukrainian National Republic proclaimed the unification of all Ukrainian 
territories in East Central Europe (with the exception of Transcarpathia). 
But this coalition fell apart shortly afterwards, as both sides sought to an-
chor their political future in their own territories and ally themselves with 
the enemies of their fellow compatriots. Symon Petliura, the Directory’s 
minister for military affairs, joined the Poles against the Bolsheviks, and 
the Galicians united themselves with White Russian General Anton 
Denikin, however temporarily.

In the course of 1919, the post- revolutionary chaos in the Ukrainian 
provinces reached its peak. Nine different governments with nine different 
sets of armies competed to gain control of the region’s population and 
resources.

Although the Directory of the Ukrainian National Republic claimed 
control in early January, advancing Bolshevik armies swept them away 
by February. By the summer of 1919, large areas of the countryside came 
under the control of anarchist bands led by Nestor Makhno and others, 
prior to General Anton Denikin’s capture of Ukraine in  August. 
Denikin’s anti- Bolshevik forces pushed out the Bolsheviks, but not for 
long. His  advocacy of a “Russia, Great, United, and Indivisible” and res-
toration of properties to large landowners alienated the nationally con-
scious Ukrainians and the peasants. The Soviet army regained Ukraine 
in  December, then lost it for a short period when the Poles invaded 
in April 1920. By June 1920, the Red Army swept the Poles out of this 
area and marched on Warsaw, where the Poles stopped the Soviet ad-
vance on Western Europe in August. This “miracle on the Vistula River” 
led to the Treaty of Riga (18  March 1921), which divided most of the 
Ukrainian territories in East Central Europe between Poland and Soviet 
Russia over the next twenty years.

In this period, Ukrainian nationalists lost public support and became 
politically powerless. They competed not only with the local agencies of 
the Provisional Government, local soviets, and Soviet Russia, but also with 
a more competent enemy – anarchy. Perceiving the breakdown of all au-
thority, the peasants, demobilized soldiers, and those “considered to be a 
part of Ukrainian, Red, or White armies” sought to alleviate their anxieties, 
frustrations, and rage over their perceived socio- economic inferiority by 
expropriating the land and participating in pogroms against local Jews.51 In 



70 Total Wars

1918–19, according to one source, 1,236 pogroms took place in the 
Ukrainian provinces.52 In this chaotic period, approximately 40 per cent of 
the recorded pogroms – more than in any other area – took place on the 
territories nominally controlled by the Directory.53 Here, unorganized 
drunken mobs and anti- Semitic marauders carried out the majority of this 
anti- Jewish violence, which spread like an epidemic from village to village, 
from region to region.54 Despite Vynnychenko’s and Petliura’s condemna-
tion of these pogroms, little could be done in the chaos to curb these hor-
rific crimes.55 The UNR lacked authority. This whirpool of anti- Jewish 
violence tarnished the international reputation of the Ukrainian National 
Republic and its commander- in- chief, Petliura.

Estimates of the number of those massacred during the pogroms of 
1917–21 run in the tens and even hundreds of thousands. In 1920 Jewish 
organizations in Soviet Russia issued a report estimating the total number 
of victims from all pogroms throughout the former Russian Empire 
 committed by Whites, Ukrainian nationalists, anarchists, invading Polish 
forces, and Bolsheviks at approximately 150,000.56 This, most likely, un-
dercounts the number of victims. In Ukraine, according to one leading 
American scholar, fifty to sixty thousand Jews were killed in this period, 
although – as he admits – these calculations may be “very conservative.”57 
The high number of Jews killed in the Ukrainian- speaking provinces re-
flects not only the inter- communal tensions aggravated by the post- 
revolutionary chaos and the breakdown of law and order, but also the fact 
that these overcrowded provinces served as the epicentre of the Russian 
Empire’s Pale of Settlement until 1915. This institutionalized inequality 
created a highly dysfunctional relationship between the Jews and their 
Christian neighbours, which exploded after 1917.

Bolshevik Response

Between 1917 and 1920, the Central Rada, Skoropadsky’s regime, the 
Directory, and the Central Powers created and recreated their own ver-
sions of “Ukraine” from Russia’s nine southwestern provinces. In order to 
win power in this area, Bolshevik leaders had to acknowledge these prov-
inces as a single political unit, potentially alienating their own supporters.

The views of the Bolsheviks on the national question during the Russian 
Revolution remained contradictory, and the party did not speak with a 
single unified voice on this issue. Two trends emerged within the party. The 
first, represented by Vladimir Lenin and Joseph Stalin, acknowledged that 
the Bolsheviks had to recognize the power of non- Russian nationalisms 
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and to incorporate them into their overall political strategy. The second, 
advocated by Nikolai Bukharin and Georgi Piatakov, viewed any conces-
sion to these nationalisms as a compromise with the party’s ideological pu-
rity. Both trends, however, subordinated non- Russian aspirations for 
political autonomy to the demands of the worldwide class struggle.58

Prior to October 1917, the Bolsheviks aggravated the tensions between 
the Provisional Government and the non- Russian nationalities.59 After 
they took power in Petrograd, they sought to extend their influence and 
gain control over the non- Russian borderlands, especially Ukraine, which 
they considered an integral part of Russia. Piatakov, the chairman of the 
Kiev Bolshevik committee and a fierce opponent of Lenin’s concept of 
national self- determination, best expressed this pro- Russian class perspec-
tive in June of that year:

Generally we should not support the Ukrainians, for this movement is not 
advantageous to the proletariat. Russia cannot exist without the Ukrainian 
sugar industry, the same can be said for coal (the Donets Basin), grain (the 
Black Earth belt), etc. The branches of [Ukrainian] industry are closely con-
nected with all the rest of Russia’s industry. Moreover, the Ukraine does not 
form a distinct economic region, for it does not possess banking centers, as 
Finland does.60

According to Piatakov’s logic, the economic needs of the proletariat tran-
scended the aspirations of the Ukrainian- speaking peasant majority. 
Although this statement may have violated democratic principles, social 
democracy, in his mind, meant that the interests of the “most progressive 
class in history” possessed special privileges. To any nationally conscious 
Ukrainian, Piatakov’s statement represented Red imperialism.61

After the collapse of the tsarist order in 1917, Bolsheviks in the Ukrainian 
provinces organized themselves into two separate groups: the Southwestern 
Organization, headquartered in Kiev; and the Donets- Krivoi Rog organi-
zation, centred in Kharkov. The former possessed about 7,800 members, 
the latter 15,800. Bolsheviks appealed to the working classes that had 
grown dramatically during the war but emerged tired, underemployed (if 
not unemployed), and hungry in the post- revolutionary period. Unlike the 
peasants who were tied to the land, the workers had time on their hands. 
Because most identified themselves as Russians or as Russian speakers, 
Ukrainians constituted a small minority in the Bolshevik ranks. In 1918, 
only 3.2 per cent of the total members of the newly created Communist 
Party of Ukraine (Bolshevik) identified themselves as Ukrainians.62 In the 
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Donets- Krivoi Rog organization, where Russians comprised an absolute 
majority, Bolsheviks stood for the complete integration of the Ukrainian- 
speaking provinces with Russia. Although the leaders of the Southwestern 
Organization did not want to compromise with the Ukrainian national 
movement, its Ukrainian members called for an alliance with the peasant 
masses.63

Each of these groups and factions, in addition to those generated within 
the Bolshevik party’s Central Committee, played an important role in 
helping to define the borders of the Ukrainian homeland and the sover-
eignty of the future Soviet Ukrainian Republic. With the overthrow of the 
Provisional Government in 1917, the Bolsheviks actively competed with 
the Central Rada in spreading their influence over the Ukrainian prov-
inces with their vision of class- based sovereignty.

Although Lenin’s Council of People’s Commissars recognized the 
Ukrainian National Republic and its right to secede from the Russian 
Republic, the Bolshevik organization opposed the Rada’s “non- recognition 
of the Soviets and Soviet power in Ukraine.” The Rada’s efforts to imple-
ment a national sovereignty based on the majority of the population identi-
fying itself as Ukrainian provoked the Council of People’s Commissars to 
disavow it as “the plenipotentiary representative of the working and exploit-
ed classes of the Ukrainian republic,” even though the overwhelming major-
ity of Ukraine’s “exploited classes” were Ukrainian- speaking peasants.64 At 
the First All- Ukrainian Congress of Soviets in Kiev on 25 December 1917, 
local Bolsheviks rhetorically deposed the Central Rada and announced the 
creation of the first Soviet Ukrainian government – the People’s Secretariat 
of the Ukrainian National Republic – in Kharkov five days later.65

Fearing that the Rada’s delegation at Brest- Litovsk would strike a sepa-
rate deal with the Central Powers, Lenin sent Red Guard units from 
Petrograd, Moscow, and other northern industrial centres into Ukraine. 
These groups quickly brought pro- Bolshevik Soviet power to Ekaterinoslav, 
Odessa, Poltava, Mariupol, Kherson, and other cities.66

With this external intervention, the Bolshevik- led People’s Secretariat 
won Kiev in late January 1918. After this new government moved its capi-
tal from Kharkov to Kiev on 12 February 1918, the Bolsheviks in Kharkov 
announced the secession of the Donets- Krivoi Rog (DKR) Soviet Republic 
from Ukraine, following Soviet Odessa’s declaration of independence on 
30 January 1918. Dissident Bolshevik factions within the DKR organiza-
tion sought to divorce the industrial areas of the Ukrainian provinces 
from their agricultural counterparts. For a short period, three Soviet re-
publics existed simultaneously in this region: (1) the People’s Secretariat 
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representing the Right Bank, but claiming all nine Ukrainian provinces; 
(2) the Donets- Krivoi Rih Soviet Republic, representing Ukraine’s indus-
trial centres in eastern and southern Ukraine; and (3) the Soviet Odessa 
Republic.67

After the successful German advance into Ukraine, the People’s 
Secretariat split into factions, and on 24 February 1918, most of its mem-
bers resigned. Mykola Skrypnyk, a Ukrainian Bolshevik, chaired a new 
cabinet. In early March 1918, his government unilaterally proclaimed the 
reintegration of the Donets- Krivoi Rog, Odessa, and Don republics into 
Soviet Ukraine within the boundaries established by the Third and Fourth 
Universals of the Central Rada.68

The Second All- Ukrainian Congress of Soviets, held in Ekaterinoslav 
in March 1918, approved the merger of these republics into a single Soviet 
Ukrainian Republic, which would remain independent of Soviet Russia.69 
Purely tactical considerations motivated this action. The party’s left faction, 
which dominated the Congress, opposed Soviet Russia’s Brest- Litovsk 
treaty and “hoped that by proclaiming Ukrainian independence from Soviet 
Russia, it could continue to fight against the German invaders, without in-
volving Russia in a war with the Central Powers.”70 The Soviet Russian 
government immediately recognized the independence of Soviet Ukraine, 
but – of course – the Austrians and Germans did not.

Despite their expectations, the Bolsheviks – who proclaimed peasants 
should seize the land without compensating the landlords – did not win 
the loyalty of the Ukrainian peasantry.71 Instead, the Borotbists, the for-
mer left wing of the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries, became 
the most influential political party in the countryside.72

When the war in Europe came to an end on 11  November 1918, the 
Germans and Austrians rapidly withdrew from Ukraine. Two days later, 
the Bolsheviks revoked the Treaty of Brest- Litovsk, moved military forces 
into Ukraine, and formed a provisional Workers’ and Peasants’ Government 
of Ukraine, under Piatakov’s chairmanship. On 5  February 1919 the 
Bolsheviks re- took Kiev, and by the end of March they occupied nearly all 
of the Ukrainian provinces.73

Shortly before the defeat of the forces of the Ukrainian National 
Republic that winter, the provisional Soviet Ukrainian government pro-
claimed the formation of the Ukrainian Socialist Soviet Republic (later the 
Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic). This political entity included the 
Ukrainian lands which earlier had been part of the Russian Empire: the 
provinces of Kiev, Poltava, Podolia, Kharkov, Kherson, Ekaterinoslav, 
Chernigov (without its four northern counties), Volhynia (without its 
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western part which Poland annexed), Taurida (without the Crimean pen-
insula), and part of the region of the Don Cossack Host.

But not all Ukrainian- speaking territories became part of the Ukrainian 
SSR. The Soviet- Polish Treaty of Riga of 1921 established Ukraine’s west-
ern borders with Poland, leaving Eastern Galicia and Western Volhynia 
 under Polish rule. The 1919 Treaty of Saint Germain and the 1920 Treaty 
of Paris united Bukovina and Bessarabia, respectively, to Romania. At the 
Paris Peace Conference, the victorious Allies assigned Transcarpathia to 
Czechoslovakia. Some of the Ukrainian- speaking territories came under 
the control of the Belarusian SSR and the Russian SFSR. In 1924 and 1925, 
Soviet authorities transferred the Shakhty region and three- quarters of the 
Taganrog okrug from the Ukrainian SSR to the Russian Soviet Federated 
Socialist Republic (RSFSR) and parts of three RSFSR provinces (Briansk, 
Kursk, and Voronezh) to the UkrSSR.

Only in 1926 did the Soviet authorities finally delineate the southern 
and eastern borders between the Ukrainian SSR and the RSFSR. But even 
with this final demarcation, approximately 1.5 million Ukrainian speakers 
still lived in Russian areas directly bordering Ukraine, not to mention the 
nearly 1.5  million living in the Kuban region of the North Caucasus, 
which belonged to the RSFSR.74

Yet, despite its hostility to all manifestations of nationalism, the Russian 
Communist Party – reacting to an adverse situation in Ukraine – inadver-
tently recognized the territorial and national integrity of the nine prov-
inces and, in effect, agreed with the position espoused by the Ukrainian 
nationalists. Not only did Lenin’s tactical choices lead to the formation of 
the Soviet Union several years later, but they also reinforced the Ukrainian 
and other non- Russian national identities in the USSR for decades after-
wards. These critical events would not have happened without the war, the 
collapse of the Russian Empire, and – in the chaos that ensued – the emer-
gence of the Central Rada and the Ukrainian National Republic. Millions 
of Ukrainian- speaking peasants supported, however inconsistently, these 
institutions and Europe’s major powers recognized the UNR, at least for 
a short period.

In addition to the establishment of the Ukrainian SSR, the creation of an 
“autonomous” regional Communist Party in Ukraine also built on the 
legacy of the Central Rada and the Ukrainian Revolution of 1917–20. 
Founded in April 1918, shortly after the Germans occupied the area, the 
Communist Party (Bolshevik) of Ukraine [CP(b)U] retained an “indepen-
dent relationship” with the Russian Communist Party.75 But the CP(b)U’s 
small membership hampered its effectiveness. Although the party grew 
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from 22,500 in August 1917 to nearly 36,000 by May 1919, the majority of 
communists in Ukraine lived in the industrialized Left Bank. The party’s 
influence faded in the western agricultural regions. Because non- Ukrainians 
constituted the overwhelming majority of the CP(b)U’s members, they 
 remained indifferent, if not hostile, to Ukrainian aspirations. Despite 
claims to the contrary, the CP(b)U remained a regional unit of the Russian 
Communist Party.76

The Bolsheviks launched three military campaigns over the course of 
two years (January–February 1918, December 1918–March 1919, Decem-
ber 1919–January 1920) to win the Ukrainian cities and the countryside. 
Unlike the Ukrainian nationalists, the Bolsheviks concentrated on the 
large cities (such as Nikolaev, Kremenchug, Kharkov, Ekaterinoslav, and 
Odessa) and on the Donbass. In  August 1917, only 16  per cent of all 
Bolsheviks in the Ukrainian provinces lived and worked in the country-
side.77 Although local support for the Bolsheviks varied, these new re-
cruits from the cities remained far more disciplined and ready to fight for 
their cause than the Ukrainian peasants, who rarely left their districts 
(they, after all, had to work their lands and defend them). Building on this 
urban alliance as well as the one with the Borotbists, the Bolsheviks fi-
nally succeeded.78

Cities emerged as the “strategic keys” to victory over the Ukrainian 
countryside. Bolshevik control of the urban rail centres, seaports, ware-
houses, factories, and natural resources strengthened their hand in the 
struggle against the countryside. Possessing the wealth of the cities, “the 
Bolshevik party could woo the peasant masses, who would probably give 
their loyalty to the power that held the reins firmly and distributed manu-
factured goods cheaply.”79 The cities also contained large numbers of hun-
gry and unemployed men, ready to be mobilized.

Only after the final military victory over Denikin and Petliura in 
December 1919 and early 1920 did the Bolsheviks re- evaluate their nation-
ality policy in Ukraine. Having won on the battlefield, they now reviewed 
their recent political mistakes.

Bolshevik Reassessments

Even before the final victory in 1920, a number of prominent party leaders 
recognized that they had alienated the Ukrainian peasantry. M. Ravich- 
Cherkasskii, the first official historian of the Bolshevik Party in Ukraine, 
admitted that the party had succeeded in mastering the cities, but had 
failed in the countryside:
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Soviet power in Ukraine during its second campaign learned unsatisfactorily 
the peculiarities of the Ukrainian village. It was time to realize that Ukraine, 
oppressed by tsarism, did not lose its national identity. As a result of centuries- 
old Russification of the … bureaucracy, the cities had been completely de-
prived of a national context, but the village remained Ukrainian.80

Although Lenin and the Bolsheviks created the Ukrainian Socialist 
Soviet Republic, modelled on the structure of the RSFSR, this political 
entity did not enjoy complete sovereignty within its borders. Many of the 
Soviet Ukrainian commissariats were subordinated to similar Soviet 
Russian commissariats in Moscow. The Soviet Russian government en-
hanced the sovereignty of the government of the Ukrainian SSR on 
11 December 1919. But two weeks later, Lenin openly questioned whether 
Ukraine would remain a separate Soviet Republic in a federation with 
Russia or whether it would cease to exist and become an integral part of 
Russia. The next Ukrainian Congress of Soviets would decide this issue, 
he asserted.81 In light of these stark choices, the various Ukrainian com-
munist political forces (such as the Ukrainian Bolsheviks, the Borotbists, 
and members of the Ukrainian Communist Party, the Ukapists) sought to 
preserve, if not enhance, the Soviet Ukrainian Republic’s sovereignty.82

On 19 February 1920, when the All- Ukrainian Revolutionary Committee 
reorganized itself into the regular government of the Ukrainian SSR (this 
time headed by Christian Rakovsky), the authorities possessed only seven 
People’s Commissariats (internal affairs, agriculture, education, food, la-
bour and social welfare, health, and justice).83 The most important commis-
sariats, such as those concerning military, economic, and foreign affairs, 
remained in Moscow.

Two months later, on 20 May 1920, the Fourth Congress of the Soviets of 
Ukraine reasserted Soviet Ukraine’s sovereignty. Although the Congress re-
peated the Ukrainian adherence to the defence treaty of 1 June 1919, it claimed 
that the agreement dealt only with military matters. In addition, it demanded 
that all the commissariats dealing with defence issues become joint agencies 
of all the Soviet republics rather than solely agencies of the RSFSR.84

Conflicts over this resolution led to a new accord between the Russian 
SFSR and the Ukrainian SSR on 28 December 1920. The treaty proclaimed 
that both partners represented separate and entirely sovereign states, 
forming a partial federation for purposes of mutual defence and peaceful 
economic development. The RSFSR yielded to many of the major de-
mands proposed by the Fourth Ukrainian Congress of Soviets. It increased 
the number of People’s Commissariats in the government of the Ukrainian 
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SSR to sixteen, including: foreign affairs, internal affairs, justice, social 
welfare, education, agriculture, food, state control, health, army and navy, 
labour, post and telegraph, finance, transport, trade, and the Supreme 
Council of the National Economy. The first nine remained independent 
Ukrainian commissariats, while the last seven joined the corresponding 
commissariats of the RSFSR.85

Despite the retention of its own Commissariat of Foreign Affairs, the 
sovereignty of the Ukrainian SSR remained incomplete. Although the 
Ukrainian SSR proclaimed itself a sovereign and independent state and 
remained actively engaged in foreign affairs (concluding forty- eight bilat-
eral and multilateral international treaties and agreements with other 
countries between 1920 and 1923), it did not control its own internal af-
fairs.86 Soviet Russian violations of the December 1920 concord increased 
over the next few years.

By 1922, the RSFSR’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs claimed to repre-
sent the interests of the four independent Soviet republics (the RSFSR, the 
Ukrainian SSR, the Belarusan SSR, and the Transcaucasian Federal Soviet 
Republic, which encompassed Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan) to the 
outside world. As a result of the conflicts erupting between the RSFSR and 
the other Soviet republics, the Politburo of the Russian Communist Party 
[RKP(b)] in August 1922 formed a special commission to discuss the future 
relationship of the four Soviet republics. Stalin chaired the commission, and 
Dmytro Manuilsky, Mikhail Frunze, and Mykola Skrypnyk represented 
the CP(b)U.87 On 23–4 September 1922, the commission heard Stalin’s pre-
sentation to merge all of the republics into the RSFSR with the maintenance 
of cultural autonomy of the non- Russian nationalities within the RSFSR. 
Shortly afterwards, Lenin sent the Politburo members a letter sharply criti-
cal of Stalin’s plan and suggested the establishment of a “union of equals.”88

Lenin’s proposal possessed an important geopolitical subtext. Inasmuch 
as the Bolsheviks anticipated a revolution in Germany in the near future, a 
Soviet Germany would most likely prefer to enter a Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics of Europe and Asia than the Russian Federation.89 On 
6 October 1922, the Central Committee of the RKP(b) discussed Lenin’s 
proposal and agreed with his idea of creating a new superstate – the Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), which would consolidate the four 
Soviet  republics. Inasmuch as all of these non- Russian republics enjoyed 
brief periods of independence between 1917 and 1921, the new Soviet state 
reflected a compromise between proletarian internationalism and non- 
Russian nationalism. Although Russians would comprise the majority of 
the USSR’s residents, the new state’s political engineers envisioned the new 
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body as “an internationalist state raised in the spirit of friendship of peo-
ples.”90 Unlike the new European countries created as national states after 
1918, the first socialist state would represent the interests of all national 
groups within its borders, not just the Russians. Of course, not all party 
members (the majority of whom identified themselves as Russians or 
Russified) understood or supported this distinction.

Nevertheless, the RKP(b)’s Central Committee bound all regional com-
munist parties to champion this new political structure. In the second half 
of October 1922 the Central Executive Committee of the Ukrainian SSR 
and the All- Ukrainian Seventh Congress of Soviets agreed to form the 
Soviet Union.91

The First Congress of Soviets of the USSR convened in Moscow on 
30 December 1922 and established the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. 
After the Ukrainian SSR agreed to join the USSR, this geopolitically im-
portant republic retained only six independent People’s Commissariats (ag-
riculture, internal affairs, justice, education, health, and social welfare) and 
five joint ones, those subordinated to the corresponding Moscow agencies 
(finance, food supply, labour, workers’ and peasants’ inspection, and the 
Higher Council of National Economy). The new Soviet government com-
pletely took over five commissariats – foreign affairs, army and navy, trans-
port, foreign trade, and communications.92

Although Ukraine entered the union as a “sovereign” state, the new 
Soviet authorities soon whittled away almost all of its sovereignty.93 Never-
theless, the Communist Party created the Soviet Union, federal in form, 
centralized in content, as reflected in the political architecture of the Soviet 
constitutions of 1924, 1936, and 1977. As Richard Pipes first suggested in 
1954, the design of the first socialist state represented a “subversive institu-
tion” within the heart of the Soviet political system.94 The federal structure 
of the Soviet Union constructed in the early 1920s produced waves of unin-
tended consequences over the next 100 years.

Conclusion

The cumulative repercussions of the First World War, Russia’s February 
Revolution, the Bolshevik Revolution, German occupation, the disinte-
gration of the Russian, Ottoman, German, and Austro- Hungarian em-
pires, and the emergence of new nation- states from this political debris 
“radically dislocated existing social organization(s), strengthening old an-
tagonisms between groups and inaugurating new ones.”95 Each of these 
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convulsive events comprised a small, but integral part of the Great War 
and its post- war consequences.96

Ten years of mass violence destroyed the old social order and launched an 
unprecedented era of revolutionary upheaval. In the course of the war, revo-
lutions, and social upheavals, Ukraine evolved from an imprecise territorial 
designation to an officially recognized Ukrainian homeland with distinct 
boundaries. In response to the fierce resistance the Bolsheviks encountered 
in the Ukrainian provinces, the Russian Communist Party’s leadership ap-
proved the establishment of the Soviet Ukrainian state, possessing clear bor-
ders (separating it from the Russian and Belarusian republics) and claiming 
control over a well- defined, contiguous territory. This new political entity 
included the nine (not five, as the Provisional Government claimed in August 
1917) former tsarist provinces where Ukrainians constituted the majority of 
the population. The Ukrainian SSR emerged as an interactive compromise 
on the shoals of social antagonisms, nationalist aspirations, Bolshevik vi-
sions, and political realities. It included both the overwhelming populous 
agricultural regions as well as the less- populous, smaller industrial regions, 
including the breakaway Krivoi Rog- Donetsk and Soviet Odessa Republics.

In addition to its importance as a granary, a region with natural resources, 
and a major industrial area, Ukraine occupied a pivotal geographical loca-
tion in East Central Europe. Situated at its eastern end, a pro- Bolshevik 
Ukraine could help ignite the much- anticipated international civil war 
against Western imperialism. The collapse of the Austro- Hungarian Empire 
and the unexpected birth of the Hungarian Soviet Republic (March–August 
1919), the Red Army’s drive against Poland in 1920, and the Soviet- directed 
stirrings of “international revolution” in Germany in the early 1920s only 
reinforced Ukraine’s geopolitical importance to Lenin’s party.97

Bolshevik leaders in effect created the Ukrainian SSR within the param-
eters declared by the UNR’s Third Universal. They reluctantly recognized 
this territory with its agricultural and industrial regions as the homeland 
of the Ukrainians and implicitly acknowledged the leading role of 
Ukrainians in it. At the same time, they also granted the equality of all na-
tions within the borders of Soviet Ukraine. This equality coincided with 
the views of Hrushevsky and the other leaders of the Central Rada, as 
exemplified by the law on national- personal autonomy.

Despite the outward appearance of a state, the Ukrainian SSR (like the 
other republics) remained more of a quasi- state rather than a true “sover-
eign” one. Soviet Ukraine’s communist party and government did not 
completely control those who lived within the newly delineated entity, 
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which possessed one primary and unspoken mission: to win over the 
Ukrainian peasants to the Bolshevik cause. Lenin’s ideas prevailed; the 
communist leadership recognized the legitimacy of a separate Ukrainian 
identity (which the tsarist government had never done) and institutional-
ized it within the framework of a Soviet Republic, a constituent member 
of the federated Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. In spite of “the suspi-
cious attitude of the significant majority … the working class and, at the 
beginning, even of part of the peasantry,” the Ukrainian SSR emerged, but 
with many political, national, and social contradictions.98 These shortcom-
ings would haunt the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (and indepen-
dent Ukraine) over the next century.



Everyone knows and feels that this peace is merely an inadequate blanket thrown 
over unappeased ambitions, hatreds that are more indestructible than ever, and 
fierce, unextinguished national resentments.

Captain Charles de Gaulle, 19181

Much like the Ukrainian speakers in the Russian Empire, Ukrainians in 
Austro- Hungary also experienced a revolution at the end of the Great War 
and embraced it enthusiastically. Like their compatriots in Russia’s south-
west provinces, their fervour did not succeed in winning them power. Despite 
the failure to establish an independent Ukrainian state on the ruins of the 
Austro- Hungarian and Russian empires, the Ukrainian national movement 
enlarged the base of those who identified themselves as Ukrainians. The 
 period between the end of the First World War and the start of the Second 
mobilized Ukrainian- speaking populations throughout Europe, especially 
in the USSR, Poland, Romania, and Czechoslovakia.

By late 1918, the Central Powers had no hope of winning the war “to 
end all wars.” On 31  October 1918, a group of Ukrainian officers and 
Sich Riflemen seized control of Lemberg (Lviv/Lwów), Galicia’s capital. 
On 1  November, the Ukrainian National Council (Ukrains’ka Narodna 
Rada), a newly constituted body representing the Ukrainians of Austria- 
Hungary, proclaimed the creation of the West Ukrainian National Republic 
(ZUNR), two weeks before the establishment of the Polish Republic.2 
According to these political leaders, ZUNR would unite Eastern Galicia 
with Northern Bukovina and Transcarpathia in a densely populated area 
of about 70,000 square kilometres (27,027 square miles), containing a total 
population of approximately six  million. Ukrainians constituted nearly 
two- thirds of its population, Poles 17 per cent, Jews 13 per cent, Hungarians 
2 per cent, and Romanians 1 per cent.3

4  
The Ukrainian Movements in Poland, 

Romania, and Czechoslovakia, 1918–1939
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The leaders of the new Polish Republic demanded the restoration of 
“historic Poland” (in its pre- 1772 borders, which included not only Galicia 
but also Right- Bank Ukraine) and disputed the ZUNR’s claims. In light 
of  this irreconcilable conflict, Eastern Galicia became one of the most 
 contested areas of the former Habsburg Empire as both the Poles and 
Ukrainians took up arms to defend their cause. Lviv/Lwów and the 
Drohobych (Drohobycz)- Boryslav oil district emerged as the most im-
portant centres of the Polish- Ukrainian War. By successfully exploiting 
this oilfield, Austria- Hungary had become the third- largest oil- producing 
state in the world by 1909, accounting for 5 per cent of the world’s total 
production, just behind the United States (61 per cent) and Russia (22 per 
cent).4 Without this oilfield, both the Polish Republic and the ZUNR 
would remain backward, impoverished states, if they survived at all.

At the end of November 1918, Polish troops took Lviv/Lwów, but failed 
to gain control of the oilfield from the Ukrainians until May 1919. ZUNR’s 
government fled to Ternopil/Tarnopol, then Stanyslaviv/Stanisławów, but 
managed to merge, however temporarily, with the Ukrainian National 
Republic on 22 January 1919. In the chaos of the overall Eurasian civil and 
national wars, this alliance soon collapsed.

In early 1919 the Western Ukrainians on their small territory possessed 
a numerically greater military capacity (with approximately 100,000 men) 
than the new Polish state, with its much larger territory and greater popu-
lation. But as reinforcements from France arrived, the Polish army grew 
quickly and numbered 300,000 by the end of the summer.5 By mid- July 
1919, Poles occupied all of Eastern Galicia, at the cost of approximately 
fifteen thousand Ukrainian and ten thousand Polish lives.6 Senior ZUNR 
officials, headed by Evhen Petrushevych, fled to Vienna, where they cre-
ated a government- in- exile.7

Polish victory on the battlefield, however, did not guarantee permanent 
control of Eastern Galicia. Fearing Soviet Russia’s revolutionary appeal 
throughout the world, the victorious Allied Powers became concerned about 
the Polish- Ukrainian War and resolved, however reluctantly, to implement 
Woodrow Wilson’s (not Lenin’s) vision of national self- determination in 
East Central Europe. To negotiate the borders of the new states established 
in this area, Allied diplomats had to make sense of the frenzy of claims, coun-
terclaims, and half- promises they received after January 1919. Throughout 
the negotiations, most of the American delegates at the Versailles Peace 
Conference remained confused about the complexities of the nationally 
mixed areas of East Central Europe. While the British criticized the creation 
of a “Greater Poland,” the French strongly supported a resurrected Poland 
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containing Eastern Galicia, claiming that “Poland would suffer more than 
Ukrainians from losing East Galicia.”8

This position prevailed at Versailles. Western ignorance of Eastern 
Galicia and Poland’s military victory over the ZUNR helped the Polish 
delegation’s propaganda campaign succeed. Although Polish diplomats 
admitted that Ukrainians constituted 58.6 per cent of the population of 
Eastern Galicia, socio- economic factors nullified their “right” to national 
self- determination. Over 60 per cent of its population, they claimed, re-
mained illiterate and poor, making Ukrainians incapable of managing their 
own affairs. They, in short, remained politically immature and potential 
supporters of the Bolsheviks.9

These claims fell on fertile ground. Infected with an exaggerated fear of 
Bolshevism, the victorious Allies strengthened the newly created states of 
Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia, and enlarged the size of Romania. 
According to the calculations of the negotiators, these four states would pro-
tect Europe’s eastern flank against a resurgent Germany and the “Bolshevik 
plague.”10

The Allies desired to create a new bulwark against Soviet Russia and 
Germany in East Central Europe. They favoured the Polish cause, and 
France emerged as one of new Poland’s most enthusiastic supporters. France, 
which owned majority shares of Poland’s petroleum industry, fused its eco-
nomic and political interests, and planned to surround Germany with strong 
states allied to the home of “liberty, equality, and fraternity.”11

Despite the total mobilization of the Ukrainian population against the 
Poles, the ZUNR soon disintegrated. Shortly after the leaders of the Polish 
Republic won the public relations war in Paris, the Allies supplied military 
forces which secured Eastern Galicia, Volhynia, and Belarusan territories 
for the new state.

Other majority Ukrainian- speaking territories met the same fate. With 
the mobilization of national identities during the war, the post- war politi-
cal settlements did not bring peace. In light of the hostile international 
situation after 1918 and the Great Depression after 1928, the Ukrainian 
question within the USSR, Poland, Romania, and Czechoslovakia repre-
sented not just four separate domestic issues, but a single transborder issue 
involving all the major European states, even those without significant 
Ukrainian minorities. Many Ukrainians who participated in the struggle 
for independence viewed their defeat as a personal and collective humilia-
tion. They fought to reshape the ruins of collapsed imperial structures in 
the name of national, political, social, and economic equality. Their failure 
forced them to live in a world shaped by others.12 Very few accepted the 
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structural reality of the time: that international conjunctures were not yet 
in place for an independent Ukraine to emerge. For most, it was easier to 
believe the first interpretation than the second.

Despite the best of intentions, the Treaty of Versailles did not bring a 
just peace after the Great War. In appeasing the winners and humiliating 
the losers, the Allies unintentionally bolstered the emergence of Europe’s 
authoritarian and totalitarian regimes and their experiments with state vio-
lence in the 1920s and 1930s. They set the stage for the outbreak of an even 
more brutal Second World War. The culture of war “did not die with the 
armistice” or with the subsequent peace treaties.13 

Nationalizing States

After the collapse of the Austro- Hungarian, German, and Russian em-
pires, newly independent states, such as Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Austria, 
Hungary, Finland, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia, emerged in 
East Central Europe. They joined Greece, Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania, 
states that had already gained their independence from the Ottoman 
Empire in the nineteenth century. Not only did these new countries incor-
porate territories with populations sharing the same national identities, 
they also absorbed large areas with peoples who did not.

Taking advantage of the chaos generated by the First World War and the 
post- war revolutionary situation, Poland, Romania, Czechoslovakia, and 
Soviet Russia partitioned territories the Central Rada proclaimed as those 
constituting Ukraine. Poland won control of Eastern Galicia from Austria- 
Hungary and Western Volhynia and Kholm gubernia from Russia. 
Romania gained Bukovina from Austria- Hungary and Bessarabia from 
Russia. Czechoslovakia acquired Austria- Hungary’s Transcarpathia (see 
map 5). The overwhelming majority of the Ukrainian- speaking territories 
in East Central Europe, those that had belonged to the Russian Empire, 
were now incorporated into the Soviet Union, the world’s first self- 
proclaimed “proletarian state.”

The enormous chasm between the ideal of national self- determination 
propagated during the war and the post- war reality embittered many of 
the thirty- one  million Ukrainians, who remained the largest national 
group in Europe that failed to create an independent state after the First 
World War.14 Despite their substantial numbers, its national movements 
could not overcome serious handicaps: its reliance on the peasants, the 
weak Ukrainian presence in the towns and cities, or the hostile interna-
tional environment. To add insult to injury, the 3.8  million Ukrainians 
living under Polish control in 1921 possessed a population larger than that 
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of the newly formed states of Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Finland, 
states which possessed powerful international patrons.15

In Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Romania, as in the other new East 
Central European states, the ruling elites sought to integrate different pre- 
war regions with different political histories and different bureaucracies 
into a single, coherent, and efficient unit. In addition, these elites needed to 
reconcile the national minorities within the new borders to new post- war 
political realities. Although each of these states contained a core nation 
which comprised the majority of its population, each also possessed a large 
number of minorities (constituting up to one- third of their populations).16

Although most of the Ruthenian (also known as the Rusyn) population 
living in the northeastern counties of Hungary and Eastern Slovakia wel-
comed incorporation into Czechoslovakia, the overwhelming majority of 
Ukrainians who lived in the four eastern Polish voivodeships, Bukovina, 
and Bessarabia did not want to become citizens of Poland or Romania. 
Ukrainian aspirations for national independence came into conflict with 
the efforts of post- war states in East Central Europe to transform them-
selves into nationalizing states or to expand their territories.

Recognizing the possibility of conflicts between national majorities and 
national minorities in the newly created states of East Central Europe, the 
negotiators at Versailles also crafted and imposed special treaties dealing 
with national minorities on Czechoslovakia, Poland, Romania, and other 
countries in the region.17 These Allied arbitrators anticipated that the new-
ly created League of Nations would guarantee the rights of minorities, but 
they did not encourage national- personal autonomy (which only Estonia 
introduced in the 1919–39 period).18

This noble Allied effort to protect national minorities collided with the 
anxieties of the ruling elites in Poland and Romania, which constructed 
their respective new states as nationalizing states, countries that intro-
duced policies favouring their respective core nation. In the view of the 
leading political and cultural elites within each state, independence did not 
overturn the consequences of nationally discriminatory policies or trends 
from the past.19 They, in short, conceived their core nation as the legitimate 
“owner” of the state, one that should promote the language, culture, de-
mographic position, economic development, and political hegemony of 
the majority population.20

In adopting these policies, Poland and Romania became nationalizing 
states that alienated their large minorities and aspired to assimilate their 
Ukrainian minorities. Both interwar governments overturned Austro- 
Hungary’s liberal approach regarding the Ukrainians, repealing many of 
the laws that had protected Ukrainian rights in education and in the state 
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bureaucracy. The Polish and Romanian regimes introduced discriminato-
ry measures against the Ukrainian language and culture in the former 
Russian territories they acquired after 1918. The Polish government, 
moreover, attempted to isolate physically the former Russian territories of 
Volhynia (Polish: Wołyń) and the Kholm (Polish: Chełm) region from 
those of former Austrian- ruled Galicia.21

To better integrate Ukrainian- speaking territories into their new states, 
both Poland and Romania redrew their internal boundaries. The Polish au-
thorities eliminated Galicia as an administrative unit and renamed its 
 eastern region, where the majority of Ukrainians lived, as Eastern Little 
Poland (Małopolska Wschodnia), dividing it into three voivodeships 
(Lwów, Stanisławów, and Tarnopol) and packing in as many non- Ukrainians 
as possible. In the 1920s the Romanian rulers abolished all of their prov-
inces, including the province of Bukovina, and redrew their counties, dilut-
ing some large Ukrainian areas with Romanians and other national groups.22

The Polish and Romanian post- Versailles regimes also sought to weaken 
the Ukrainian national orientation of both the Orthodox and Greek 
Catholic churches on their territories. In the 1930s, Polish authorities sup-
ported the forcible conversion of Orthodox churches to Roman Catholicism 
and physically destroyed hundreds of their churches in Chełm voivode-
ship, Western Wołyń, and Polesie (Ukrainian: Polissia).23

The Soviet Union reacted in a more complex manner. In the 1920s, the 
USSR favoured its large non- Russian populations and supported a quasi- 
sovereign Soviet Ukrainian political entity (see chapter 5). By the early 1930s, 
Stalinists altered its political landscape and remade the first socialist state into 
a hybrid socialist- Russo- nationalizing state (see chapters 6 and 7).24

Poland

In the interwar period, the Polish Republic possessed the largest territory 
and population (27,177,000 in 1921; 31,915,800 in 1931) in East Central 
Europe and contained most of the Ukrainians living outside the USSR.25 
Restored and located between a castrated Germany and the new Soviet 
state, Poland remained one of the most strategically important countries in 
the region. Due to the Entente delineation of the Polish- German and 
Polish- Czech borders and to its own successful efforts against the Bolsheviks 
in the east, Poland acquired large numbers of Lithuanians, Belarusans, Jews, 
and Ukrainians and approximately four million Orthodox believers. Adher-
ents of Orthodox Christianity lived primarily in the Belarusan- speaking 
and Ukrainian- speaking territories (which now became Wołyń, Polesie, and 
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Chełm voivodeships), areas of the former Russian Empire where the 
Russian Orthodox Church predominated after 1875.26

Although the Treaty of Versailles (28 June 1919) blessed Poland’s cre-
ation, the Allied Council of Ambassadors postponed making a decision on 
the future status of the Ukrainians in Eastern Galicia. In 1923, the Allied 
Council allowed Poland to keep this region. The Allies, especially the 
French, chose to bolster Poland as a cordon sanitaire (a quarantine line) 
against Germany and the Soviet Union rather than provide national self- 
determination for the Ukrainians.27 According to the above- mentioned 
treaties as well as the new Polish constitution (adopted on 17 March 1921), 
Ukrainians and Poland’s other minorities were guaranteed equality before 
the law, the right to maintain their own schools, and the right to employ 
their own languages in the public sphere.28 But Poland’s fragile geopoliti-
cal position convinced many of its leaders that national security concerns 
were more important than compromises with its large non- Polish popula-
tions, especially the Ukrainians.

Despite Poland’s possession of several important industrial centres, the 
new state remained one of Europe’s poorest regions. According to the 1931 
census, 60 per cent of the total population remained dependent on agricul-
ture.29 Despite the pressing issue of rural overpopulation and extensive land 
hunger, alleviating poverty and transforming the agriculturally based econ-
omy into an industrially based one did not emerge as the new Polish elite’s 
first priority.30 Instead, the new political establishment hoped to overcome 
the legacy of the partitions and fuse the Austrian, German, and Russian 
institutions and political cultures into a coherent whole. Poland’s elites 
conflated plans for political consolidation with national integration, espe-
cially of its large Lithuanian, Belarusan, and Ukrainian populations.

The different political cultures the Polish state inherited and the new 
proportional representational system it inaugurated produced political 
gridlock. Between November 1918 and Marshal Joseph Piłsudski’s coup 
in May 1926, fourteen different governments and political coalitions ruled 
Poland.31 These constant electoral swings highlighted the country’s con-
flicting aspirations and popular expectations, long unexpressed under the 
partitioning powers, and paralysed the new state. Many Polish observers 
proclaimed that Poland needed someone to maintain its national unity in 
order to avoid foreign intervention and a new set of partitions.

Joseph Piłsudski, the war hero, fit the bill. Although he never held 
the  presidency or the prime ministership, he established a regime that 
combined “a personal military dictatorship” with a “centralized authori-
tarian oligarchy” and dominated the new republic from 1926 to 1935.32 He 
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centralized power in the executive branch, watered down the parliament’s 
checks and balances of the government, and arrested the leaders of the 
leading opposition parties, thereby thwarting the emergence of a centrist 
movement. Although a staunch opponent of the National Democratic 
Party, he accepted some of their assumptions.

Haunted by Poland’s past and influenced by the radical right- wing 
National Democratic Party, the new Polish ruling elite rejected for the 
most part the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth’s tolerance of its large 
multinational and multi- religious populations prior to the Counter- 
Reformation. The National Democrats, Poland’s largest political party in 
the interwar period, claimed that its non- Polish and non- Catholic popula-
tions “stabbed Poland in the back” in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies and undermined the commonwealth’s independence. Its spokesmen 
asserted that the newly restored Polish state would not repeat the com-
monwealth’s “mistakes.” Only the Poles would be masters of the new 
Poland, and the core nation would assimilate most of its minority groups, 
except for the Germans and Jews. The new rulers believed that the Jews 
remained unabsorbable and would be expelled or expatriated.33

Unlike the Ukrainians, Belarusans, and Germans, Polish Jews did not 
constitute “a compactly settled national group with a territorial claim against 
the Polish state or with the government of a neighboring state prepared to 
intervene on its behalf.” Of all of Poland’s national minorities, the Jews “rep-
resented the least tangible threat to Polish national security.”34 Nevertheless, 
the Polish authorities considered the Jews as the minority “whose assimila-
tion was least desirable, and whose presence was most destabilizing.”35

Although members of the PPS, the Democratic Party, and the Communist 
Party of Poland consistently opposed anti- Semitism, most could not accept 
the idea of Jewish cultural distinctiveness. They fervently believed that “full 
Polonization of the Jewish masses would eventually occur in a democratic 
and tolerant Poland.”36 But for most Poles, a democratic and tolerant state 
would have to wait. Poland’s resurrection in the twentieth century after its 
partitions in the eighteenth century demanded internal security, political 
consolidation, and national integration. Most importantly, the new country 
needed a firm hand.

The National Democratic Party consistently advocated such a posi-
tion. It attracted support throughout Poland and influenced all Polish 
governments in the interwar period, including Joseph Piłsudski’s authori-
tarian regime.37 During the leadership crisis after his death on 12  May 
1935, the Polish public recognized Poland’s vulnerability in regard to 
Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. In this environment, the views of 
Roman Dmowski, the founder of the National Democratic Party, gained 
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even more adherents. Most Poles interpreted all efforts by the non- Polish 
minorities to differentiate themselves in public from the majority Polish 
population as treasonable activities which the state had to suppress. Not 
surprisingly, these ideas and actions promoting a nationally pure Poland 
provoked a hostile reaction, especially from Ukrainians, who constituted 
approximately 15  per cent of the total population and whose number 
grew from 3.8 million in 1921 to approximately 5.3–5.5 million by 1939.38

Poland’s Ukrainian speakers lived in areas far poorer, less industrialized, 
and more agriculturally backward than western or central Poland. About 
two- thirds of Poland’s Ukrainian speakers lived in the eastern Galician 
voivodeships of Lwów, Stanisławów, and Tarnopol; the remainder resided 
mainly in the voivodeships of Wołyń and Polesie. Smaller groups lived 
near Chełm in Lublin voivodeship and in the Lemko region of the Western 
Carpathians (Cracow voivodeship).39 In these eastern domains, Ukrainians 
constituted almost 66 per cent of the population, and the Poles 25 per cent. 
As in the Ukrainian- speaking provinces of the former Russian Empire, 
Ukrainians inhabited the rural areas and Poles and Jews dominated in the 
towns and cities. A Polish population, moreover, dominated Lwów, the 
largest city in Małopolska Wschodnia (Eastern Galicia).40

Although not all Ukrainian speakers in Poland hated the Poles, Polish 
policies often needlessly inflamed them.41 The highly centralized Polish 
 administration, based on the French political system, provided few op-
portunities for self- government to territorially concentrated Ukrainians, 
Belarusans, and Lithuanians, who remained embittered by the govern-
ment’s failure to introduce any land reforms benefiting them.42 As the 
Ukrainian population exploded from 1921 to 1939, they became even 
more impoverished. The Great Depression plunged the economy into a 
downward spiral.

The Polish government reached a short- lived agreement after 1935 
with the Ukrainian National Democratic Alliance (UNDO), the largest 
and most moderate Ukrainian political party in Poland in the interwar 
period.43 Founded in 1925 as a fusion of various Ukrainian political and 
social groups and led by Greek Catholic clergy and the intelligentsia, 
UNDO aspired to create an independent state with a democratically 
elected parliamentary system. But the Polish government’s efforts to col-
onize Ukrainian lands and dispossess Ukrainian Greek Catholic and Or-
thodox churches destroyed this political cooperation in 1938. Although 
UNDO declared its loyalty to the Polish state at the outbreak of the 
Second World War on 1 September 1939, many (if not most) Ukrainians 
hoped that the Germans would completely overturn the status quo and 
did not mourn Poland’s collapse.44
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Whether led by Roman Dmowski’s National Democrats on the right or 
by Piłsudski and the Polish socialists on the left, interwar Polish govern-
ments often violated treaties that proclaimed the equality of Ukrainians 
under the law. Long before the government abrogated the Polish Minority 
Treaty in September 1934, it sought to blur (if not destroy) the Ukrainians 
as a group distinct from the Poles by restricting the use of their East Slavic 
language in public, by limiting Ukrainian organizations, and even by ban-
ning the term “Ukrainian.”45

Local Polish officials tore down road and street signs written in Ukrainian. 
They reprimanded and persecuted individuals for publicly expressing them-
selves in their native language, for subscribing to Ukrainian newspapers, for 
sending their children to Ukrainian schools, and for belonging to Ukrainian 
organizations. Not only did the Polish authorities arbitrarily engage in these 
indignities and public humiliations against nationally conscious Ukrainians, 
they also sought to dismantle Ukrainian civil society and to subordinate the 
Ukrainians in Małopolska Wschodnia and Western Wołyń.

In 1924, the Polish government passed laws that prohibited the use of 
the Ukrainian language in the state bureaucracy and converted the major-
ity of Ukrainian- language public schools into bilingual (Polish- Ukrainian) 
ones, and ultimately into Polish schools.46 If 3,600 Ukrainian- language el-
ementary schools operated in Poland in 1919, 650 remained during the 
1930–1 academic year, and only 139 in 1938–9, even with the large increase 
of the Ukrainian- speaking population in the interwar period.47 At the be-
ginning of 1919, thirty Ukrainian- language high schools operated in 
Galicia and Western Wołyń.48 By 1938–9, only twenty- four remained to 
serve a Ukrainian population of 5.5 million.49

Polish authorities also reconstructed the University of Lemberg, a 
Polish- Ukrainian institution in the Austrian Empire, into a Polish- 
language university. They abolished the Ukrainian history and literature 
chairs, dismissed Ukrainian professors, and denied admission to students 
who had not served in the Polish army during the Polish- Ukrainian War 
(which excluded all Ukrainian males of university age). The government 
also closed a majority of the reading rooms belonging to Prosvita, the 
mass- based enlightenment society, and harassed the Ukrainian coopera-
tive movement, which sought to improve farming methods and the peas-
ant’s standard of living. The political elite, moreover, heavily censored the 
Ukrainian press and banned many publications. In the 1930s the govern-
ment dissolved the Ukrainian scouting organization (Plast) and the Union 
of Ukrainian Women (Soiuz ukrainok), the most influential women’s 
 organization in Poland’s eastern domains.50
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Between 1920 and 1925, the Polish government provided financial incen-
tives for the migration of 300,000 Poles from central Poland to Małopolska 
Wschodnia and Wołyń, areas that already possessed a high population den-
sity and possessed less productive soil than central Poland’s.51 This coloni-
zation effort as well as Poland’s discriminatory policies angered Ukrainians 
and undermined the few opportunities left to reconcile the two antagonistic 
communities after the short, bitter war of 1918–19. The land reform pro-
cess administered by the authorities favoured the Polish migrants, not the 
impoverished local Ukrainian population. Approximately 79 per cent of 
peasants in the three voivodeships of Lwów, Stanisławów, and Tarnopol 
owned on average five hectares (twelve acres) or less, a size generally inca-
pable of providing for a family of four to six members.52 Despite the emer-
gence of a highly successful Ukrainian agricultural cooperative movement 
in the interwar period, most Ukrainians remained poor, becoming even 
poorer during the Great Depression.53 Their low incomes, Poland’s slow 
economic growth, and the collapse of the international agricultural market 
created not just a permanent state of poverty, but total demoralization, 
 especially among the young. 

To most Ukrainians coming of age in the 1920s and 1930s, the social, 
economic, and political situation in Poland’s eastern domains appeared 
hopeless. In light of the officially sanctioned discriminatory measures they 
encountered, Ukrainians recognized that their parents and grandparents 
had enjoyed more opportunities to better themselves in the Austrian 
Empire (where imperial officials had considered them equal with the 
Poles) than they would in independent Poland. Due to the crushing popu-
lation pressures in the countryside, most young people wanted to leave for 
towns and cities, or to migrate to North America. But few, if any, found 
educational or employment opportunities in the urban areas or could 
leave for the new world. In the 1920s the United States introduced racist 
legislation restricting the immigration of Southern and East Central 
Europeans as well as Asians, but Canada did not. Despite this opportuni-
ty, only sixty- five to seventy thousand Ukrainians from Poland migrated 
to Canada.54 As the Polish economy collapsed during the Great Depression, 
young men and women could find no means of gainful employment. 
Profoundly angry and frustrated with their situation, many Ukrainian- 
speaking young people embraced extremist solutions, such as communism 
and integral nationalism, a form of nationalism less tolerant than the lib-
eral nationalism espoused by UNDO and the Greek Catholic Church.

Founded in 1919, the Communist Party of Western Ukraine (CPWU), an 
autonomous part of the Communist Party of Poland, gained some support 
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in the 1920s. In demanding the redistribution of land to Ukrainian peasants 
without compensation to the landowners and the annexation of Poland’s 
southeastern region to the Soviet Union, the CPWU represented a major 
national security threat to Poland. Warsaw feared that Moscow could exploit 
the social unrest in its eastern borderlands and intervene militarily. (The 
Soviet Union, in turn, dreaded another Polish invasion of its territories.)55 
Not surprisingly, many Ukrainians, especially in densely populated Wołyń, 
enthusiastically supported the CPWU.56 During the last reasonably free elec-
tions in Poland in 1928, Communist front parties in Wołyń won 48 per cent 
of the vote; in Małopolska Wschodnia, they won only 13 per cent.57

The CPWU remained less popular in Małopolska Wschodnia than in 
Wołyń for several reasons. Most Ukrainians in Małopolska Wschodnia re-
membered the brutal Russian occupations during the war and very few 
favoured Eastern Galicia’s and Western Volhynia’s incorporation into 
Soviet Ukraine. When Ukrainians learned of the forced Soviet collectiviza-
tion drive and the Holodomor of 1932–3, support for the CPWU and sym-
pathy for the Soviet Union completely vanished.58 Despite retaining their 
scepticism towards the Soviet regime, the majority – even staunch anti- 
communists, nonetheless approved of the Soviet policy of Ukrainization 
and imagined Soviet Ukraine as a stage in the evolution of an independent 
Ukrainian state.59

As communism’s appeal declined, another ideology, integral national-
ism, won the allegiance of most Ukrainians who came of age in the inter-
war period. Members of this radical right- wing movement acquired certain 
ideological principles from the traditional conservatives, but sought to 
create a mass movement based on new principles.60 Its ideology embraced 
a different tone and view of the world than the liberal Ukrainian national-
ism practised in Eastern Galicia before the Great War. Unlike the leaders 
of the Ukrainian national movement in the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy, 
post- war radical nationalists refused to compromise with the political sta-
tus quo or recognize the Polish state’s existence. These men and women 
raised the struggle to create an independent Ukrainian state above all other 
values, including humanitarian ones. By glorifying action, war, and vio-
lence, this small group – organized in a single party and led by a charis-
matic leader – unflaggingly engaged in illegal (if not immoral) activities in 
order to spark a radical political realignment in Europe and to pave the 
way for an independent Ukraine. 

The Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) embodied this pro- 
active stance.61 Founded in 1929 as a merger of various nationalist student 
organizations and groups of Ukrainian war veterans (who encountered of-
ficial Polish hostility throughout the interwar period), this organization 
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vowed to form an independent, united, national state in the territories 
where Ukrainians lived. The group built upon the Ukrainian Military 
Organization (UVO), established in 1920 in Prague to continue the armed 
struggle against the Polish occupation of Eastern Galicia. UVO had pro-
vided a haven for many Sich Riflemen and veterans of the Polish- Ukrainian 
War of 1918–19, men who initiated a series of assassinations, bombings, 
and other acts of terror against the Polish authorities and Ukrainian “col-
laborators” in the interwar period.62 Even after the Allied Council of 
Ambassadors finally recognized Polish sovereignty over Eastern Galicia 
on 15 March 1923, which “raised doubts among many Ukrainians about 
the sense of continuing armed resistance,” UVO continued its actions.63

Like UVO, the OUN accepted violence as a political tool against exter-
nal and internal enemies. Inspired primarily by Mussolini’s Fascist Party, 
by the success (not the ideology) of the Nazi Party in Germany, and by the 
writings of Dmytro Dontsov (1883–1973), the OUN sought to overturn 
the political status quo created at Versailles and establish an independent 
Ukrainian state in East Central Europe.64 Despite widespread sympathy 
for the fascist and national- socialist movements in Italy and Germany, 
which promised to overturn the European political order and confront the 
USSR, the OUN leaders did not identify their organization as a fascist 
one. They claimed that their group represented the “revolutionary integral 
nationalism of a stateless nation” aspiring to establish an independent state, 
not take over an existing one.65 In their pronouncements, Ukrainian state 
creation remained the ultimate goal of their struggle for national libera-
tion. Colonel Evhen Konovalets, an officer in the Sich Riflemen during the 
First World War and the head of UVO, assumed the leadership of OUN 
and held it until his assassination by a Soviet agent in Rotterdam in 1938.

The OUN’s founding represented a declaration of war on Poland. 
During this internal war, the OUN engaged in terror, which T.P. Thornton 
defined as “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior by ex-
tranormal means, entailing the use or threat of violence.”66 This group em-
ployed this rationally calculated violent tool to terrify the agents of the 
Polish state to end their occupation of Eastern Galicia and Western 
Volhynia. Members of this group organized boycotts of Polish tobacco 
and liquor monopolies, torched the estates of Polish landlords, led armed 
attacks on police stations, post offices and governmental buildings (physi-
cal symbols of the hated Polish state), and assassinated nearly sixty Pol-
ish officials and uncounted numbers of Ukrainian “traitors” in the eastern 
voivodeships. An “epidemic” of sabotage and terror swept Galicia in 
 1930–1, the first great wave since 1922–3, when the Allied Council of 
Ambassadors acknowledged Poland’s right to incorporate Eastern Galicia.67
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As a prelude to the November 1930 parliamentary elections, the Polish 
authorities introduced repressive countermeasures, such as the “Pacifica-
tion” campaign from  September to  November 1930, which sought not 
only to stop “terrorists,” but also punish the Ukrainian population as a 
whole. In the course of this brutal implementation of the principle of col-
lective guilt to the OUN’s terror campaign, the authorities arrested, im-
prisoned, and tortured hundreds of leading Ukrainian activists, including 
women. These large- scale anti- Ukrainian campaigns did not pacify the 
Ukrainians.68 Just the opposite. The OUN responded with a more intense 
level of violence, which culminated in the organization’s 15 June 1934 as-
sassination of Bronisław Pieracki, the minister of the interior and the ar-
chitect of the Pacification campaign. The Polish government cancelled its 
minority treaty three months later.

Although the OUN may have attracted somewhere between eight 
thousand and twenty thousand members by 1939, its influence far out-
weighed its small numbers.69 The spirit of selfless, even fanatical, dedica-
tion to the Ukrainian cause appealed to young people, especially those 
who had no place in interwar Polish society and who were attracted to 
extreme black- white ideologies and “to holistic black- and- white solu-
tions.”70 They imagined that their parents’ generation failed to create an 
independent Ukraine. One OUN courier, recruited at the age of fourteen 
in 1940, shortly after the Soviet annexation of Eastern Galicia, recounted 
her ideological training in her memoirs:

My contemporaries and I searched for an answer to the baffling and painful 
question: “Why was Ukraine not an independent nation?” It was difficult to 
understand why, after so many revolutions and uprisings, Ukrainians had 
been unable to establish a sovereign state. Where did the fault lie? What was 
missing? We discussed these questions over and over again at our weekly 
meetings. This self- evaluation coupled with our patriotism made us painfully 
aware of our second- class status, which we had inherited from our fathers, 
our grandfathers, and our great- grandfathers. We talked about the unsuccess-
ful attempts to create an independent Ukraine during World War One, and 
we could not forgive our parents for letting that opportunity slip through their 
hands. We learned in the OUN’s Youth Section that it was our duty to fight 
for our land, our customs, and our proud heritage.71

This young woman eloquently expressed her own frustrations and that 
of her generation growing up in interwar Poland. Who was at fault for 
Ukraine’s defeat? For them, individuals, groups, nations, even those 
within one’s own nation – not structural factors, not the First World 
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War’s alliance system and its collapse – prevented the emergence of an 
independent Ukraine. Like many in her generation, she absorbed the 
OUN’s “maximalist” orientation, especially the organization’s emphasis 
on single- party rule and uncompromising hostility towards its enemies 
and wayward allies.72 Although a majority of Ukrainians did not em-
brace the OUN’s ideology, most agreed that they should respond to each 
Polish indignity and provocation with “an eye for an eye, a tooth for 
a tooth.”

In comparison to the mass arrests of traitors, “wreckers,” and “sabo-
teurs” a few years later in Hitler’s Germany and in Stalin’s USSR, the 
number of arrests, trials, and convictions in Poland were very small.73 But 
the overall brutality of the Pacification campaign in the context of the past 
Austrian environment alienated the Ukrainian population from the Polish 
regime and, for many, justified the actions of the OUN. Each act of brutal 
force provoked a violent reaction. The cycle of violence and counter- 
violence became self- perpetuating and more intense, undermining moder-
ates among both Poles and Ukrainians.

The radicalization of the Polish and Ukrainian communities also 
spawned divisions within the Ukrainian community. In this hostile envi-
ronment, the leadership of UNDO, an older generation educated in the 
nuanced pre- war cosmopolitan culture of Vienna that sought to represent 
Ukrainian interests by legal means, could not reach an accommodation 
with the Poles or compete with the radicalized OUN members. These 
young radicals presented themselves as harbingers of the future and would 
not subordinate themselves to their elders or to the wisdom of elected 
Ukrainian parliamentary officials. This generational conflict intensified in 
the 1930s as many rank- and- file OUN members embraced fascist prac-
tices, although not necessarily the entire ideology’s mindset.74 Despite the 
radicalization of many young people, UNDO (with the Ukrainian 
Socialist- Radical Party, a member of the Labour and Socialist International, 
as its junior ally) remained the dominant political coalition among Galician 
Ukrainians throughout the 1920s and 1930s.75 

In addition to UNDO, the Ukrainian Greek Catholic bishops, espe-
cially Metropolitan Andrei Sheptytsky, publicly opposed the activities of 
the OUN.76 As an individual who enjoyed the highest respect in the 
Ukrainian community, he hoped to restrain OUN’s violence. He asserted 
that OUN’s actions catalysed new repressions against its compatriots and 
would not destroy the power of the Polish state. His call for an end to the 
violence did not persuade either the Poles or the OUN.77

Although the overwhelming majority of Ukrainians despised Polish 
rule, they came to different conclusions about what they could accomplish 
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within this adverse environment. UNDO’s leaders aspired to work within 
the Polish system in a non- violent manner, but often found themselves 
thwarted by Polish rulers and colonists, who increasingly embraced intol-
erant political positions and blocked intercommunal reconciliation. The 
Polish power elite needlessly marginalized UNDO and undermined its 
authority among Ukrainians.

By engaging in terrorist activities against the Polish state and its repre-
sentatives, the OUN sought to publicize its cause and deliberately provoke 
government reactions that would alienate the Ukrainian population, in-
crease support for its agenda, and create an opening for expanded subver-
sive activities.78 By waging a violent struggle against the Poles, the OUN 
hoped to win over the “uncommitted fence- sitters” among Ukrainians.79 
But, in effect, these actions only helped the authorities cripple UNDO’s 
already limited political influence within the Polish political system. 

Extremism also emerged in Wołyń, which differed from Małopolska 
Wschodnia. In Wołyń, the overwhelming majority of Ukrainians belonged 
to the Orthodox Church, not to the Greek Catholic Church. Before 1914, 
when the Russian Empire had controlled the area, the Ukrainian- speaking 
population did not possess a national consciousness as intense as that of 
their compatriots in Austria’s Galicia.80

After Wołyń became a part of Poland, the situation changed. The new 
Polish government started to favour the small Polish population. 
According to a local 1937 census, it recorded 348,079 who identified them-
selves as Poles (16.7  per cent of the total population), 205,615 as Jews 
(9.9 per cent), and 1,420,094 as Ukrainians (68.1 per cent).81 The authori-
ties introduced land reforms that benefited only the Poles, supported and 
subsidized the arrival of several hundred thousand Polish colonists (often 
demobilized soldiers and their families), and transferred a large number of 
Polish administrators and bureaucrats from central Poland.

The Polish state also introduced other measures that further aggravated 
the Ukrainian population. In the 1920s, for example, authorities inaugu-
rated compulsory Polish- language education in the province, but this skill 
did not lead to employment during the Great Depression. Instead, the 
educated became an under-  or unemployed intellectual vanguard that in-
cited the disaffected Ukrainian majority against the Polish state.

Henryk Józewski (1892–1981), the new governor of Wołyń (1928–38), 
hoped to create an attractive environment for Ukrainians and blunt the at-
traction of Soviet Ukraine (located next door) and the Ukrainian national-
ists’ vision of an independent Ukraine. A Pole born in Kiev, he had served 
for a short period as the deputy minister of the interior in the Ukrainian 
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National Republic in 1920 and as Poland’s minister of the interior 
from December 1929 to June 1930. As Wołyń’s governor, he introduced 
extensive cultural concessions to the Ukrainians, including Ukrainian- 
language courses in all state schools, while establishing a base for espionage 
operations against the Soviet Union. He even supported the Ukrainizing 
efforts of the Polish Orthodox Autocephalous Church, established in 1924, 
in his province.82 But he could do little about land reform or about the 
300,000 Polish colonists Warsaw sent.83 Józewski succeeded “in fostering a 
Ukrainian patriotism in Wołyń, but failed to connect this new trend to 
Polish statehood.”84 After 1935, the governor lost the confidence of the 
Ukrainian majority and control over his own province. The Polish army 
intervened, destroying Orthodox churches and expropriating Ukrainian 
properties, which embittered the local population even more.

The Promethean Movement

Józewski also played a key role in the Polish Promethean movement, an 
ambitious project Marshal Piłsudski initiated to undermine the integrity 
of the USSR. Piłsudski, the self- appointed guardian of Polish indepen-
dence, hoped to re- establish a strong homeland, to “shatter Russia into a 
series of nation- states,” and to create a federation of these newly liberated 
lands under Poland’s sphere of influence.85 By including Belarus, Lithuania, 
and Ukraine, this Polish- led alliance would replace Russia as the great 
power in East Central Europe. Named after the mythical god Prometheus, 
who brought fire (a symbol of the struggle for freedom) to humankind, 
this group would serve both Polish and non- Polish long- term interests.

The Promethean project possessed a number of closely intertwined in-
visible and visible threads. The first encompassed covert Polish intelli-
gence operations against the Soviet Union, such as those Józewski and his 
colleagues initiated. The second embraced the public sphere, with large- 
scale efforts to organize anti- Soviet propaganda or to engage in concrete 
actions, such as the unsuccessful campaign to prevent the USSR from tak-
ing a seat at the League of Nations.86 Each of these strands remained tight-
ly interwoven and, in the case of the Promethean League of Nations 
Subjugated by Moscow (better known as the Promethean League), difficult 
to disentangle. In 1925, Piłsudski’s trusted men formed this anti- Communist 
international, which brought together representatives of various anti- Soviet 
governments- in- exile scattered across Europe and Turkey and head-
quartered the League in Warsaw. Over the next fifteen years, the Polish 
military, foreign ministry, and their allied intelligence services covertly 
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supported this and other similar organizations diplomatically and finan-
cially. This anti- Soviet operation achieved its most notable successes be-
tween 1926 and 1932.

The complex relationship between Piłsudski and Petliura, the head of the 
Ukrainian National Republic (UNR) during the revolutionary period, pro-
foundly influenced the Promethean project of the 1920s and 1930s. 
Piłsudski, who had always considered Russia to be Poland’s primary ene-
my, had dreamed of reducing the empire’s size even before the outbreak of 
the First World War. The February and October Revolutions and subse-
quent civil and national wars gave him the opportunity to do so. After 
many preliminary negotiations, he and Petliura signed the Treaty of Warsaw 
on 21 April 1920 as a prelude to their joint military operations against the 
Soviet Ukrainian and Soviet Russian governments. The Polish side recog-
nized the right of Ukraine to an independent political existence and 
Petliura’s Directory as the “supreme government” of the UNR, which 
would encompass Central Ukraine, the territory between the Zbruch and 
Dnieper Rivers (far less than the territory the UNR claimed). Although the 
new Polish government surrendered all claims to Right- Bank Ukraine, 
which the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth controlled until the First 
Partition of Poland in 1772, it insisted on keeping Eastern Galicia.87

This Polish- Ukrainian treaty annulled the Act of Unity of 22 January 
1919 that had united the UNR with the West Ukrainian National Republic 
(ZUNR). The leadership of the two Ukrainian republics disagreed over 
which state represented the greatest danger to Ukrainian national inter-
ests. For the heads of the ZUNR, Poland remained the foremost enemy; 
their counterparts in the UNR perceived Russia (whether Bolshevik or 
White) as the primary threat. Bowing to the reality of its fragile existence 
and to Polish pressures, the UNR reluctantly recognized that Eastern 
Galicia and Western Wołyń would remain under Polish control. Without 
Polish help, Petliura understood that he could not win against the 
Bolsheviks, who had already occupied most of the territory he claimed. If 
he could not wrest some area for the UNR and successfully defend it, the 
Ukrainian nationalist cause would fail. Petliura recognized that he did not 
possess any viable alternatives and that he was forced to take the opportu-
nities presented to him and not hold out for political miracles.

Everything hinged on the ultimate victory of the combined Polish- 
Ukrainian forces against the Communist/Bolshevik regime in Ukraine, 
which commenced several days after the signing of the Warsaw Treaty. 
The first weeks of the invasion succeeded beyond all expectations, and the 
joint forces entered Kiev in early May 1920. The Bolsheviks launched a 
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successful counter- offensive in  June, which led them to the gates of 
Warsaw in  August. Piłsudski’s counter- thrust expelled the Red Army 
from Poland, but he permanently lost most of the central Ukrainian ter-
ritories he and Petliura had captured.

The Treaty of Riga, signed on 18 March 1921, marked the end of formal 
hostilities between Poland and the Soviet republics. The new Polish gov-
ernment gained only about one- third of the territories that the Polish- 
Lithuania Commonwealth possessed before the First Partition, while 
Soviet Russia kept the rest.88 These two newly created countries divided 
the Ukrainian and Belarusan territories between them and established the 
western boundaries of Soviet Ukraine and Soviet Belarus. Although the 
treaty weakened Poland’s influence in East Central Europe, Piłsudski did 
not abandon his dreams of destabilizing the USSR or of creating a federa-
tion in this region. In his mind, the Polish- Soviet agreement represented a 
temporary setback for Poland’s rebirth on the international stage. Aspects 
of the earlier Polish- Ukrainian agreement, especially its hostility to the 
USSR, remained intact. Hence, the Promethean League.

Although a number of prominent Ukrainians participated in the Prome-
thean League, most of its Ukrainian members came from Central and 
Eastern Ukraine, not Małopolska Wschodnia.89 They took advantage of 
the many think tanks (such as the Oriental Institute, the Polish Institute of 
Nationalities Research, and the Ukrainian Scientific Institute in Warsaw) 
and publications (Wschód/L’Orient, Biuletyń Polsko- Ukraiński, and 
Prométhée) sponsored by the Polish government. Although the Piłsudski 
regime subsidized the UNR government- in- exile after the debacle of 1920, 
the Polish leader’s authoritarianism increasingly intensified in the late 
1920s and early 1930s and he became identified with Polonization, the 
Pacification campaign, and the administration’s anti- Ukrainian policies in 
the Lwów, Stanisławów, Tarnopol, and Wołyń voivodeships.

Although many of Piłsudski’s followers outwardly showed respect to 
Poland’s Belarusan and Ukrainian minorities, many also adhered to a sense 
of Polish cultural superiority, persuaded that they could raise the level of 
the “less developed” Eastern Slavs and eventually transform them into 
Poles. They differed, for the most part, from Dmowski’s supporters in 
terms of tactics, not necessarily in the overall strategy of creating a homo-
geneous Polish nation- state.

In response to these hostile policies and views, the Ukrainians in Poland’s 
eastern regions rejected Prometheism. Inasmuch as the Promethean move-
ment engaged in a semi- covert set of activities promoting the creation of an 
independent Ukrainian state, it operated on a state- to- state level. A large 
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number of Prometheans, like Józewski, may have sincerely defended 
Ukrainian culture, but the Polish government and its agents – following 
the National Democratic vision of the world – actively oppressed and ha-
rassed Ukrainians as a people. Most Ukrainians viewed their antagonistic 
relationship with the hostile bureaucracy as official Polish policy and did 
not whole- heartedly condemn the OUN’s assassination of Tadeusz 
Hołówko (1889–1931), the overall coordinator of the Promethean move-
ment. Although Hołówko promoted the Polish government’s close coop-
eration with the UNR and the Promethean movement, the OUN accused 
him of “spiritually disarming” Ukrainian society.90

Many (if not the majority of) Ukrainians in these Polish borderlands, 
moreover, did not possess a high opinion of Petliura’s exiled UNR, which 
– in their assessment – had abandoned them. After Petliura’s 1926 murder 
in Paris, the exiled UNR ceased to play a significant role in their lives.

As Ukrainians reassessed their position in interwar Poland, the Polish 
political leadership also reappraised its relationship with the USSR and 
with its own Ukrainian population. Stalinist repressions in Ukraine, such as 
the public trial of the Union for the Liberation of Ukraine in early 1930, the 
forced collectivization drive, and subsequent Holodomor, killed millions 
and dispirited survivors, inducing mass social despair. The Soviet state’s 
success in implementing large- scale, brutal measures convinced Piłsudski’s 
inner circle that the possibility of mass anti- Soviet rebellions in Ukraine 
had passed.91 Many now started to argue that Poland’s international proj-
ects, such as the Promethean movement, should not take priority over 
Poland’s own internal concerns. Aggravated by its restive national minori-
ties, the rise of Hitler’s Nazi Party and the possibility of a German invasion, 
widespread communist activities in Wołyń, and the Great Depression, 
Poland’s ruling elite embraced the issue of strengthening its internal secu-
rity over efforts to destabilize the USSR. The government expanded its re-
pressive measures against Poland’s largest national minority and then 
signed a non- aggression pact with the Soviet Union on 25 July 1932.

For Ukrainians in the Polish voivodeships, a cruel reality emerged after 
the First World War. The end of the brutal conflict destroyed all promise 
of union with their brothers and sisters across the Zbruch River (the inter-
national border dividing Poland from the USSR), or of political autonomy 
or independence. By mobilizing large numbers of Polish and Ukrainian 
speakers along national lines, the First World War and the Polish- Ukrainian 
War of 1918–19 seriously undermined the possibility of a political recon-
ciliation or compromise with the Poles. The actions of the Polish military, 
police, and bureaucracy in the majority Ukrainian- speaking territories 
generated painful reminders of “hopes deferred and fears fulfilled” on a 
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regular, almost daily, basis.92 The OUN responded in kind, which only 
infuriated the Poles and accelerated the cycle of violence.

Two non- negotiable views of the world set the stage for the conflict 
between Ukrainians and Poles. Ukrainians did not want to recognize 
Polish control of the borderlands or to integrate into Poland. They under-
stood that integration meant assimilation and national marginalization, if 
not extinction. Ukrainians considered the areas where they resided as the 
majority population as their homeland. They wanted the Polish state’s 
public acknowledgment of their national dignity.

The majority of Poles, in turn, wanted to dominate these regions, which 
they regarded as their historical homeland. Despite Polish conquest of 
these areas, the potentially explosive anti- Polish hostility remained a 
threat. Active and passive Ukrainian resistance to Polish rule raised na-
tional security concerns to a feverish pitch for the Polish elite and for Poles 
living in Małopolska Wschodnia and Wołyń. By the end of the 1930s, these 
Poles considered Ukrainians disloyal citizens of Poland and active fifth 
columnists. With the exception of Józewski (and to some extent Piłsudski), 
the majority of the Polish ruling elite did not want to validate the Ukrainians 
as a group with equal national rights or provide them with full citizenship 
rights. These conflicting perspectives led to an unending spiral of violence 
and inter- communal hatred, preparing the ground for the horrid Polish 
and Ukrainian ethnic cleansing campaigns during the Second World War.

Romania

After the First World War, Romania emerged as the second most populous 
state in East Central Europe (17,793,250 in 1930).93 During the 1919–20 
peace settlements, Romania acquired Bessarabia from Russia, southern 
Dobruja from Bulgaria, and Transylvania, Bukovina, and the Banat from 
Austria- Hungary, doubling its pre- war territory.94 Like Poland, this state 
possessed a poor economy with 72 per cent of its population dependent on 
agriculture.95 After annexing these territories, Romania acquired 500,000 
to 900,000 Ukrainians, or approximately 3  per cent of its total popula-
tion.96 Romania’s post- war government gained Allied recognition of its 
control of Bukovina at the Treaty of Saint- Germain in September 1919 
and of Bessarabia at the Treaty of Paris in October 1920. But the Soviet 
Union never recognized Romania’s right to Bessarabia.

The new Romanian state was not a nationally homogeneous one. 
According to its census of 1930, Romanians comprised 70.8 per cent of the 
total population and included sizeable minorities, such as Hungarians and 
Germans.97
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Of the three provinces Romania incorporated in 1918 (Bessarabia, 
Bukovina, and Transylvania), Bukovina possessed the smallest number of 
Romanians. Ukrainians resided in compact areas in the northern half of 
the region, where they barely outnumbered the area’s Romanians. The re-
lationship between Ukrainians and Romanians in Bukovina paralleled in 
many ways the antagonism between Ukrainians and Poles in Galicia.98

Much as the voivodeships of Lwów, Stanisławów, and Tarnopol dif-
fered from Wołyń, Bukovina differed from adjacent Bessarabia. As part 
o  the Austro- Hungarian Empire, Bukovina received a greater degree 
of  self- government than any other Ukrainian region and nurtured a 
 well- developed Ukrainian civil society before the First World War. But 
Bessarabia – a part of the Russian Empire since the early nineteenth cen-
tury – was one of the most economically and politically underdeveloped 
areas with a Ukrainian- speaking population. Not surprisingly, Ukrainian 
national consciousness existed at a weaker level here than in Bukovina. 
Whereas the Ukrainian population in the northern half of Bukovina con-
stituted 65 per cent of the population of the province in 1930, in Bessarabia 
Ukrainians constituted only 11  per cent of the total population.99 The 
Ukrainian national movement in both regions experienced intense 
Romanian hostility during the interwar period.

The new Romanian government dismantled Ukrainian achievements 
from the Austrian period. Officials prohibited the use of the Ukrainian 
language in public administration, in the courts, and in the schools and 
replaced it with Romanian. Post- war Romania acquired 216 Ukrainian- 
language schools from the Austrian period; within a decade the authorities 
converted all of them into bilingual Romanian- Ukrainian schools, then 
Romanian- language schools.100 They abolished Ukrainian- language pro-
fessorships at the University of Czernowitz (Romanian: Cernăuţi; 
Ukrainian: Chernivtsi) and banned the Ukrainian press and political par-
ties. Although the government eased this state of siege in the Ukrainian 
areas in the late 1920s, they reimposed it a decade later, prohibiting all 
Ukrainian organizations and closing all Ukrainian- language schools. Its 
ministers and legislators sought to disfranchise its Ukrainian population 
linguistically and politically.101 In 1924, the Romanian parliament enacted 
a law that described Ukrainians “as Romanians who have lost the native 
tongue of their ancestors.”102 This official definition of Ukrainians set the 
tone for Romanian- Ukrainian relations during the interwar period. Within 
a few years after their incorporation into Romania, Ukrainians lost their 
status as a recognized national minority and were forced into the melting 
pot of Romanianization.
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Yet, despite the enforcement of discriminatory measures against 
Ukrainians, the twenty- year Romanian control of Bukovina and Bessarabia 
did not succeed in denationalizing this group. Instead, the government 
needlessly antagonized its Ukrainian population and unintentionally pro-
voked an irreconcilable hatred of the Romanians.

Czechoslovakia

In the nineteenth century, the Czech lands of Bohemia and Moravia 
emerged as one of Austria- Hungary’s major industrial centres. After 1918, 
Czechoslovakia became the most developed economy in East Central 
Europe, among the ten largest in the world. In 1930, for example, only 
33 per cent of its overall population remained dependent on agriculture.103 
Czechoslovakia’s economic success strengthened its overall liberal politi-
cal orientation, although it did not win over all of its national minorities.

In February 1921, the newly established state possessed almost 13.4 mil-
lion inhabitants, and by December 1930, 14.7 million, making it the fourth 
most populous country in East Central Europe (Yugoslavia being the 
third).104 The country’s 7.2 million Czechs constituted over half the popu-
lation; its nearly two million Slovaks represented almost 14 per cent.

The country’s 3.3 million Germans, who lived primarily in the Sudetenland, 
comprised 23 per cent of Czechoslovakia’s population.105 The overwhelming 
majority of them did not want to belong to this new state, which the Czechs 
had centralized, “denying German opponents refuge in federalist struc-
tures.”106 Czech authorities favoured their fellow compatriots in the public 
sector job market and Czech- owned businesses in the private sector.107 As 
the Great Depression impoverished Czechoslovakia’s German population, 
Hitler – who had campaigned on a platform of creating a “Greater Germany” 
– came to power and introduced reforms that improved the Third Reich’s 
economy. Germany’s economic and political resurrection in the 1930s em-
boldened Czechoslovakia’s Germans to destabilize their new state. The an-
tagonistic relationship between the Germans and Czechs helped undermine 
Czech rapport with the Slovaks and Rusyns/Ukrainians.

Czechs and Slovaks had much in common, but the two leading nations in 
Czechoslovakia possessed more differences than the state’s founders imag-
ined. Although Czechs and Slovaks spoke similar West Slavic languages, 
their experiences within the Austro- Hungarian Empire differed complete-
ly. The Slovaks were almost overwhelmingly agricultural. They, who had 
lived under Hungarian rule for nearly one thousand years and experienced 
pressures to assimilate into the dominant group, grew to fear the Czechs, 
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“their numerically and economically stronger partner.”108 Although Czechs 
constituted a majority of the total population and held themselves superior 
to the other national groups within this hybrid state, they had never intro-
duced nationalizing policies, unlike the Poles and the Romanians.109

Although the Czechoslovak government experienced serious difficul-
ties with its German and Slovak minorities, which threatened the integrity 
of the new state, its difficulties with the Ukrainian- speaking population in 
Transcarpathia remained less problematic. In 1930, 446,916 East Slavs 
lived in Transcarpathia, Czechoslovakia’s most economically and politi-
cally underdeveloped region, and another 200,000 in the adjacent Prešov 
region of Slovakia.110 Although the government employed the designation 
“Ruski” to refer to these East Slavs (which the Austro- Hungarian govern-
ment defined as Ruthenians) in their 1921 and 1930 censuses, “Ruski” did 
not represent the Russians, Ukrainians, or Carpatho- Rusyns in the mod-
ern sense of these terms.111 These East Slavic speakers spoke a series of dia-
lects “closely related to the Ukrainian dialects of Galicia.”112 But language 
and dialectical similarities did not necessarily predispose these speakers to 
accept a modern- Ukrainian identity or to identify with the Ukrainian po-
litical project. Altogether, the Ukrainian speakers constituted 4 per cent of 
the new state’s total population.113

As the Habsburg Empire began to dissolve in the last months of 1918 
and the early months of 1919, the Ruthenians formed numerous national 
councils, which discussed the political future of this region. The options 
included complete independence, autonomy within Hungary, or union 
with Russia, Ukraine, or the new state of Czechoslovakia. In light of their 
small numbers, their animosity towards the Hungarians, and Bolshevik vic-
tory in Russia and Ukraine, the Ruthenians chose the last option. The vic-
torious allies then approved this decision at the Treaty of Trianon (4 June 
1920), one of the many treaties that ended the First World War and defined 
the borders of the post- war world. In recognizing Czechoslovak sover-
eignty over the region, the negotiators asserted that these East Slavs should 
receive “the widest measure of self- government compatible with the unity 
of the Czechoslovak Republic.”114

Contrary to the provisions of the treaty, however, the Czechoslovak 
constitution (promulgated earlier on 29 February 1920) and its subsequent 
amendments did not establish an autonomous Transcarpathia un-
til  October–November 1938, although it did create a distinct province, 
known officially as Subcarpathian Rus (Podkarpatská Rus). Although of-
ficials claimed that the Ruthenians remained too politically immature to 
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govern themselves within the framework of an autonomous province, na-
tional security concerns outweighed all others. The Czechoslovak govern-
ment feared not the Ruthenians, but the province’s large Hungarian 
population, which in conjunction with the Hungarian government across 
the border, hoped to destabilize the region and annex it to Hungary.115 
Giving Subcarpathian Rus political autonomy would provide opportuni-
ties for Hungarian irredentists to legitimize their cause.

Despite these anxieties, the Czechoslovak authorities did manage to 
raise Transcarpathia’s living standards and cultural and educational condi-
tions in the 1920s. During the 1913–14 school year, this area possessed 
only thirty- four elementary schools with some form of Ukrainian (or 
Russian or local Slavic dialect) as the language of instruction. By 1931 the 
Czechoslovak authorities had established 425 schools with some variant of 
the local language in this region and approximately another one hundred 
in the Prešov region.116 The Czechoslovak government also invested in 
adult education programs, which helped to raise the literacy rate in this 
region from 22 per cent in 1910 to 60 per cent in 1930.117 On the negative 
side and despite the introduction of large public- works projects, the 
Czechoslovak government failed to alleviate peasant poverty. The world’s 
Great Depression swept away the government’s economic accomplish-
ments in the region, and chronic mass unemployment, seasonal labour mi-
gration, and poverty followed.

The legacy of poverty hampered the process of consolidating a single East 
Slavic identity in this area. The Rusyn/Ukrainian- speaking population’s 
small landholdings, conservatism, weak political awareness, high illiteracy 
rate, and small number of educated persons enfeebled the region’s political 
and economic development. These factors, in turn, restrained the emergence 
of a consensus regarding the national identity of the local population.

As in Galicia fifty years before, the struggle over language divided the 
small number of members of the intelligentsia, which consisted of clerics, 
teachers, and lawyers. Although some of them still embraced a pro- Hungarian 
orientation, Hungary’s appeal declined in the interwar period. Pro- Ukrainian 
and Russophile sympathies slowly replaced it, as did the Rusynophile re-
sponse, a local patriotism which distinguished itself from the Ukrainian, 
Russian, Slovak, and Hungarian nations.118 In the interwar period, the 
Czechoslovak government supported the pro- Ukrainian, pro- Russian, and 
pro- Rusyn identifications at different times.119 Subsequently, many families 
in Transcarpathia possessed “a ‘Russian’ child, a ‘Ukrainian’ child, and a 
‘Rusyn’ child.”120 By the 1930s, the Czechoslovak government favoured the 
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Rusynophile orientation, which retained a pro- Czechoslovak position. By 
the end of the interwar period, however, the Ukrainian national orientation 
made greater headway than its Russian or Rusyn competitors.121

Although the Czechoslovak government failed to satisfy the Ruthenian 
minority’s hopes and expectations, it never introduced the assimilatory 
policies of Poland or Romania. The Ukrainian speakers of Czechoslovakia 
participated in fair and free elections at the village, county, provincial, and 
national levels throughout the interwar period, unlike their compatriots in 
Poland, Romania, or the USSR. Of all the Ukrainian speakers in the ter-
ritories of East Central Europe (including the USSR) in the interwar pe-
riod, those living in Subcarpathian Rus experienced the most generous 
political opportunities. Only poverty, illiteracy, and an adherence to the 
peasant way of life hampered their efforts to take full advantage of them.

Conclusion

In the period between the twentieth century’s two world wars, Ukrainians 
comprised the second- largest national group within the Soviet Union 
(despite declining from 21 to 16 per cent of its total population) and Poland 
(15 per cent) and a small minority within Czechoslovakia (4 per cent) and 
Romania (3 per cent).122 Although outside observers often viewed these 
people as a demographic minority within each of these newly formed and/
or reformed states, Ukrainian speakers (with the exception of those who 
adhered to the Rusyn orientation in Czechoslovakia) did not think of 
themselves in this way.

Because Ukrainians remained “compact local majorities in the regions 
of their settlement,” not “dispersed minorities,” and because they resided 
on territories their fathers and forefathers had farmed for generations, they 
did not consider themselves minorities within their own homelands.123 
Indeed, in the Ukrainian- speaking territories controlled by Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, and Romania after 1918, those who identified themselves 
as Ukrainians constituted 63.4 per cent, 61.6 per cent, and 43.4 per cent, 
respectively, of each region’s total population.124 They envisaged them-
selves as the majority in their own contiguous areas and sought recogni-
tion as such.

In East Central Europe, two of the three states with substantial Ukrainian 
populations – Poland and Romania – tried to suppress these efforts. Due in 
large measure to the success of the Ukrainian nation- building efforts in the 
Austro- Hungarian period, these two post- war governments failed to do 
so. Although Poland and Romania often employed their state institutions 
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against the Ukrainians and other national groups, neither government won 
complete power within their own societies or created the political effi-
ciency of Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union in the 1930s. Polish and 
Romanian authoritarian practices could cripple, but they did not deci-
sively eradicate Ukrainian resistance. Various legal loopholes remained 
for Ukrainian nationalists, even in these authoritarian states. Moreover, 
until the mid- 1930s, both the Polish and Romanian governments recog-
nized the need to placate world opinion, especially the League of Nations, 
which monitored the implementation of minority rights throughout East 
Central Europe.

Polish and Romanian efforts to crush the Ukrainian national movement 
in the interwar period failed. Instead of breaking resistance, the Polish au-
thorities – more so than the Romanian – raised the level of the Ukrainian 
national consciousness to a fever pitch. Inadvertently, the Polish and 
Romanian interwar governments helped mobilize their Ukrainian popula-
tions, but could not demobilize them. Just as the Polish and Romanian 
governments could not destroy the Ukrainian national movements within 
their own borders, the Ukrainian movement could not destroy the Polish 
and Romanian states. A seething resentment on both sides produced a vio-
lent stalemate.

In the standoff in Poland, Ukrainians began to perceive themselves po-
litically as members of a constantly besieged community and psychologi-
cally as “orphans of the universe,” not unlike the Kurds, the largest national 
group in the Middle East not to have gained a state after the Great War.125 
Isolated and marginalized, Ukrainians generally discounted the USSR’s 
periodic condemnation of the post- Versailles order and understood that 
they did not have any external protectors or patrons.

Despite the noble ideals espoused by the League of Nations, the over-
whelming majority of Ukrainians in East Central Europe believed that the 
international community had abandoned them. Democracy and the recon-
figuration of European borders in conformity with Woodrow Wilson’s vi-
sion of national self- determination did not bring them justice. With the 
Great Depression, most European states abandoned the democratic order 
and embraced authoritarian solutions to the complex political and eco-
nomic crises they encountered. With the selective introduction of Woodrow 
Wilson’s vision of national self- determination and with the unenforceable 
“rights of minorities” within the framework of nationalizing states, post- 
Versailles Europe failed to establish a peaceful and just post- war political 
order. Despite the OUN’s contacts with German military intelligence be-
fore the outbreak of the Second World War, this group failed to persuade 
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the German government to support an independent Carpatho- Ukrainian 
state after Czechoslovakia’s post- Munich dissolution in 1938–9. Nazi ra-
cial theories, proclaiming the inferiority of Slavs, trumped German mili-
tary and strategic concerns, as they would in the course of the war on the 
eastern front.

In order to attain their own version of national self- determination, most 
Ukrainians realized that they could not rely on outside forces, not even 
Nazi Germany, Europe’s most powerful revisionist power, but only on 
themselves. Born in despair, this interpretation of reality helped prepare 
them for the Second World War.
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While recognizing the right of national self- determination, we take care to explain 
to the masses its limited historic significance and we never put it above the interests 
of the proletarian revolution.

 Leon Trotsky, 19221

The theory of the merging of all nations of, say, the USSR, into one common Great 
Russian language is a national- chauvinist, anti- Leninist theory, which contradicts 
the basic tenets of Leninism that national differences cannot disappear in the near 
future, that they are bound to remain for a long time even after the victory of the 
proletarian revolution on a world scale.

 Joseph Stalin, 2 July 19302

Between 1917 and 1921, the Bolsheviks (renamed the Russian Communist 
Party in 1919) toppled the Provisional Government and dismantled most 
of the vestiges of the old tsarist order. In the process of doing so, they 
fervently believed that they would spark a worldwide revolution and es-
tablish a classless society. But by 1921, this possibility faded. The revolu-
tionary party now had to secure its power within its own borders and 
build the world’s first Marxist state without Western help or a clear blue-
print. Despite their military setbacks and ideological compromises, party 
leaders still aspired to create a new Soviet man in the image and likeness of 
their revolutionary enthusiasms. Starting in the early 1920s, under Lenin’s 
leadership they introduced the New Economic Policy (NEP) and innova-
tive policies to accommodate their large non- Russian populations. In the 
late 1920s, Stalin ignited rapid industrialization and mass collectivization 
drives as well as mass purges of the party and society. The First World 
War, the revolutionary period, and the subsequent civil and national wars 
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helped consolidate a powerful one- party state, which launched these am-
bitious social engineering projects.

After  October 1917, during the long, brutal struggle which claimed 
nearly ten million lives, the Bolsheviks radically expanded the power of the 
revolutionary Soviet Russian state over society and the economy.3 By 1921, 
Lenin and his inner circle “created a centralized, one ideology dictatorship 
of a single party which permitted no challenge to its power.”4 The leader-
ship of the Bolshevik Party, which experienced a radical spurt in growth 
from 24,000 members in February 1917 to 732,000 by 1921, reshaped the 
organization along more centralized and hierarchical lines. The secret po-
lice (best known by the evolution of its acronyms – the Cheka, the OGPU, 
the GPU, NKVD, MGB, and finally the KGB) gained unprecedented 
powers to persecute all real and imagined enemies. Although the Soviet 
Russian constitution of 1919 guaranteed civil rights to all of its citizens, the 
ruling party refused to implement them when dealing with its political en-
emies. The new regime also repudiated the tsarist debt, expropriated im-
portant sectors of the economy, such as large industries, banking, transport, 
and foreign trade, and subordinated agriculture and domestic trade to 
heavy state regulation.5

Fuelled by revolutionary impatience and mass violence, these policies 
brought catastrophic results. The transportation system and agricultural 
production broke down, increasing food shortages and widespread ration-
ing in the cities. The Soviet government then sent detachments of workers 
to confiscate “surplus” grain and to ignite class war in the countryside. The 
peasants, in turn, deployed one of the most damaging weapons in their 
limited arsenals: they reduced their sowings.

Agricultural production fell even further and major social cataclysms 
loomed on the horizon. Soviet Russia and its allied republics “faced almost 
total economic collapse: gross industrial output had fallen to less than one- 
fifth of the level before the First World War … Matters were hardly less cata-
strophic in agriculture: when the 1921 harvest produced significantly less 
than one half the pre- war average, famine and epidemics ensued, claim-
ing  millions of lives.”6 Wide- scale peasant revolts broke out in Tambov 
province, the Volga region, Siberia, the North Caucasus, and Ukraine, not to 
mention the revolt of the workers and sailors at Kronstadt, one of Petrograd’s 
most prominent strongholds of support. By banning private manufacturing 
and private trade, nationalizing most industries, seizing peasant grain, and 
by eliminating money as a means of exchange, radical Bolshevik policies 
(dubbed “war communism” between June 1918 and March 1921) became 
unsustainable.7 If the Bolsheviks continued these policies under these cir-
cumstances, the Soviet experiment would soon collapse.
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The Tenth Party Congress

The Russian Communist Party’s Tenth Congress in March 1921 marked 
the end of this radical political utopianism. Here, the party’s leaders – if 
not the rank and file – understood that they had narrowly won power by 
violent means. Now they had to learn not only to govern a totally ex-
hausted country, but to do so effectively while transforming it into a com-
munist society. But how – in light of contradictory pressures – were they 
to overcome this economic catastrophe?

Bolshevik leaders reluctantly embraced a three- pronged approach. In the 
political sphere, they outlawed oppositional political parties, even on the left 
(they had already banned moderate and right- wing political parties shortly 
after October 1917). Instead of embracing greater internal democracy with-
in the party as many delegates demanded, its leaders prohibited factions, 
such as the so- called Workers’ Opposition.8 The Bolsheviks adopted the 
theory of “democratic centralism,” in which “the dominant faction in any 
debate could define any minority opinion as a deviation, and force any mi-
nority to submit to the will of the majority” as the party’s internal operating 
system.9 The Soviet state officially became a one- party state; even within the 
Communist Party itself, the inner circle barred all challengers.

In the economic domain, Lenin introduced the New Economic Policy 
(NEP), which replaced the disastrous fever of “war communism” and 
which sought to transform, through evolutionary means, the remnants of 
the old economic order into a semi- socialist system. Under this policy, the 
Soviet state retained control of the “commanding heights” of the economy, 
such as the major industries, railways, banks, and foreign trade. Individuals 
could now own land in the countryside, small industries, and the retail 
trade. The Soviet state abolished grain requisitioning and introduced taxes 
in kind, which allowed the peasants to sell their surplus on the open mar-
ket. In Ukraine peasants created cooperatives and private farming grew 
rapidly. NEP reinvigorated the agricultural sector and helped revive the 
entire Soviet economy. By 1926, both the USSR and the Ukrainian SSR 
finally reached the level of their pre- war outputs.10

In the sphere of the relationship between the Russians and non- Russians, 
the Tenth Party Congress announced the complete equality of all non- 
Russian languages and cultures with the Russian language and culture, but 
did not address the tsarist legacy of Russification or how to overcome it. 
Two years later, at the Twelfth Congress in 1923, the party leadership in-
troduced the policy of indigenization (korenizatsiia), a radical preferential 
policy to win over the non- Russians. The emergence of a moderate nation-
alities policy became closely intertwined with its moderate policy towards 
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the peasants. In the view of most Bolsheviks, the USSR’s peasant question 
and the national question represented the primary components of the new 
Soviet state’s backwardness.

Much like the second Treaty of Brest- Litovsk, the Tenth Party Congress 
represented an important turning point in the history of the recently 
founded worker’s state. This meeting established political and economic 
controls at the top, proscribed all non- communist political parties, and lim-
ited political discussions within the Communist Party itself. At the same 
time, it abandoned war communism’s extreme controls over the peasantry.

Although the Bolsheviks, a working- class party, managed to pacify the 
peasants, its leaders recognized that this victory remained a temporary rev-
olutionary respite. The New Economic Policy, in effect, recognized the im-
portance of the interests of the twenty- five million peasant households in 
the political economy of Soviet Russia and its allied republics. Concomitantly 
within this economic policy, Bolshevik leaders acknowledged the cultural 
and national diversity of the Soviet republics by including the policy of in-
digenization. Both policies became closely intertwined in the 1920s.

National Diversity and the Tsarist Legacy

Of the 140 million people living under Bolshevik control in 1921, 75 million 
identified themselves as Russians and 65 million as non- Russians. Of the 
latter, nearly 30 million designated themselves as Ukrainians and 30 million 
as those with a Turkic heritage.11 If the Russians constituted 44.3 per cent of 
the total population of the Russian Empire in 1897, they comprised 53 per 
cent of the Soviet Union’s total population thirty years later – due primarily 
to the war, revolutions, Civil War, famine, disease, and the independence of 
Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Finland. According to the first 
Soviet census of 1926, Ukrainians also boosted their proportion within the 
new political entity, constituting 21.3 per cent of the total population.12

Although many of the non- Russian territories possessed rich natural re-
sources, most remained economically underdeveloped. Capitalism barely 
penetrated most of these areas prior to the outbreak of the First World War. 
As a result, the majority of the non- Russian groups did not possess a native 
middle class or even their own working class. In terms of cultural develop-
ment, they varied widely. Some national groups – such as the Poles, Finns, 
and Latvians remaining in the Soviet state – possessed highly developed 
languages, cultures, and literatures. Others, such as the Belarusans and 
Tatars, started the process of developing their own distinct languages and 
literatures in the late nineteenth century. The Ukrainians stood between 
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these two groups. Finally, a last group – which included the Mordvinians, 
the majority of the mountain tribes of the Caucasus, and the Votiaks – did 
not even have their own alphabets.13 Literacy rates differed enormously 
across the Soviet Union.

In recognizing these problems, the communist leadership concluded 
that the social, economic, and cultural legacy of the tsarist order generated 
a greater hostility between the cities and the countryside in the non- 
Russian areas than in the central Russian provinces. These non- Russian 
areas possessed predominantly peasant populations and sometimes even 
semi- nomadic or semi- tribal groups, as in Central Asia. Russian and 
Russian- speaking settlers often outnumbered non- Russians in the towns 
and cities, especially in areas that Russian settlers had founded and indus-
try predominated. The Russians maintained their own culture and rarely 
interacted with the native populations. Most of the members and support-
ers of the Communist Party throughout the former Russian Empire – 
those who possessed an ideological preference for industrial workers over 
peasants and nomads – came from urban and industrial centres.14 Most 
identified themselves as Russians.

This should not be surprising. Although Russians constituted only 53 per 
cent of the total Soviet population in 1926, they represented 72 per cent of 
the total membership of the Russian Communist Party (RKP[b]) in 1922.15 
Ukrainians, Belarusans, minority peoples of the RSFSR, and Central Asians 
remained under- represented in the party’s ranks. In contrast, party mem-
bers who identified themselves as Poles, Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, 
Jews, Armenians, and Georgians were over- represented.16 After experienc-
ing tsarist discrimination of one form or another, they felt more comfortable 
in an internationalist political party than in their own national parties.17

Local Russian or Russified Bolshevik cadres often alienated the indige-
nous populations and destabilized the political environment. Bolshevik lead-
ers realized that the high percentage of Russians in the party organizations in 
non- Russian areas often transformed the class struggle into a national con-
flict and hampered the Sovietization of these areas.18 Local populations often 
viewed these party members as beneficiaries of the old order as well as the 
new one.

Non- Russians joined the Communist Party, but their percentage in re-
gional party organizations varied widely from one area to another. In 
1922, for example, the Crimean Tatars constituted 2.5  per cent of the 
Crimean Party organization, while Armenians comprised 89.5 per cent of 
the Communist Party of Armenia.19 Those who identified themselves as 
Ukrainians made up only 23.6 per cent of their own regional party.20 In 
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light of the connection between these social and national divisions, how 
would communist power root the revolution in the non- Russian areas? 
How would it establish a productive relationship between the Russians and 
non- Russians?

Between March 1919 and June 1923, the Russian Communist Party intro-
duced a set of responses to the structural and political problems confronting 
the non- Russian areas. By developing cultural institutions operating in the 
native languages and by industrializing the non- Russian areas, the party 
hoped to bridge the vast gap between the Russian and Russified city and the 
non- Russian countryside. In time, the party would also augment its ranks 
by enrolling more non- Russians into the party and soviet organs. The cen-
tral party, in short, aspired to reduce, if not eliminate, the inequalities pro-
duced by four centuries of tsarism. Equalization would incubate the political 
integration of the diverse peoples of the newly formed USSR. These Soviet 
policies represented a complete reversal of those Ukrainians had experi-
enced under the last tsars.

Of all of the territories the Bolsheviks won between 1917 and 1921, the 
Ukrainian provinces – in terms of their geopolitical location, size, and 
enormous agricultural and industrial potential – represented the greatest 
prize. But this victory came at a great cost. In order to neutralize the 
Ukrainian nationalism generated by the war, revolutions, Civil War, and 
chaos, the Bolshevik Party initiated policies to placate Ukrainian national 
feelings, but limit their true political content. These policies developed 
slowly, largely in response to the shifting political fortunes and misfor-
tunes the Bolsheviks experienced as they consolidated power. The cre-
ation of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, the Communist Party of 
Ukraine, and the indigenization (or nativization) policy represented three 
of their most important innovations. They haphazardly designed the first 
two institutions during the civil and national wars of 1918–21; they inau-
gurated the third in the 1920s.

Establishing Ukrainization

Despite the formal Soviet recognition of the extensive linguistic autonomy 
of the non- Russian nationalities in the early 1920s, the exact position of 
the Ukrainian language in the Ukrainian SSR remained uncertain. During 
the era of war communism, most Bolshevik government and party offi-
cials in the Ukraine refused to recognize the cultural aspirations of the 
Ukrainian people. In 1919 Christian Rakovsky, the Romanian- born chair-
man of the Ukrainian Council of People’s Commissars, asserted that 
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Ukrainian should not become the language of administration in the 
Ukraine because it represented the interests of the Ukrainian- speaking 
peasants, not the Russian- speaking workers.21 In accordance with Marxist 
theory, the workers represented a higher and more complex stage of social 
development than the peasants.

Even as late as 1923, Dmitrii Lebed, the second secretary of the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine, actively promoted the 
“Theory of the Struggle of the Two Cultures.” Recognizing the sharp dif-
ferences between the urban and rural areas in the Ukrainian SSR, this the-
ory favoured the Russified, proletarian urban areas over the largely 
Ukrainian rural areas. Lebed in effect described Russian culture in Ukraine 
as urban, advanced, and revolutionary and the Ukrainian culture as rural, 
backward, and counter- revolutionary. He asserted that to introduce the 
Ukrainian language “in the party and working class under the present po-
litical, economic, and cultural relations between the cities and villages 
means to adopt the lower culture of the village in preference to the higher 
culture of the city.”22

Many prominent communists, Ukrainians and non- Ukrainians alike, 
opposed this interpretation. Prior to their merger with the Communist 
Party of Ukraine in March 1920, the Borotbist Party, the former left wing 
of the Ukrainian Party of Social Revolutionaries, proposed the idea of en-
couraging the development of Ukrainian culture.23 Mykola Skrypnyk, the 
influential Bolshevik commissar of justice, adopted the idea in 1922. 
Mikhail Frunze, the prominent Soviet military officer and hero of the 
Civil War, formally initiated the Ukrainization drive at the Seventh 
Congress of the CP(b)U, held in Kharkiv on 7–10 April 1923. Here, he 
denounced the legacy of Russian imperialism and praised the decision to 
encourage speaking Ukrainian, respecting Ukrainian culture, and drawing 
as many Ukrainians as possible into the party ranks.

On 25 April 1923, the Russian Communist Party issued a resolution at 
its Twelfth Congress emphasizing that party activists would conduct all 
propaganda and agitation in the native languages of the non- Russian na-
tionalities.24 This marked the start of a concerted effort by the central par-
ty to introduce preferential policies favouring the non- Russians, especially 
the Ukrainians.

This April resolution followed the decisions of the Allied Council of 
Ambassadors to award Galicia to Poland on 14  March 1923 and of 
Moscow’s Communist International (Comintern) to actively exploit the 
political crisis in Germany with the German Communist Party (KPD).25 
Both groups jointly planned an insurrection in Hamburg, then cancelled it 
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at the last minute, on 21 October, as local units initiated armed actions 
against the police. This revolution’s failure, the last major pro- communist 
uprising in Europe after the Russian Revolution, caused the Soviet politi-
cal leadership to abandon all hope for an immediate worldwide revolu-
tion. They now re- emphasized the New Economic Policy and moderate 
nationalities policies in order to stabilize and rebuild the USSR after a 
decade of war, revolution, Civil War, famine, and utter chaos.

On 16 July 1923, Vlas Chubar, a Ukrainian, became the chairman of the 
Council of People’s Commissars, replacing Rakovsky, who became Soviet 
ambassador to Great Britain. Eleven days later, the Ukrainian Council of 
People’s Commissars issued a decree on the Ukrainization of elementary 
schools and cultural institutions. This document emphasized the necessity 
of making the language of instruction at these institutions conform to the 
nationality of its students and urged the publication of more textbooks in 
Ukrainian and in other languages.

The Soviet Ukrainian government issued one of its most decisive de-
crees in regard to Ukrainization on 1 August 1923:

The Worker- Peasant Government of Ukraine declares it to be essential to 
centre the attention of the state on the extension of the knowledge of the 
Ukrainian language. The equality, recognized until now, of the two most 
widely used languages in Ukraine – Ukrainian and Russian – is not sufficient. 
As a result of the very weak development of Ukrainian schools and Ukrainian 
culture in general, the shortage of required school books and equipment, the 
lack of suitably trained personnel, experience has proven that the Russian 
language has, in fact, become the dominant one.
 In order to destroy this inequality, the Worker- Peasant Government here-
by adopts a number of practical measures which, while affirming the equality 
of languages of all nationalities on Ukrainian territory, will guarantee a place 
for the Ukrainian language corresponding to the numerical superiority of the 
Ukrainian people on the territory of the Ukrainian SSR.26

The decree obliged all officials dealing with the public to learn Ukrainian. 
It also demanded that the language of all official documents and correspon-
dence gradually change from Russian to Ukrainian, although Russian and 
other non- Ukrainian languages could be used locally. Subsequent resolu-
tions and decrees ordered all state institutions, newspapers, and state- 
owned trade and industrial organizations to adopt Ukrainian instead of 
Russian as their working language. These measures created a policy giving 
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preference to Ukrainians entering the party, government, and other impor-
tant organizations. Not only did this policy seek to overcome the separa-
tion between the rural Ukrainian and the urban Russian worlds, but by 
introducing Ukrainian into the urban public sphere, it undermined the sta-
tus of the pre- revolutionary “bourgeoisie” living in the cities. As envisioned 
by its promoters, Ukrainization would not introduce bilingualism, but 
overturn “the existing language hierarchy whereby Ukrainian would sup-
plant Russian as the ‘first’ and primary language of public discourse.”27

Whereas the August 1923 decree did not define the equality of Ukrainian 
and Russian within the framework of a Ukrainian demographic majority, 
a follow- up decree in  April 1925 set the ambitious goal of establishing 
Ukrainian linguistic hegemony within the republic. Russian would remain 
Ukraine’s link with the political capital in Moscow and therefore would 
continue to be a mandatory subject in all Ukrainian schools. But “under 
no circumstances,” accord to the Ukrainian Central Committee’s resolu-
tion of 19  April 1927, “may this be a cover for attempts to create for 
Russian culture the dominant position it held in Ukraine under tsardom.”28 
According to the April 1925 edict, Ukrainian would become the primary 
language in the public sphere, especially in the areas where the majority of 
Ukrainians lived. 29 But this policy was easier decreed than implemented. 

During the period from 1923 to 1932, the Soviet government endorsed 
the policy of Ukrainization for several reasons. First, the government 
sought to neutralize emergent Ukrainian nationalism by publicly con-
demning tsarist oppression of the non- Russians and by encouraging the 
development of Ukrainian culture. Second, Ukrainization would help to 
legitimize Soviet rule by differentiating its nationalities policy from its 
tsarist predecessor and “by debunking engrained prejudices against 
Ukrainian culture.”30 Third, the policy provided a convenient means of 
mobilizing and preparing the population for the impending moderniza-
tion of the USSR.31 Since it was much easier to educate the new cadres in 
their native language, the party emphasized the Ukrainian language in the 
student’s primary, secondary, and technical education. Fourth, Ukrain-
ization had foreign policy implications: the Soviet solution of the nation-
al question would demonstrate the superiority of the Soviet system, not 
only to the seven million Ukrainians living outside the boundaries of the 
USSR, but also to the restive Western colonies in Asia.32 The national stage 
of Soviet policy would precede the communist stage.

This policy played a major role not just as a language transformer, but 
also as “an instrument of political and social management within the 
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non- Russian areas.”33 In light of its importance, the Soviet authorities 
sought to regulate language choice and how it would be employed in the 
public sphere of the non- Russian areas.

Despite the party’s public support for this policy, it provoked unusually 
strong resistance among Russians and the Russian- speaking urban popu-
lation, which received mixed signals from the authorities.34 According to 
George Y. Shevelov, a prominent linguist who lived through this era,

Torn from its only real potential social basis, imposed by a non- Ukrainian 
party and state machine, deprived of sincerity and spontaneity, consistently 
counter- balanced by anti- Ukrainian measures, Ukrainization appeared to the 
average Russian or pro- Russian city dweller as a kind of a comedy, occasion-
ally having some dramatic overtones but still above all a comedy. He learned 
in what circumstances and to what degree he had to reckon with this official 
façade, and he learned that it was wise not to transgress boundaries. He knew 
that, by law, those officials who did not have a command of Ukrainian were 
to be fired: he also knew that whereas a messenger, a typist, or a secretary was 
occasionally dismissed on these grounds, the high functionaries … were in 
practice excused from Ukrainization. He knew that whereas signboards were 
scheduled to be redone in Ukrainian, behind the façade the old Russian bu-
reaucratic machine continued to exist.35

Even some Ukrainian speakers became uneasy with Ukrainization. 
Victor Kravchenko, a student at the Kharkiv Technical Institute in 1930–1, 
asserted that

in theory we Ukrainians in the student body should have been pleased. In 
practice, we were as distressed by the innovation as the non- Ukrainian mi-
nority. Even those who, like myself, had spoken Ukrainian from childhood, 
were not accustomed to its use as a medium of study. Several of our best 
professors were utterly demoralized by the linguistic switch- over. Worst of 
all, our local tongue simply had not caught up with modern knowledge; its 
vocabulary was unsuited to the purposes of electrotechnics, chemistry, aero-
dynamics, physics, and most other sciences …
 What should have been a free right was converted, in its application, into 
an oppressive duty. The use of our language was not merely allowed, it was 
made obligatory. Hundreds of men and women who could not master it were 
dismissed from government posts. It became almost counter- revolutionary 
to speak anything but Ukrainian in public. Children from Russian- speaking 
homes were tortured and set back in their studies by what was for them a 
foreign language.36
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Yet, despite Kravchenko’s implication that Ukrainian became the pri-
mary language in the public sphere of Kharkiv, Soviet Ukraine’s capital, it 
did not dominate most of the urban centres in southern or eastern Ukraine. 
Many Russified rural areas in this region also viewed Ukrainization as un-
necessary.37 As Ukrainization represented a soft- line policy, not a hard- 
line one, the Communist Party and the Soviet government did not provide 
any mechanisms for the total enforcement of the Ukrainization decrees. 
Nevertheless, the party understood its potential to change the power rela-
tionships in the non- Russian areas.38

By 1927, the total number of individuals fired for not learning Ukrainian 
“certainly exceeded five hundred and may have been as high as one thou-
sand.”39 But this figure was quite small considering the enormous amount 
of passive resistance the Russian- speaking party and working class gener-
ated in the urban areas.40 The Russian- speaking bureaucrats, most of the 
long- term Russian and Jewish urban residents, most of the working class, 
and most of the Russian- speaking intelligentsia (especially engineers and 
technical workers and instructors in the institutions of higher education) 
opposed the introduction of a Ukrainian- speaking public sphere.41 Even 
some of the higher- ranking members of the CP(b)U, especially in the east-
ern and industrial areas, decried “forced Ukrainization.” Implementing this 
policy in the towns and cities sharpened the divisions between advocates of 
pro- Ukrainization and anti- Ukrainization and among Ukrainians, Russians, 
and Jews. In regard to Ukrainization, it was easier to admit and promote 
Ukrainians in the party, working class, and trade unions than to transform 
the Russian- speaking public sphere into a Ukrainian- speaking one.42

Ukrainizing the Ukrainian SSR

Even into the 1920s, as Ukrainians retained their majority of the popula-
tion of the Ukrainian SSR, they did not dominate the larger cities and ur-
ban areas. In 1926, almost all of them lived in the rural areas and maintained 
their peasant culture.43 In this context, Ukrainians possessed an extremely 
low percentage (11 per cent) of their total population living in the cities, 
ranking behind Jews (77.4  per cent urban), Russians (50  per cent), and 
Poles (20.7 per cent).44 Russians remained far more influential than the sta-
tistics indicate. Russians and the Russian- speaking population dominated 
the new Soviet Ukrainian Republic. Their concentration in the cities and 
industrial regions and the assimilation of numerous Ukrainians and Jews 
into Russian culture contributed to their dominance within non- agricultural 
occupations, especially within the expanding governmental apparatus 
and party.
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In order to institutionalize the Ukrainian language in public, the 
Communist Party of Ukraine concentrated on using Ukrainian to raise 
the level of literacy and education in the republic. Of the entire population 
of the Ukrainian SSR in 1926, over 6,923,165 individuals were literate in 
Ukrainian and over 7,075,126 in Russian.45 These statistics demonstrate 
the dominance of the Russian language in Ukraine and the difficulty of 
introducing Ukrainian into the public sphere.

The party and government sought to expand the “market of literates” 
by initiating a massive literacy campaign in Ukrainian. But the “struggle 
against illiteracy” floundered in the 1920s. By 1927 approximately five mil-
lion individuals in Ukraine between the ages of ten and thirty- five still 
remained illiterate.46 The number of literates increased during the 1920s, 
but at a slower pace than the Commissariat of Education anticipated. 
Despite the advances made by the Ukrainian language, the Russian lan-
guage remained powerful in Ukraine.

Under the direction of Grigory Grinko (1920–2), Volodymyr Zatonsky 
(1922–5), Oleksandr Shumsky (1925–7), and Mykola Skrypnyk (1927–33), 
the Commissariat of Education became the main coordinating body for 
Ukrainization. On 27 July 1923, the Ukrainian Council of People’s Com-
missars decreed the use of the Ukrainian language in all elementary schools 
within the next two academic years and introduced it as the language of in-
struction in all professional schools and political- educational institutions. 
Soviet Ukrainian leaders commissioned the Commissariat of Education to 
identify all teachers who did not speak Ukrainian and teach them the lan-
guage, while educating new cadres of teachers who could provide instruc-
tion in Ukrainian. The decree also ordered an increase in the production of 
Ukrainian textbooks. The schools of the non- Ukrainian minorities would 
provide instruction in their native languages, but would also require either 
Russian or Ukrainian as a second language.47 Throughout the 1920s, schools 
needed not only highly qualified Ukrainian- language teachers, but regular 
teachers as well. The teachers themselves did not welcome Ukrainization in 
a uniform manner. Some equated the Ukrainian language with provincialism 
and viewed it as “a distorted form of Russian”; others considered Ukrain-
ization as one of the most progressive aspects of Sovietization.48

By 1923, if the statistics are accurate, 76 per cent of primary schools con-
ducted lessons in Ukrainian, and by 1925, when the Soviet Ukrainian gov-
ernment decreed compulsory fourth- grade education for all children, 77.8 per 
cent.49 During the 1932–3 school year, 88.5 per cent of all primary- school 
students received instruction in Ukrainian.50 Despite this progress, the 
Ukrainian Politburo expressed dissatisfaction with the pace of Ukrainization, 
claiming that the policy neither satisfied the needs of the economy nor 
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corresponded to the growth of the cultural needs of the workers and peas-
ants.51 The drive to increase Ukrainian- language schools in Kiev and in 
other cities constituted a part of a larger campaign to promote Ukrainian 
as a modern, urban language, equal to Russian.52 But even in cities with an 
ever- increasing Ukrainian population, children of recent migrants from 
the countryside often attended Russian- language schools.53

The majority of Ukrainian- language schools were located in the country-
side and remained inferior academically, while Russian- language schools ex-
isted primarily in urban areas and offered better instruction. One urban school 
contained more students than several rural schools combined.54 In any case, 
oftentimes the authorities and teachers used a language “that bore little re-
semblance to the Ukrainian the population recognized and employed.”55 

Overall, the quality of Ukrainian- language schools lagged far behind 
Russian- language schools in the 1920s and 1930s. The number of institu-
tions of higher education with Ukrainian as the language of instruction also 
increased, from 19.5 per cent in 1923 to 69 per cent in 1929.56 During the 
1928–9 academic year, 56 per cent of the students at these institutions identi-
fied themselves as Ukrainians.57 But here, too, the standing of this Ukrainian- 
language instruction remains largely unexplored. 

Ukrainization, in short, sought to eliminate national discrimination 
against Ukrainians and other groups and to reverse the Russification of the 
past without alienating non- Ukrainian groups, especially the Russians. The 
Soviet government established an extensive Ukrainian- language educational 
system, subsidized the publication and mass circulation of Ukrainian- 
language newspapers, journals, and books, expanded the Ukrainian- language 
theatre, and founded the Ukrainian- language radio and opera. Instruction in 
adult literacy schools took place almost entirely in Ukrainian. By 1931, the 
Soviet Ukrainian government published 80 per cent of all books and 90 per 
cent of all newspapers in Ukrainian.58 Most importantly, the Soviet effort 
transformed a predominantly illiterate population into a literate and edu-
cated one, despite the overall quality of instruction. According to official 
statistics that may not reflect reality, only 44 per cent of the population in 
Ukraine could read in 1926. Thirteen years later, this percentage allegedly 
doubled to 88.2.59 Even if an exaggerated claim, most nineteenth- century 
Ukrainophiles would have enthusiastically approved. 

Ukrainization and the Power Elite

Although party leaders pursued the promotion of the Ukrainian language in 
the public sphere vigorously, this policy failed to make significant progress 
in government, industry, and higher education. After 1925, the authorities 
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demanded that government employees interact with the public in Ukrainian 
and employ the language in their workplaces. But language examinations 
revealed that members of the party and even the Communist Youth League 
(Komsomol) did not achieve a sufficient level of fluency in Ukrainian to pass 
the tests. Passive resistance remained a major obstacle. All- Union economic 
institutions, especially those in Ukraine’s eastern industrial regions, refused 
to Ukrainize themselves and primarily hired Russian- speaking specialists.60

The dominance of Russian- language speakers within the urban- based 
Communist Party of Ukraine, the Komsomol, trade unions, and govern-
ment – the very agencies that would push for and implement the Ukrainiza-
tion program – may help explain Ukrainization’s mixed record. In 1922, 
Ukrainians constituted 22.3 per cent of the membership of the CP(b)U, 
but only 11.3  per cent professed Ukrainian as their primary language.61 
Approximately five years later, on 10 January 1927, Ukrainians constituted 
51.9 per cent of the membership and candidate- membership of its party, 
but only 30.7  per cent identified Ukrainian as their primary language.62 
Although the number of self- identified Ukrainians more than doubled and 
became the majority of the party in this five- year period, the number of 
Ukrainians claiming Ukrainian as their native language never exceeded 
one- third of the party.

Although the Communist Party of Ukraine grew dramatically in the 
1920s and 1930s, it remained a small, elite institution, unrepresentative of 
the Ukrainian people. Although the largest political organization in 
Ukraine, the party attracted only a small percentage of the total popula-
tion. The CP(b)U grew from 37,968 members at the end of 1920 to 636,914 
members and candidate- members in May 1940. In 1920 only 19 per cent of 
its members identified themselves as Ukrainians; in 1940, 63.1 per cent did. 
Between July 1926 and January 1927, Ukrainians achieved a majority in 
the CP(b)U.63 But inasmuch as the Communist Party represented a hierar-
chical, not a democratic, institution, a majority within the party did not 
necessarily translate into majority rule.

Although they increased in number, Ukrainians also remained under- 
represented in the Communist Youth League (Komsomol) and in the trade 
unions. The number of Ukrainians in the Youth League increased from 
59 per cent in 1925 to 72 per cent in 1933.64 In 1930, 56 per cent of the trade 
union members described themselves as Ukrainians, but only 43.3 per cent 
declared Ukrainian as their native language.65 In 1930, 58.6 per cent of the 
government’s bureaucracy recognized themselves as Ukrainians.66 As in 
other cases, the number of Ukrainians claiming Ukrainian as their native 
language would be much smaller. Thus, native- speaking Ukrainians in the 
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1923–33 period never dominated the centres of power in the Ukrainian 
SSR. The native- speaking group would most likely constitute the core that 
demanded implementation of the Ukrainization program within the party 
and the government, but it possessed a weak base of support.

Urban Growth and National Change

Many peasants could not conceive of themselves as Ukrainians before 
1914. The First World War, the revolutions, and the subsequent civil and 
national wars aroused their national consciousness. After the final 
Bolshevik victory, the Soviet government then helped channel this new 
national consciousness. By establishing adult literacy centres, introducing 
a compulsory elementary school system, and subsidizing higher education 
in the Ukrainian language, Ukrainization codified the Ukrainian national 
culture in the 1920s, undermined the traditional, pre- literate peasant cul-
ture, and created an environment capable of nurturing a modern, literate, 
and urban Ukrainian national culture.

The 1926 Soviet census revealed that 80.1 per cent of the people in the 
Ukrainian Republic identified themselves as Ukrainians, 9.2 per cent as 
Russians, and 5.4 per cent as Jews.67 Ukrainians comprised a majority in 
each of the six regions of the republic (see map 6). The regions with the 
highest percentage of Ukrainians were – not surprisingly – the agricultural 
ones: Polissia, the Left Bank, and the Right Bank, as well as the Dnieper 
Industrial Region. The areas with the lowest Ukrainian population were 
the newly industrialized ones: the Steppe and the Donbass (see map 6 
and table 6.1). Ukrainians constituted the overwhelming majority of the 
urban populations in Polissia and the Left Bank, a plurality in the Right 
Bank and the Dnieper Industrial Region, but a minority in the other 
two regions.68

The Ukrainian peasants who migrated to the cities before the early 
1920s gradually absorbed the Russian urban ethos and soon came to iden-
tify themselves as Russians. But as the cities and towns grew rapidly in the 
late 1920s, a product of the overall Soviet industrialization effort, the large 
number of migrating Ukrainians threatened to reverse this process of ac-
culturation and assimilation.

Between 1920 and 1933, the urban population nearly doubled – from 
3,916,300 to 7,158,700.69 According to the unofficial census of 1937, the 
urban population of Ukraine amounted to 10,021,767; according to the 
official census of 1939, the towns and cities contained 11,190,370 men, 
women, and children. If in 1926, the urban population of the Ukrainian 
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SSR constituted 18.5 per cent of the total, by 1939 36 per cent of those liv-
ing in Ukraine resided in urban centres.70 In the two decades before the 
outbreak of the Second World War, Ukraine’s urban growth and level of 
urbanization outpaced that of the Soviet Union as a whole.

The highest degree of urbanization occurred in regions with highly de-
veloped industrial centres.71 Following the pattern set in the late nine-
teenth century, the urban centres of the Donbass, the Dnieper Industrial 
Region, and the Steppe (regions outside the historic Ukrainian core area) 
grew at a faster pace than did cities in Polissia, the Right Bank, and the Left 
Bank, the regions which comprised the core.

From 1920 to 1934 the number of cities within the Ukrainian SSR with 
more than 100,000 inhabitants grew and their share of the entire urban 
population increased. In 1926 there were six such cities: Kiev, Odessa, 
Kharkiv, Dniepropetrovsk, Stalino (today’s Donetsk), and Mykolaiv. 
They constituted 33.5 per cent of the entire urban population of Ukraine. 
By January 1934 there were eleven cities with a population of over 100,000, 
comprising approximately 40.8  per cent of the total urban population. 
Most importantly, the cities – breaking with the previous pattern – now 
contained more residents who identified themselves as Ukrainians.

In the 1920s the number and percentage of Ukrainians in the republic’s 
cities grew – from 32.2 per cent of the total urban population in 1920 to 
47.2 per cent in 1926.72 The percentage of urbanized Ukrainians in 1926 
varied inversely with the size of the town or city, reaching 69.4 per cent of 
the population of towns under 20,000, but only 33 per cent in cities over 
100,000. Given the social factors at work, this pattern is not unexpected.

This pyramid subsequently became more elastic. It began to expand in 
the 1920s and early 1930s as the number of Ukrainian migrants came to 
outnumber other migrants. The most dramatic increase in the percentage 
of Ukrainians took place in the Donbass, the Steppe, and in the Dnieper 
Industrial Region, where the percentage of Ukrainian growth far sur-
passed that of the overall population.73 Such dramatic increases in the 
numbers of Ukrainians among urban dwellers unquestionably led to the 
Ukrainization of the cities.

Although 47.2 per cent of the total urban population identified them-
selves as Ukrainians in 1926, Russian culture dominated the cities and 
towns. Ukrainians constituted a plurality of the population in Kiev 
(41.2 per cent), Kharkiv (38.4), and Dniepropetrovsk (36.0), while Russians 
constituted a majority in Stalino (56.2), and a plurality in Odessa (38.7) 
and Mykolaiv (44.5). As these statistics demonstrate, Kiev, the centre of 
the Right Bank and the Ukrainian core, remained the Ukrainian bulwark, 
however fragile.74
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As the cities and towns grew in the years following 1926, so did the 
number of Ukrainians in them. As the Soviet government increased in-
vestment in urban industrial centres and built new factories, it also  attacked 
the Ukrainian traditional way of life by introducing forced collectiviza-
tion (see chapter 6). One migrant described the differences between the 
life of a worker and a peasant in the late 1920s and why the latter would 
choose the urban life:

The worker received wages, i.e., something permanent and steady, even if 
they were low. But the collective farmers worked the same (amount of hours) 
or even longer hours and did not receive any steady income. During the first 
years of industrialization the workers were better off. They received potatoes 
and bread and other food in larger quantities. This was done especially so as 
to draw more people into industry.75

The most likely candidates for migration included the poor, those who 
possessed no land or at best small plots (with no draft animals), those of 
working age (between 16 and 59), and those accused of being “kulaks” 
(those with large plots of land who hired labour). These migrants realized 
that their socio- economic future did not lie in the countryside, but in the 
expanding urban industrial centres.

On the eve of the industrialization period, well over half the population 
of the Ukraine was of working age, and of these a significant number were 
moved by their poverty to opt for city life.76 Thus, land hunger, the lack of 
draft animals, the abundant labour supply in the countryside, and finally, 
forced collectivization shifted the previous migration patterns. These fac-
tors contributed to the increase in the number of people in the urban la-
bour force, especially in the period between 1928 and 1932. Now, as a 
result of the pull of the cities and the push of the countryside, more 
Ukrainian peasants entered the Russified cities. Some urban centres, such 
as Kiev, became more important than others.

In the nineteenth century, Kiev, the most important urban area in the 
Ukrainian historic core area, did not serve as Ukraine’s “primate city,” 
defined as the region’s most populous and most socially and economically 
developed metropolis.77 Although it possessed an ancient and important 
historical legacy, its population (248,000 in 1897) and socio- economic de-
velopment did not surpass Odessa’s (404,000); Kharkov and Ekaterinoslav 
remained close competitors. As towns and cities started to grow in the 
1920s after the war and the national and civil wars, Kiev took the lead. 
According to the 1926 Soviet census, Kiev possessed 514,000 residents, 
Odessa 421,000, and Kharkiv 417,000.78 With industrialization and the 
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Kremlin’s decision to transfer Ukraine’s capital from Kharkiv to Kiev in 
1934, Kiev solidified its top spot.79

In the 1920s, all of Ukraine’s towns and cities experienced an unprece-
dented growth spurt. At first, a significant number of those drawn to the 
cities were actually returning: they were workers who had abandoned the 
cities in the early 1920s after the collapse of the early Soviet economy. 
However, as the number of migrants grew, those who had no urban indus-
trial experience began to dominate the rural- to- urban migration.80

Ukrainian migrants played a significant role in this migratory process. 
By 1933, perhaps even by 1931, Ukrainians constituted over half of the 
urban population of the Ukrainian Republic, especially in some of the ma-
jor cities. This suggests that the immigration from the RSFSR and other 
Soviet republics slowed and that the radical urban growth that occurred in 
Ukraine after 1926 must have happened at the expense of its countryside, 
which was overwhelmingly Ukrainian.81

Soviet industrialization ignited a radical change in Soviet Ukraine’s so-
cial composition. In the 1920s, the Ukrainian Republic, long identified 
with its countryside and peasants, started its long march towards a mod-
ern, more urban era. Willingly or unwillingly, those who identified them-
selves as Ukrainians also entered this new non- rural environment.

Conclusion

Ukrainization was an ambitious attempt to divorce culture from politics. 
If the non- Russians could employ their languages in the public sphere, 
educate their children in their native languages, and believe that the world’s 
first proletarian state respected their dignity, then they would satisfy their 
national- cultural aspirations and would not seek to establish independent 
states. This idea owed much to Otto Bauer and Karl Renner, the founders 
of Austro- Marxism and the concept of national- personal autonomy, men 
who inspired Stalin’s attack on them in his first major theoretical work, 
Marxism and the National Question (1913). Now Stalin sought to imple-
ment aspects of their ideas.

In 1921, Stalin – the Communist Party’s “expert” on nationalities – pre-
dicted that cities in non- Russian republics would eventually reflect the 
national composition of their surrounding countrysides:

It is clear that the Ukrainian nationality exists and that the development of its 
culture is a communist obligation. One should not go against history. It is 
clear that if the Russians dominated the cities of the Ukraine until now, then 



 Soviet Ukraine in the 1920s: Managed Diversity 129

in time these cities will inevitably be Ukrainianized. Forty years ago Riga was 
a German city, but inasmuch as cities grew at the expense of the countryside, 
Riga is now completely a Latvian city. Fifty years ago all Hungarian cities had 
a German character. Now they are all Magyarized. The same will happen in 
Belarus, where non- Belarusans predominate.82

Less than a decade later, in the late 1920s, the large- scale migrations into 
the cities of the Ukraine changed not only their size but their national 
composition as well. As a result of the rapid pace of both industrialization 
and collectivization, a large mass of Ukrainian peasantry began to migrate 
to the cities, and, by 1931, Ukrainians constituted a majority of the urban 
population. During Stalin’s first five- year plan the movement of Ukrainian 
peasants to the cities occurred in numbers so large that, for the initial few 
years, they could not be assimilated to the dominant Russian urban cul-
ture or to the new rhythms of factory life, at least not at the start. Con-
comitantly, the prestige of the Ukrainian national group rose, however 
temporarily, as the number of city dwellers who claimed Ukrainian as 
their nationality far outstripped the total number of new urban residents. 
This meant that many of those who in the 1920 or 1923 censuses had iden-
tified themselves as “Russians” re- identified themselves as “Ukrainians” 
in the 1926 census. This switching of identities demonstrates the fluidity 
of national identification over a turbulent but short period of time.

As the cities acquired more Ukrainian inhabitants, Ukrainization and 
the increased urbanization of Ukrainians signalled a potential cultural de- 
Russification of the cities and of the major industrial areas. While the 
Soviet authorities anticipated that more Ukrainians would migrate into 
the cities – although not at the speed with which they did so – they did not 
count on the unintended political consequences which rapid urban growth 
engendered. Now a different pool, Ukrainian, not Russian, supplied the 
institutions of political power – the trade unions, the party, and the bu-
reaucracy, which drew their recruits primarily from the cities.

This rapid rural to urban migration produced a radical cultural and na-
tional transformation of the cities. The subsequent social dislocation ac-
celerated the development and the institutionalization of a new and 
assertive Ukrainian national consciousness, which appeared national in 
form, socialist in content, and urban in residence. Although difficult to 
measure, Ukrainization and industrialization produced an unintended po-
litical consequence for the All- Union Communist Party – the Ukrainian 
national communists. This small, but influential group within the newly 
“Ukrainized” party had viewed the use of nationalist symbolism as a 
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“tactical expedient to drum up support for a politically isolated leadership” 
in the past.83 Now, completely enveloped in their republic’s environment, 
these Ukrainian political leaders started to emphasize Soviet Ukrainian pri-
orities, not Soviet ones.

These Ukrainian national communists (such as Mykola Khvylovy, 
Alexander Shumsky, Mykhailo Volobuev, and even Mykola Skrypnyk) be-
gan to take their role as defenders of the Ukrainian cultural and historical 
heritage very seriously.84 They sought to take advantage of the urban growth 
and to press for greater control of the cultural, political, and economic or-
gans within their own republic and within the context of proletarian inter-
nationalism. Stalin, who feared any split in the party along national lines, 
now had to choose between order and legitimacy.85 Not surprisingly, he 
embraced order.



In a speech delivered before an audience of industrial managers on 
4 February 1931, Joseph Stalin condemned Russia’s chronic underdevelop-
ment. He asserted that

one feature of the history of old Russia was the continual beatings she suf-
fered because of her backwardness. She was beaten by the Mongol khans. She 
was beaten by the Turkish beys. She was beaten by the Swedish feudal lords. 
She was beaten by the Polish and Lithuanian gentry. She was beaten by the 
British and French capitalists. She was beaten by the Japanese barons. All 
beat her – because of her backwardness, because of her military backward-
ness, cultural backwardness, political backwardness, industrial backward-
ness, agricultural backwardness. They beat her because to do so was profitable 
and could be done with impunity … Such is the law of exploiters – to beat the 
backward and the weak. It is a jungle law of capitalism … That is why we 
must no longer lag behind.

… Do you want our socialist fatherland to be beaten and to lose its inde-
pendence? If you do not want this, you must put an end to its backwardness 
in the shortest possible time and develop a genuine Bolshevik tempo in build-
ing up its socialist economy. There is no other way. That is why Lenin said 
on the eve of the October Revolution: “Either we perish, or overtake and 
outstrip the advanced capitalist countries.”
 We are fifty or a hundred years behind the advanced countries. We must 
make good this distance in ten years. Either we do it, or we shall go under.1

Stalin’s remarks on the Russian/Soviet past expressed the frustrations of 
all who recognized that in the competitive world of nations, states, empires, 
and ideological struggles, economic underdevelopment also represented an 
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unwanted reality of economic poverty, political inferiority, military impo-
tency, and an unequal relationship with the developed world, a dysfunc-
tional dependency. Economic and social privation created weakness and 
constant humiliation. Backwardness, as the party leader suggested, would 
lead to the extinction of nations, states, and political systems.

Delivered in the third year of the Soviet Union’s first five- year economic 
plan (1928–32), Stalin’s speech responded to the uncertainties of the inter-
national situation at the end of the 1920s and early 1930s, highlighting the 
reasons for the Soviet ambition to modernize its economy and society at an 
accelerated pace. With the country surrounded by hostile capitalist powers, 
national security concerns trumped all others.2 At this point in time, the 
USSR continued to acquire aspects of a “garrison state,” a state in which 
“specialists on violence” become “the most powerful group in society” and 
in which the authorities define all social changes in terms of “military po-
tential” and national security.3 This “garrisonization” emerged during the 
civil and national wars of 1918–21 and spread throughout the Soviet Union 
to unprecedented levels during the first five- year plan.

Stalin’s emphasis on “socialism in one country” and his public conflation 
of Russia (not the multinational Soviet Union) with the “socialist father-
land” championed a new ideological interpretation – Soviet patriotism – 
which emphasized that “national differences within the Soviet Union were 
secondary to the shared history and loyalty that united all Soviet citizens.”4 
Despite its self- proclaimed internationalist orientation, the party started to 
favour Russian interests at the expense of the non- Russian population of 
the Soviet Union. This speech, moreover, implied a retreat from koreniza-
tsiia and from Ukrainization.5 Within ten years after the start of the New 
Economic Policy and a moderate Soviet nationalities policy, Stalin and the 
Communist Party steered the Soviet Union into new, uncharted waters.

Between NEP and Industrialization

The New Economic Policy did not satisfy the many firebrands in the All- 
Union Communist Party who reluctantly accepted this program as a 
short- term strategy in the early 1920s. Recognizing the USSR’s overall 
economic inferiority and its dependency on imports from capitalist coun-
tries, these radicals claimed that economic restoration to pre- war (1913) 
levels by 1926 did not go far enough. Despite this recovery, the gap in 
industrial productivity between the Soviet Union and the world’s major 
industrial powers “remained as great or even greater than it had been be-
fore 1914.”6 In light of their ideological predispositions and the British, 
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French, American, Polish, and Japanese interventions during the Civil 
War, they perceived the hostile capitalist world constantly on the verge of 
invading the first socialist state.

By highlighting Soviet vulnerabilities, the artificially induced “war 
scare” of 1926–7 built on the political panics of the early 1920s and justi-
fied the need for a rapid industrialization drive. Although the great fear of 
1926–7 emerged from a set of real crises the USSR experienced in those 
two years, Soviet paranoia and Stalin’s opportunism stoked the flames.

Shortly after Moscow’s leaders assessed the state of its military prepared-
ness in 1923–4 and acknowledged its weaknesses (a poorly equipped army, 
an obsolete military technology, and the complete lack of an adequate 
 mobilization plan for war), the USSR experienced a large number of inter-
national setbacks and diplomatic embarrassments.7 In  May 1926, Józef 
Piłsudski – the Soviet arch- enemy – staged a military coup and remained 
Poland’s strongman for another nine years. In the first half of 1927, a large 
number of Soviet spies were arrested in Europe and Turkey and several 
important OGPU officers defected to Western capitals. In April 1927, as 
the Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai- Shek sought to consolidate his 
power over the Chinese Nationalist Revolution, he massacred thirty to 
forty thousand of his former allies, the Chinese communists and their sup-
porters. Soviet efforts to influence the Chinese government collapsed. 
Anglo- Soviet tensions in China and the USSR’s modest intervention in the 
British general strike of 3–12 May 1926 strengthened the anti- Soviet fac-
tion within the ruling British Conservative Party, which severed diplomat-
ic relations with Moscow on 26 May 1927 and cancelled the Anglo- Soviet 
Trade Agreement of 1921. In early June, a young anti- Bolshevik Russian 
émigré assassinated the Soviet ambassador to Poland. In  July, the Berlin 
police arrested 700 members of the German Communist Party.

Why did all of these reversals happen so quickly and over a short period 
of time? Various factions within the All- Union Communist Party and the 
OGPU proposed a vast conspiracy led by Great Britain with its allies, 
France and Poland (which allegedly supported underground nationalist 
groups in Georgia and Ukraine), to launch a second war against the USSR. 
According to this convenient explanation, the world’s first proletarian 
state was in danger of attack by hostile capitalist powers. As a prophylac-
tic measure, the OGPU launched a wave of arrests and a series of sum-
mary executions of its class enemies, including twenty noblemen. By the 
peak of the official media’s coverage of this war threat in late May and 
early June, many Soviet citizens embraced this interpretation and started 
to hoard food and basic staples.8
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Although Stalin and his allies initially minimalized the danger of foreign 
intervention in the winter of 1926–7, he started to exaggerate the Soviet 
Union’s “dire straits” by the summer of 1927 in order to mobilize support 
for his own policies. Now he insisted that the outbreak of a new imperialist 
war against the USSR was not a vague danger, but a “real and actual threat.”9 
In this dangerous political climate, he accused his internal enemies of try-
ing to split the party. By October 1927, Stalin’s allies expelled Leon Trotsky 
and Grigory Zinoviev from the party’s Central Committee and, over the 
next month, from the party. In  January 1928, the Politburo banished 
Trotsky and his family to Alma- Ata, and one year later deported them from 
the USSR.10

Due to the war scare, rapid industrialization became the new mantra and 
the communist state’s first priority. In light of the Soviet government’s 
 repudiation of the tsarist debt in January 1918 and its international reputa-
tion as a credit- unworthy state, only the sale of exportable agricultural har-
vests and valuable artwork could finance the purchase of new machinery 
from abroad, introduce new technologies, and fund the industrialization 
effort. This political choice required that the government gain control of all 
of its economic resources and institute central planning. In order to estab-
lish this administrative- command economy, the authorities radically modi-
fied the division of economic responsibilities between Moscow and the 
republics originally negotiated in the early 1920s. This new state- sponsored 
intervention radically enlarged the Soviet bureaucracy at the central, repub-
lican, and local levels and expanded its functions.11 With industriali zation, 
the state now penetrated all of society’s layers, including the countryside, 
and blurred the boundaries between itself and society at large.

At the Fourteenth Party Congress in December 1925, delegates approved 
resolutions committing the party to transform the USSR into a self- sufficient 
industrial power. The Fifteenth Party Conference in October–November 
1926 reaffirmed the necessity of the Soviet industrialization drive, but did 
not create a set schedule or clear goals. Only in December 1927, at the 
Fifteenth Party Congress, did the party launch a highly ambitious and ac-
celerated industrialization campaign to catch up with the Western capital-
ist states.

To finance this vast modernization project and to feed the military and 
the new and expanding urban labour force, party leaders sought to gain di-
rect control over agricultural production in all of the Soviet republics and to 
exploit the USSR’s natural resources more efficiently. Centrally coordinat-
ed economic plans defined this dual- pronged “revolution from above.” The 
Soviet government ratified the first five- year plan in April–May 1929, which 
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lasted until the end of 1932, when officials proclaimed with hyperbolic fan-
fare that it had met the plan’s challenging goals fourteen months early. The 
second five- year plan (1933–7) expanded upon the first, although it prom-
ised more modest industrial targets. The outbreak of the conflict with Nazi 
Germany in 1941 interrupted the third, scheduled for 1938–42. Between 
1928 and 1940, as a consequence of these new investments and new con-
struction projects, Ukraine’s total industrial output allegedly surged by 
340 per cent.12

The five- year plans, especially the first, infused enormous sums into the 
industrial sector, not the consumer goods sector. The Soviet state increased 
expenditures in Ukrainian industry from 438 million rubles in 1929 to 1.2 
billion in 1932.13 In this period, nearly one- fourth of the nearly 1,500 in-
dustrial plants built in the USSR were located in Ukraine. The gigantic 
Dneprostroi/Dniprohes hydroelectric dam on the Dnieper, Europe’s larg-
est, symbolized the entire Soviet industrialization effort.14

Central planners placed most capital investments in Ukraine in the tra-
ditional industrial areas of the Donbas and the lower Dnieper region, not 
the densely populated and agriculturally oriented Right Bank, which they 
believed would serve “as a potential theater of war in the event of a conflict 
with Poland or Germany.”15 In light of the economic commissars’ prefer-
ence for industry over agriculture, Soviet authorities reinforced the split 
between Ukraine’s eastern and southern industrial areas and its western 
and central agricultural regions.

With the rapid expansion of Soviet Ukraine’s industrial infrastructure, the 
new factories, mines, and industrial centres needed millions of new workers 
in order to operate at full capacity. The new urban opportunities, collectiv-
ization, and the escalating violence in the countryside pushed millions to 
migrate to the cities. Between 1926 and 1939, the Ukrainian Republic’s ur-
ban population exploded from 5.4 to 11.2 million, and by 1939 the percent-
age of self- identified Ukrainians rose to 58  per cent of the total urban 
population. At the same time, the percentage of self- identified Ukrainians 
among the republic’s industrial workers increased from 52 to 66 per cent.16

Despite these radical socio- economic developments within the Ukrainian 
SSR, this republic’s importance in the overall Soviet industrialization effort 
declined during the second and third five- year plans.17 Already in the 
1920s, Moscow extracted a considerable share of economic and human re-
sources from Ukraine.18 In the 1930s, central planners shifted capital and 
labour from Ukraine to construction sites in the Urals, the Kuznets Basin, 
and the Volga region, areas far from the contentious Polish- Ukrainian 
frontiers. The Ukrainian SSR’s share of the total capital investments in the 
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USSR fell from 18.3 per cent in 1933 to 13.5 per cent in 1939, as Soviet au-
thorities sought to develop Siberia’s industrial infrastructure. Despite this 
downtrend, Ukraine remained an important Soviet industrial centre.19

The first five- year plan consolidated the Soviet government’s centraliza-
tion of power and limited the sovereignty of the Ukrainian SSR and the 
other republics. In 1929 the central authorities subordinated the Ukrainian 
Commissariat of Agriculture to the newly established USSR Commissariat 
of Agriculture. In 1932, the Soviet government abolished the Supreme 
Council of the National Economy of the USSR (Vesenkha) and of the 
Ukrainian SSR, replacing it with the All- Union Commissariat of Heavy 
Industry.

Whereas the Soviet Ukrainian government controlled – directly or indi-
rectly – 81.2 per cent of its industry in 1927, five years later it supervised 
only 37.5 per cent of all industries located on its territory.20 The central 
ministries in Moscow now managed most of the Ukrainian economy, de 
facto as well as de jure.

“Extraordinary Measures” and the Famine of 1928–1929

Party leaders fervently believed that rapid industrialization necessitated 
the political and economic integration of the countryside and the acquisi-
tion of even larger amounts of exportable grain. According to Viacheslav 
Molotov, Stalin’s long- term deputy, “To survive, the state needed grain. 
Otherwise, it would crack up – it would be unable to maintain the army, 
the schools, construction, the elements most vital to the state.”21 In a con-
tentious international political climate, the acquisition of more grain for 
export demanded the creation of highly extractive economic institutions, 
designed to wrest “incomes and wealth from one subset of society to ben-
efit a different subset.”22

By introducing large, centrally managed farms and by standardizing agri-
cultural production, Stalinist modernizers hoped to bring order to the hin-
terland and ensure a steady collection of grain for the cities and for 
industrialization by controlling the peasants.23 But to take complete charge 
of the rural areas in the Ukrainian SSR and in such regions as the Ukrainian- 
speaking Kuban in southern Russia would not be easy. In these areas, most 
peasants possessed small plots and a substantial number engaged in individ-
ual, subsistence farming.24 Collective memories of Cossack self- rule, the 
national- liberation movements against the Poles, the violent struggles against 
the Bolshevik regime in 1917–21, and the overall predominance of heredi-
tary (not communal) household land tenure reinforced their individualism 
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and their differences with their Russian neighbours.25 The overwhelming 
majority of peasants in these areas, as in most of the USSR, considered col-
lectivization as a form of socio- economic bondage, a “second serfdom.”26 
But unlike Russian peasants, these Ukrainian- speaking men and women – 
largely due to the war, revolutionary, and post- revolutionary periods – could 
mobilize along national as well as social lines to oppose the new order.

With these limitations, how would the Soviet state acquire more grain? 
Financial manipulations and heavy taxes had failed to secure surplus cere-
als from the countryside in the 1920s. The Soviet state raised the price of 
industrial goods it sold to the peasants while lowering the amount it paid 
for agricultural goods. The disparities between the high prices for wheat 
and rye the peasants received in the open market and the low prices they 
collected from the state only increased in this decade.27 In response, the 
peasants reduced their sales to the state and planted less. From their eco-
nomic perspective, they had no incentive to grow crops beyond their own 
immediate needs and acted accordingly. Behaving as they did during the 
Great War and in the immediate post- revolutionary period, the peasants 
threatened the government’s efforts to acquire enough grain to feed its 
growing urban population and to bankroll its industrialization. Just as the 
Soviet party- state launched its daring economic drive and as Soviet peas-
ants decreased their production of exportable crops, the world agricultural 
market recovered from the First World War.

This international conflict delivered a severe blow to European farming 
production as peasants in both military alliances “put down their plough 
and took up the sword,” losing their horses to military requisitioning and 
their fields to artillery fire.28 As the Great War pushed up wheat prices, the 
United States, Canada, Argentina, and Australia increased their acreage 
and made their yields more efficient, surpassing Europe’s pre- war output.

When the war ended, these overseas producers hoped to retain their 
new lucrative markets, even though European agricultural cultivation re-
turned to pre- war levels by 1925.29 This combined European and non- 
European production flooded the international market and led to a 
precipitous drop in worldwide wheat prices.30 In the 1920s and 1930s good 
harvests outnumbered bad harvests and wheat prices continued to plunge.

If tsarist Russia supplied 25 per cent of the world wheat market in 1913, 
the USSR furnished only 12 per cent in 1926.31 Inasmuch as the new revo-
lutionary government did not expect to receive any large international 
loans, Soviet planners chose to stay the course and increase exports to ac-
quire hard currency. From their perspective, this remained the only option 
to finance their bold industrialization project.
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In order to amass more grain to sell abroad, the party leadership launched 
a campaign to squeeze, then expropriate, the landholdings of the kulaks, 
those peasants they considered better off, those who produced the bulk of 
the exportable grain. In order to do so, the party leaders popularized the 
notion of class divisions in the countryside. According to this artificial 
construction of rural reality, the peasantry contained three groups: the 
poor peasants (the supporters of the working class), the middle peasants 
(their allies), and the kulaks (their class enemy).32 The authorities claimed 
that the kulaks (kurkuls in Ukrainian), those who possessed more than 
nine desiatins (twenty- four acres) of land and who employed at least one 
worker, constituted 2 to 5 per cent of the population in the grain- producing 
and grain- consuming regions of the USSR. These kulaks allegedly pro-
duced enormous amounts of surplus grain.33 Most importantly, the party 
claimed that kulaks exploited the poor and middle peasants and organized 
peasant resistance to Soviet power.

This cartoonish Marxist interpretation of the countryside exaggerated 
class divisions and neglected the prevalence of peasant solidarity against 
outsiders. In reality, many of those hiring labour included disabled war 
veterans, widows, and families with a number of small children. (The aver-
age urban worker, moreover, earned twice as much as those peasants 
whom Soviet statisticians classified as “wealthy.”)34

Inasmuch as the authorities needed to create a convenient group of 
“enemies” to subdue the entire peasant mass, the party launched an of-
fensive against the alleged kulaks, seeking to limit them politically and 
economically.35

The Soviet state in 1926 already levied a heavy tax burden on them. In 
1927, the government forced “kulaks” to sell up to 35 per cent of their pro-
duce to the state at low prices and deprived them of the right to vote. But 
additional pressures on this group did not produce the anticipated results – 
more grain. Instead, these men and women responded to these policies by 
planting less. In light of poor harvests and bad weather, state procurements 
of grain sharply declined in 1927 and 1928, forcing the Soviet Ukrainian 
government to introduce ration cards in Odessa in March 1928, in Mykolaiv 
in June, and in the major industrial okrugs by September. By 1929, approxi-
mately 10 per cent of Ukraine’s total population received this welfare ben-
efit.36 Not all urban residents received ration cards, but the overwhelming 
majority who lived in the towns and cities did. Moscow and Leningrad 
started to ration bread in the winter of 1928–9, as did other towns and cities 
throughout the USSR in the spring and summer of 1929. Shortly afterwards, 
the authorities limited the sale of sugar, tea, and meat in the urban centres.37
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As the state procurements of grain and other dietary essentials declined, 
the subsequent food shortages in the cities – the main bastion of Bolshevik 
support – shocked the Soviet leadership, especially Stalin. Ignoring pro-
posals to raise the price of grain the Soviet state paid the peasants, he sent 
his trusted lieutenants throughout the USSR to find more grain and to 
oversee the timely delivery of grain shipments. As the leader of a successful 
urban- oriented Marxist political party, Stalin did not feel any love for the 
peasants, “the dark masses,” who – in his opinion and that of his colleagues 
– possessed a counter- revolutionary and nationalist view of the world and 
acted as the “natural saboteurs of Soviet power.”38 The exclusion of peas-
ants from the rationing system and the introduction of mass grain requisi-
tions vividly expressed the Soviet government’s declaration of war on the 
peasants.39 This internal war would not only revolutionize the relationship 
between all peasants and the Soviet regime, but also redesign the very 
foundations of Ukrainian society and identity.

Molotov, Stalin’s plenipotentiary, arrived in Ukraine on 28 December 
1927 and stayed to 6 January 1928. He issued orders to local party and 
Soviet bodies to increase the amount of grain delivered to state coffers.40 
By employing brutal repressions (arrests, fines, and severe court sentenc-
es) against the kulaks and other peasants, Molotov claimed to have raised 
the amount of grain procured in Ukraine.41

He convened a meeting of party activists in Kharkiv and told them that 
“Ukraine must hand over its grain immediately, without delay.”42 In 
 discussing his actions in Melitopil, where the overwhelming majority of 
peasants worked their own individual farmsteads, Molotov remembered 
decades later:

We took away the grain. We paid them in cash, but of course at miserably low 
prices. They gained nothing. I told them that for the present peasants had to 
give us grain on loan. Then I went to the countryside, to the Greek and 
Ukrainian settlements. I applied utmost pressure to extort the grain. All 
kinds of rather harsh methods of persuasion had to be applied. We started 
with the kulak.43

After Molotov returned to Moscow, he described his activities to Stalin, 
who responded with delight, asserting that “I could cover you with kisses in 
gratitude for your action down there.”44 Inspired by his deputy’s ruthless-
ness, Stalin refined his methods. Between 18 January and 4 February 1928, 
he visited the agricultural regions in Siberia and the Urals and introduced 
“extraordinary measures” reminiscent of the crop confiscations under war 
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communism in 1918–20. During his inspection tour, he demanded that par-
ty officials seize kulak grain without payment, justifying their actions under 
Article 107 of the Russian Criminal Code, which prohibited “speculation.” 
Under Stalin’s guidance in Siberia, the arbitrary seizure of grain from kulaks 
as well as from middle peasants and even poor peasants became the standard 
operating procedure. The authorities now “could choose to regard the mere 
possession of grain stocks as illegal hoarding with a speculative purpose and 
therefore, a fit subject for confiscation without payment.”45

The Soviet state, in short, claimed possession of all grain stocks, including 
grain reserves and seed grain the peasants kept for the next sowing period. 
These interventions, in effect, nationalized grain production and its distri-
bution, nullified the limited economic liberties the peasants enjoyed under 
the New Economic Policy, and foreshadowed a new, more brutal era.

These arbitrary measures which Stalin mastered became known as the 
“Urals- Siberian” method. Although his colleagues on the Politburo forced 
him to cut short these wide- scale intercessions after April 1928, he reintro-
duced them several months later. With the defeat of the pro- NEP faction 
within the Politburo in the spring of 1929, this institution endorsed this 
method throughout the USSR. In 1929, the grain requisitioning of kulak 
surpluses almost seamlessly evolved into the mass collectivization of the 
majority of all peasants.46

Despite the poor harvests and the irregular weather patterns the USSR 
and the Ukrainian SSR experienced in the summer and fall of 1927, the 
USSR’s primary economic office – the State Planning Committee (Gosplan) 
– raised Ukraine’s grain consignment plan for the following year.47 In cre-
ating the agricultural goals for Ukraine in 1928–9 and beyond, Gosplan 
exaggerated Ukraine’s agricultural potential and underestimated its actual 
problems. With Stalin’s prodding, economic planners constructed radical-
ly optimistic plans for agricultural production for the USSR and for the 
Ukrainian SSR, in particular.48 In preparing this course of action, they re-
jected the Soviet Ukrainian government’s proposals for a greater diversifi-
cation of agriculture and did not include any leeway for poor weather 
patterns, which occurred frequently.49

The harvests of 1928–9 did not meet expectations. Despite the crop fail-
ure of 1928–9, Soviet authorities demanded that Gosplan’s grain consign-
ments be fulfilled. In 1928, the Ukrainian SSR provided the USSR with 
40 per cent of its total grain procurements.50 The Stalinist faction within 
the party’s leadership reintroduced “extraordinary measures” to Ukraine 
and continued to extract the maximum amount of grain from the peasantry 
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by coercive means, claiming that Ukraine should not only feed itself, but 
help sustain the rest of the USSR.51

Although the Soviet authorities cut back on the export of wheat and rye 
to Europe and provided Ukraine with some grain, which may have saved 
tens of thousands of lives, it was not enough to stave off starvation. The 
Soviet Ukrainian government established the State Commission for Aid to 
Victims of Crop Failure in the summer of 1928 to provide relief, but it 
reached “fewer than twenty percent” of the population in the crop- failure 
regions.52 Inasmuch as the Soviet authorities in Moscow “never intended 
to feed all of those who needed food,” relief agencies tried to limit aid “to 
the poorest peasants and nursing mothers and babies.”53 This relief prior-
ity would exclude the overwhelming majority of those opposed to the 
government’s policies in the countryside and include those who poten-
tially would join the collective farms.

Despite the massive grain shortfall throughout the USSR, Soviet author-
ities still believed that they had to continue to ship agricultural products 
abroad to acquire hard currency to fund the industrialization drive. In 
light of the scarcity of exportable grain, they sold more non- grain agricul-
tural products abroad, such as meat, fowl, butter, eggs, and sugar, which 
they extracted from the countryside.54 The expropriation of grain and 
common non- grain products the peasants consumed on a regular basis cre-
ated a rural environment conducive to famine.

This catastrophe hit Ukraine in late 1928 and early 1929 for the first 
time since 1921–3 and 1924–5 as heavy frosts and erratic temperatures de-
stroyed a third of the entire winter grain crop.55 The Soviet government 
did not intend to create a famine in 1928–9, but in conformity with its rosy 
grain projections and its minimalization of the true extent of the crop fail-
ures, it provided very limited aid to help the starving. The USSR’s com-
mitment to “industrialization above all” and its extractive policies in the 
countryside ignited the 1928–9 famine and prepared the way for even 
deadlier famines in the near future. This grain crisis affected millions of 
peasants in Ukraine, especially the poorer ones and those in the southern 
steppe okrugs. This famine led to a reduction in seeded areas and to a seri-
ous drop in the overall number of horses, cattle, and domestic animals.

During this famine, the Ukrainian SSR experienced a direct loss of ap-
proximately twenty- three thousand men, women, and children and an in-
direct loss of approximately eighty thousand.56 Although much smaller in 
scope and number of victims than the famine of 1932 or the Holodomor 
of 1933, the famine of 1928–9 prepared the way for the next two by 
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reactivating opposition to the forced grain requisitions and by politicizing 
the peasants. These consequences – not surprisingly – generated brutal 
Soviet countermeasures.

In Ukraine, the OGPU registered 150 mass protests against the rural 
authorities from 1 April to 1 October 1928, and 538 alleged “terrorist acts” 
in 1927–8 and 1,266 in 1928–9.57 These crimes included the killing, attempt-
ed killing, or wounding of representatives of the Soviet order and arson of 
socialist property or agricultural institutions. Although special OGPU and 
police units suppressed many of these protests, the growing resistance con-
vinced Soviet leaders of the need to adopt extreme measures as quickly 
as possible.58

Although most peasants did not directly challenge the authorities, the 
state’s grain requisitions radicalized the peasants, as OGPU agents noted 
in their internal reports. The peasants concluded that the Soviet govern-
ment’s illegal and arbitrary confiscations, not the “evil” kulaks (as the 
Soviet media proclaimed), brought on the famine, which embittered them 
against the state. With the introduction of the Urals- Siberian method dur-
ing the beginning of the grain procurement plan in Ukraine in early 1928, 
many in the intelligentsia and the peasantry assessed the crisis in the coun-
tryside through a national, not class, prism.

Even Lazar Kaganovich, the leader of the Communist Party of Ukraine, 
recognized that the convulsions in the countryside strengthened anti- 
Soviet and national feelings, if not nationalism. Speaking at the plenum of 
the Central Committee of the CP(b)U in March 1928, he noted that peas-
ants asked provocative questions, such as “Where did they take the grain 
harvested in Ukraine?” “Why is our grain- growing republic starving 
now?” and “Who is guilty of the ongoing robbery of the Ukrainian village 
and the rapid impoverishment of the towns?” Some, according to 
Kaganovich, concluded that “it would be better if Ukraine separated from 
Russia. We would live better – but now (we) give bread to Russia and 
Russia sells it abroad. So it turns out that Ukraine is like a milch cow.”59 
Although it is difficult to ascertain how many Ukrainian peasants em-
braced these views, these negative attitudes most likely grew as collectiv-
ization and grain requisitioning absorbed more farms.

As the food situation deteriorated, national discontent surfaced not only 
in the villages, but also in the towns. “The government ships bread abroad, 
but we are starving” became a common refrain.60 According to prominent 
party leaders in this Soviet Republic, Ukrainian separatism, stimulated by 
Petliura’s followers and by Poland, re- emerged as a very serious threat to 
the Soviet order, but to what extent still remains unclear.61
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The agricultural crisis produced, at least in these comments, a fusion of 
national and social strands in opposition to the Soviet state. It also aggra-
vated anti- Russian and anti- Semitic feelings among a number of Ukrainian 
peasants, perhaps because of the public prominence of Jews in the All- 
Union Communist Party and the CP(b)U, the OGPU/NKVD, and 
among leading party activists collectivizing the countryside.62 In the ab-
sence of professional polling, it is difficult to quantify these attitudes. 
Nevertheless, collectivization must have inflamed national as well as social 
tensions in the countryside.

All in all, several factors contributed to the famine of 1928–9 and to the 
starvation of thousands. The droughts and abrupt climactic changes caused 
a genuine decline in the availability of grain, but the state- sponsored ac-
quisitions continued, even if the total aggregate collected decreased. The 
Soviet government acquired the grain by coercive means and determined 
the amount exported and the amount sent to the cities and to grain- starved 
regions. This was a political decision, not an agricultural or climactic one. 
Once the agricultural pie shrank, the leaders of the Soviet party- state 
could have assessed their priorities and redistributed its grain resources in 
a more equitable manner to feed its population. But this choice did not 
appear on the political menu. Industrialization became the alpha and ome-
ga of the Soviet system long before Stalin gained control of its command-
ing heights.

The grain crisis, the Communist Party’s reaction, and the peasant re-
sponse to the governmental intrusion into their economic sphere repre-
sented a warning shot. With the introduction of extraordinary measures 
and compulsory grain requisitions in 1928 and 1929, the Soviet authorities 
discovered the strengths and weaknesses of the peasant’s opposition to the 
government’s intervention and to the future mass collectivization drive. 
The peasants, in turn, quickly realized that the moderate New Economic 
Policy had ended. Both sides calculated their risks and rewards and con-
cluded that control of the countryside was essentially a zero- sum game. A 
greater and more brutal conflagration would soon engulf the farmlands.

De- kulakization, Collectivization, and the Famine, 1929–1932

At the end of  December 1929, shortly after Stalin removed Nikolai 
Bukharin, his heretofore closest ally and the head of the moderate pro- 
peasant faction in the Politburo, he announced a change in policy. The 
party would no longer just restrict the “exploiting tendencies” of the ku-
laks, but “liquidate” them “as a class.”63 Once the authorities removed 
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kulaks and their families from the countryside (a process called “de- 
kulakization”), the subsequent amalgamation of individual peasant hold-
ings into collective farms would produce an overall agricultural output 
surpassing that of the kulaks. On 30 January 1930, the All- Union Party’s 
Central Committee secretly issued a decree dispossessing the wealthiest 
peasants and deporting them.64 Rapidly executed between November 1929 
and February 1930, the de- kulakization playbook repeated many of the 
methods the Bolsheviks had adopted against the Don Cossacks in early 
1919, when they proclaimed the need “to neutralize the Cossacks through 
the merciless extirpation of its elite.”65

By manipulating the social tensions between the better- off and the poor-
est peasants in the villages, the Soviet state isolated the kulaks, branded 
them as implacable “class enemies,” and encouraged their neighbours to 
divide their lands and take their personal property. Many criminal elements 
joined the redistribution brigades and the young activists the regime sent to 
the countryside. Together, these two groups engaged in lawless behaviour, 
punishing kulaks, not building a new order in the countryside. In some 
areas, they “drove the dekulakized naked into the streets, beat them, orga-
nized drinking bouts in their houses, shot over their heads, forced them to 
dig their own graves, undressed women and searched them, stole valuables, 
money etc.,” effectively terrorizing not just the kulaks, but the entire rural 
community.66 Peasants who may have sympathized with the kulaks did not 
dare to reveal themselves to their neighbours. By dividing the villages, de- 
kulakization, in effect, removed the most powerful potential opponents to 
Bolshevik power from the villages. In place of the old traditional order, the 
Soviet elite built its own web of institutions in the countryside, populating 
them with activists from the anti- kulak brigades.67

The first wave of de- kulakization in Ukraine started in the first half of 
1930.68 In 1930–1, the Soviet government deported 63,720 kulak house-
holds – over 300,000 men, women, and children – from that republic to the 
Arctic North, the Urals, Siberia, Yakutia, and the Far East.69 According to 
one eyewitness, members of these families were

packed off into the terrible cold – infants, pregnant women piled in cattle cars 
on top of one another, and right there women gave birth (would there be a 
worse indignity?), then they were thrown out of the cars like dogs and put in 
churches and dirty, cold sheds, lice- ridden, freezing, and hungry, and here 
they are, thousands of them, left to the mercy of fate, like dogs no one wants 
to notice.70
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Even if at this point Soviet decision makers did not know their actions 
would lead to famine and mass starvation, they were assuredly aware of 
the inhumane suffering they were inflicting on these people. They would 
soon extend this barbarity against “class enemies” to all peasants. In prep-
aration for this all- out assault, party leaders taught their agents that “peas-
ants who opposed collectivization were agents of the class enemy and that 
the wrath of the proletariat should be meted out to them.”71 By 1930, if not 
before, most peasants in the USSR’s grain- producing regions recognized 
the party’s hostility towards them.

According to the 1926 Soviet census, the overwhelming majority of 
Ukraine’s twenty- nine million men and women (81 per cent) lived in the 
countryside and engaged in agricultural pursuits.72 Nearly 90 per cent of 
the rural population and rural households identified themselves as 
Ukrainians, although they were not evenly distributed in all of Ukraine’s 
regions (see map 6 and table 6.1).73 The highest percentage (over 90 per 
cent) of Ukrainians lived in the Right Bank, Left Bank, and the Dnieper 
Industrial Region.74 The Right and Left Banks also represented the two 
most densely populated areas of Ukraine, itself the most densely popu-
lated republic of the USSR.75

In the spring of 1929, the Ukrainian SSR possessed 5.2 million peasant 
households and 25.4 million peasants, well over 19 per cent of the total 
Soviet peasant population.76 Farming the steppe’s rich black soil, those 
peasants who identified themselves as Ukrainians (approximately 22.2 mil-
lion men, women, and children) represented the largest group of non- 
Russian peasants, second only to the Russian peasants, within the USSR. 
The authorities believed that Ukrainian peasants possessed the largest pri-
vate grain holdings in the USSR and regarded them “more prosperous 
than Russian peasants and therefore more suspect politically.”77 Moscow 
also did not trust the former Kuban Cossacks, largely descendants of the 
Ukrainian or Zaprorizhian Cossacks, who lived in the North Caucasus 
and who constituted a privileged class.78

After the party’s agents removed the “kulaks” from the countryside, 
they “encouraged” the other peasants to join collective farms. But the 
overwhelming majority of peasants in Ukraine did not welcome the pros-
pect of collectivization. They possessed a tradition of individual farming, 
however difficult to maintain in the Soviet Union’s most overpopulated 
agricultural region, and few of them wanted to abandon their small, indi-
vidual plots and voluntarily enter larger government- sponsored collective 
farms or state farms. Only the poorest, approximately 3 per cent of the 
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rural households, joined the new agricultural units in the early 1920s, 
when peasants could freely choose to accept or reject this new system. As 
the government pressed this “voluntary” collectivization campaign in 
1927 and 1928, less than 6 per cent of the five million peasant households 
in the Soviet Ukrainian Republic belonged to these collective farms.79 
Officials introduced a set of unrealistic goals, ignoring peasant aspirations 
to work for themselves on their own private plots.

The countryside became the epicentre of a great struggle to create a new 
social order under Soviet auspices. According to Lev Kopelev, one of hun-
dreds of thousands of young men and women the party activated to col-
lectivize the Ukrainian rural areas, this epic confrontation encompassed 
more than an effort to extract grain. It also represented a merciless fight 
“for the souls of (the) peasants who were mired in political backwardness, 
in ignorance, who succumbed to enemy agitation, who did not understand 
the great truth of communism.”80 Peasant economic and political “back-
wardness,” in other words, hampered the emergence of “socialism in one 

Table 6.1 Ukrainians and the Rural Population of the Ukrainian SSR, 1926

Region Rural population Ukrainian population Percentage

Polissia 2,523,790 2,172,148 86.0
Right Bank 6,711,626 6,221,329 93.0
Left Bank 5,440,965 5,003,793 92.0
Donbass 1,174,381 875,482 75.0
Dnieper Ind. Region 1,923,944 1,753,408 91.0
Steppe 4,492,872 3,316,630 74.0
Moldavian ASSR 493,053 248,193 50.5
TOTAL 22,267,578 19,342,790 86.0

Source: Statystyka Ukrainy, no. 96 (1927), xvi–xix, table 3.

Note: Regions and okrugs:

Polissia: Volyn, Hlukhiv, Konotip, Korosten, Chernihiv
Right Bank: Berdychiv, Bilotserkiv, Vinnytsia, Uman, Kamianets, Kiev, Mohyliv, 

Proskuriv, Tulchyn, Shevchenkivsk, Shepetiv
Left Bank: Kremenchuk, Kupiansk, Luben, Nizhyn, Ozium, Poltava, Prylutsk,  

Romen, Sumy, Kharkiv
Donbass: Artemivsk, Luhansk, Stalino
Dnieper Indus-

trial Region:
Dniepropetrovsk, Zaporizhzhia, Kryvorizhzhia

Steppe: Zinoviev, Mariupil, Melitopil, Mykolaiv (Nikolaev), Odessa,  
Pershomaisk, Starobil’sk,  Kherson, Moldavian ASSR
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country” and the worldwide revolution. Communists had to uproot the 
peasant fetish for a private plot of land.

In the Communist Party’s view of the world, peasants were too simple 
to see the radiant future that collectivization and industrialization would 
bring. The party, not the peasants, had to determine the goals and schedule 
the pace. The All- Union Communist Party’s Central Committee ap-
proved the start of mass collectivization on 17  November 1929. On 
4 February 1930, Stanislav Kosior, the head of the CP(b)U, declared that 
the entire Ukrainian countryside should be collectivized by the fall of 
1930. By 1 March 1930, 62.8 per cent of all peasant households in Soviet 
Ukraine allegedly joined some sort of rudimentary collective farm.81

But these statistics represented a fantasy world, not reality. The party 
increased its demands on the peasants, but could not persuade them to 
deliver. The state’s repeated requisitions and claims for the tax arrears mo-
bilized the peasants who overcame their internal divisions and united 
against the regime’s agents.82 The peasants resisted the authorities passive-
ly as well as actively, non- violently as well as violently.

In 1930, approximately 13,754 peasant disturbances (ten times the num-
ber recorded the previous year) with 2.5  million participants broke out 
across the USSR. They flared up in Ukraine, and the Central Black Earth 
region (which included Tambov province), the North Caucasus, the Middle 
Volga, the Moscow Region, Western Siberia, and the Tatar Republic within 
the USSR. Of these regions, the Ukrainian SSR emerged as the one with the 
most active resistance, with 4,098 demonstrations (29.7 per cent of the total 
throughout the USSR) and well over one  million peasant participants 
(38.7 per cent of the total).83 The peasants, according to OGPU reports, 
demanded an end to involuntary requisitions; the return of collectivized 
and requisitioned goods and deported families; the disbanding of the 
Communist Youth League (the Komsomol), which most peasants consid-
ered an organization of informants and provocateurs; respect for religious 
feelings and practices; free elections to the village soviets; and the reintro-
duction of trade in the countryside.84 The peasants wanted to maintain their 
economic and civic autonomy; the Soviet political leaders aspired to crush 
peasant liberties and completely subordinate them to their urban mission.

In Ukraine, as well as in other non- Russian regions, the OGPU recorded 
nationalist slogans and rumours concerning the return of Petliura, who had 
been assassinated in Paris by a Soviet agent on 25 May 1926, “ostensibly in 
retaliation for pogroms perpetrated by some of his troops, but more likely 
because of the potential for a renewed alliance between the Polish state and 
an anti- Soviet and pro- independence Ukrainian national movement.”85 
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Stalin and his allies recognized that the countryside and its peasants re-
mained the primary social base for the supporters of Ukrainian national-
ism. However uncertain the reality behind this conclusion in the late 1920s 
and early 1930s, Stalin – who had consistently linked the peasant question 
with the national question – imagined it true. And if he visualized this real-
ity, it existed. His ominous conclusion demanded the appropriate prophy-
lactic measures. But before the final assault, he launched a tactical retreat.

Acknowledging the peasant opposition to collectivization, Stalin 
changed his approach, if only temporarily. On 2 March 1930, he published 
an article criticizing the fanaticism of party workers in the countryside, 
ordering them to slow the pace of collectivization and allow some peas-
ants to leave the collectives.86 Because the article only carried Stalin’s sig-
nature, he “presented himself to the villagers as the reincarnation of the 
‘good tsars’ of bygone days.”87 This article – dubbed the “Dizzy from 
Success” pronouncement – overturned what the party had already accom-
plished in the countryside. Despite expectations that most peasants would 
remain, approximately 65 per cent of all households in Ukraine left the 
collective farms within six months after Stalin’s article appeared.88 But 
they enjoyed only a temporary respite from collectivization.

Despite Stalin’s illusive change of direction, the Soviet state made a num-
ber of significant gains in the countryside, especially in denuding it of the 
peasant elite (the kulaks) and in creating a beachhead for collectivization. 
After all, 35 per cent of those collectivized remained in the collective farms, 
a far higher percentage than in 1928. If 300,000 peasant households be-
longed to collective farms in 1928, approximately 1.1 million remained by 
the late summer of 1930, long after Stalin’s conciliatory article.89

As the countryside calmed down, in July 1930 Moscow’s Politburo is-
sued a secret decree restarting the collectivization drive that fall. In 
December 1930 the Central Committee approved a plan expanding the 
collective farm network, allowing the authorities to confiscate seed grain 
from those who did not join these new units.90 The government employed 
fines, threats, physical abuse, confiscation, exile, and even executions to 
persuade peasants to join the new farms. Those who did not experienced 
“the constant threat of being classified as kulaks and therefore subjected to 
crippling taxation, which undoubtedly led many middle peasants to con-
clude that it would be unwise to remain outside the collective farms.”91 
Fear, not persuasion, convinced most.

Perceiving the end of their traditional way of life, some peasants crossed 
the border into Poland. Others set fire to their property and crops, killed 
their animals, destroyed machinery, assaulted party activists, and partici-
pated in sporadic revolts and uprisings. In 1930, the OGPU recorded 
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almost one million acts of individual resistance in Ukraine.92 That same 
year the Ukrainian GPU noted that the villages most engaged in opposing 
collectivization “were often the same ones that had distinguished them-
selves in the rural disturbances of 1905 or produced an abnormally high 
proportion of socialist cadres before 1917.”93 Engaging in uncoordinated 
acts of utter desperation, peasants slaughtered their animals en masse rath-
er than surrender them to the collective farms. Between 1928 and 1932 
the number of cattle in Soviet Ukraine fell from 8.6 million to 4.8 million 
and  the number of pigs declined from 7  million to 2  million.94 The 
Ukrainian countryside clearly possessed a deep- rooted culture of defying 
the central authorities, whether tsarist or Soviet.

In response to the widespread opposition to collectivization, the Soviet 
authorities applied enough coercion and violence to win control of the 
countryside. By October 1931, 68 per cent of the households in Ukraine 
– and 87 per cent in the fertile steppe region – joined these new farms.95 In 
face of a massive invasion from the cities, most peasants signed up.

If on 1  January 1930 the Ukrainian SSR possessed approximately 
twenty- five million rural inhabitants engaged in agricultural pursuits, only 
20,904 belonged to the Communist Party of Ukraine, which embraced a 
total of 250,681 members and candidate- members.96 Many in the rural 
party leadership had served in the Red Army during the Civil War.97 
Between 1929 and 1932, the rural party grew to 42,000 members. To bol-
ster these small numbers, the party leadership sent another 70,000 heavily 
armed party members, upping the total to 112,000 in 1932. The party lead-
ers could also press into service nearly 500,000 Komsomol members, 
thousands of industrial workers and urban party officials who arrived in 
the villages for shorter or longer periods, and uncounted numbers from 
OGPU military units.98 Most of the Komsomol activists remained “luke-
warm” supporters of Ukrainization, distrusted the peasantry, and enthusi-
astically toed the party line, especially in regard to collectivization.99 (The 
authorities rarely employed the Red Army, which drew its rank and file 
from the peasantry; these recruits sympathized with the plight of their 
rural compatriots.)100 It is unclear how many “outsiders” the party sent to 
subdue the countryside, but hundreds of thousands had to have been in-
volved. The polarization of the countryside and the constant search for 
scapegoats for collectivization’s failures led to unprecedented violence, 
which easily surpassed that of the 1918–21 period.101

As the agricultural sector failed to acquire more exportable grain, party 
leaders introduced even more brutal measures to induce the outcome they 
desired. In light of Ukraine’s successful fulfilment of the agricultural quota 
in 1930 after a bountiful harvest, central planners increased the allotment 
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in 1931. If the authorities set a goal of 265 million poods of grain for 1927–
8, they imposed an impossible target of 510 million poods for 1931–2.102 
Due to unfavourable weather conditions and extensive crop failure, the 
harvests of 1931 and 1932 produced less than the above- average results of 
1930.103 The party’s decision to raise these quotas at this point did not rep-
resent a rational economic judgment, but a political one. In 1931–2, in the 
grain- producing areas, such as Ukraine and the North Caucasus, the state 
confiscated about half of the harvest.104 By 1931 the Soviet state’s collec-
tions of cereals in the largest wheat- growing regions of Ukraine and the 
northern Caucasus constituted 45–6 per cent of the entire Soviet harvest, 
stripping the peasants of their food supplies.105 Many collective farmers 
met their assigned goals by being forced to surrender their seed grain.106 
Without seed grain, the peasants had nothing left to plant for the next 
season or to feed themselves. In Ukraine, the Soviet political leadership 
expanded the brutal grain collections campaign (implemented throughout 
the USSR) into a total war against the peasants. 

Even after the Soviet government employed violent measures against 
them, the peasants still resisted, but now in a passive manner. They worked 
“as little and as poorly as possible,” stealing, hiding, or destroying the 
crops they grew.107 In many respects, they acted as civilian versions of the 
good soldier Švejk. Thousands of local officials purged in 1932–3 “often 
concealed or at least tolerated” these peasant slowdowns.108 These respons-
es to collectivization only enraged the central authorities, who failed to 
secure the quantity of grain they imagined the countryside should deliver. 

Despite appeals by Skrypnyk and others in the Soviet Ukrainian politi-
cal leadership, Stalin refused to lower the assigned allotments for grain 
collections.109 To do so, his lieutenants claimed, threatened the entire in-
dustrialization program. By the end of 1931, another famine broke out in 
the Ukrainian countryside and in the first half of 1932 spread across the 
republic, subsiding only with the spring harvest.110 But due to abnormal 
weather patterns, the rapid commandeering of livestock, and the subse-
quent peasant slaughter of millions of horses, the fall 1932 harvest pro-
duced even less than the poor harvest of 1931, which was lower than the 
1930 harvest.111 Although the authorities lowered Ukraine’s grain levy 
three times, they did little to reduce the highly unrealistic allocations to 
the point where they would prevent mass starvation.112

In her diary entry of 5  April 1932, Oleksandra Radchenko, a rural 
schoolteacher from central Ukraine, wrote:

Famine, artificially created famine is taking on a nightmarish character. No 
one can understand why they are pumping out grain to the last kernel, and 
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now having seen the results of such pumping out, they nevertheless continue 
to demand grain for sowing and sowing material in general. And when the 
indignant peasant exclaims that all his grain was taken for the grain procure-
ment, he receives a question in reply: “Why did you give everything; you 
should have realized that you would have to sow with something?” and end-
less negotiations begin. And the children go hungry, worn out, emaciated, 
tormented by tapeworms, so they eat only sugar beets – and those will run out 
soon – and the harvest is still four months away. What will become of us?113

Millions starved and many passed away. In 1932, Ukraine experienced 
250,000 excess deaths and 67,100 indirect losses, primarily in the country-
side.114 More men, women, and children died during the famine of 1932 
than in 1928.

From Famine to the Holodomor, 1932–1933

Many of the party secretaries responsible for implementing the grain col-
lection plans in Ukraine cautiously warned Moscow of its impossible quo-
tas. They understood that the mass protests and demonstrations they 
encountered represented only a small tip of the iceberg of mass discontent 
and anger in the countryside.115 Ukrainian party officials warned Stalin 
that the harvest of 1932 would produce less than in 1931 and that the fam-
ine would intensify in the fall. In their letters to Stalin and Molotov, dated 
10 June 1932, high- ranking Ukrainian party leaders Hryhory Petrovsky 
and Vlas Chubar asked for 1.5 million to 2 million poods of grain to sup-
ply the starving Ukrainian countryside.116

Although the 1932 harvest did produce less than the poor harvest of 
1931, Stalin did not relent.117 By the early summer of 1932, he resolved that 
“only a policy of uncompromising harshness would enable the grain col-
lections to succeed.”118 On 15 June, he asserted, “Ukraine has been given 
more than it should get. There is no reason to give it more grain – and 
there is nowhere to take it from.”119 Although he admitted the existence of 
“impoverishment and famine” in a number of fertile Ukrainian districts, 
he did not view it as an emergency.120 Three days later, in a letter to Lazar 
Kaganovich and Molotov, he demanded that “we should add an extra 4–5 
percent to the plan in order to cover inevitable errors in the records and 
fulfill the plan at any cost.”121

In late June 1932, Stalin and Molotov sent a telegram to the Communist 
Party of Ukraine and to the Soviet Ukrainian government, stressing the 
necessity to complete the assigned grain deliveries by all means neces-
sary.122 At the Third All- Ukrainian Conference of the Communist Party 



152 Total Wars

of Ukraine (6–9  July 1932), Molotov and Kaganovich, Stalin’s primary 
troubleshooters, forced members of the reluctant CP(b)U Politburo to 
agree to fulfil the centrally assigned agricultural plan without any compro-
mises or delays.123 As Stalin and his closest allies well understood at this 
point in time, the extreme grain requisitions would spark not just an acci-
dental famine, but an intentional one, the Holodomor.124

In response to peasant resistance, Stalin insisted on the promulgation of 
the “Decree on the Protection of State Property” in early August. This law 
authorized an individual’s execution and confiscation of all personal pos-
sessions if he stole property, even a few specks of grain, from a collective 
farm or cooperative.125 The Politburo radically modified this decree, in-
sisting that individuals (not kulaks) who engaged in such criminal acts 
should receive a sentence of only ten years imprisonment. Only those who 
had been kulaks or who “systematically” stole grain, sugar beet, or animals 
would be shot.126

Despite the ruthless measures the authorities embraced in the late sum-
mer, the grain collections did not meet expectations. In early August, Stalin 
complained about the state of grain accumulation in Ukraine. In September, 
the republic nearly met the monthly goal imposed by Moscow, but 
in October and November its peasants faltered. Of all of the major grain- 
growing areas of the Soviet Union (which included Ukraine, the North 
Caucasus, the Lower Volga Region, and the Central Volga Region), the 
Ukrainian SSR produced less than 40 per cent of its assigned quota, the 
lowest of the four.127 In the eyes of Stalin and his closest comrades, Ukraine 
– the USSR’s breadbasket – had just become a “slacker republic.” In his 
eyes, not only did the republic not deliver, it refused to deliver. In an ad-
dendum to a special OGPU report on the anti- collective farm movement 
in Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine, written in the late summer of 1932, 
the authors asserted that “Ukraine stands in first place when it comes to 
mass anti- Soviet incidents.”128 Stalin, who followed the progress of collec-
tivization closely, most likely read this dispatch. If not, he independently 
drew the same conclusions. Moscow’s central organs had to break Ukraine’s 
resistance and compel its communist party to complete its duties.

Constantly pressured by the All- Union Communist Party, the Central 
Committee of the CP(b)U and the Soviet Ukrainian government issued a 
decree on 18 November 1932 punishing independent households as well 
as collective farms that “maliciously wrecked the grain procurement plan,” 
which included most of the peasants.129 These men and women now had to 
return the meagre grain the government had advanced them. Two days 
later, those who could not meet the grain quotas had to surrender their 
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livestock, their last hope against starvation.130 These “fines in kind” often 
exceeded the household’s or collective’s assigned target; these brutal sanc-
tions, in effect, stripped the household or the collective farm bare.

On 28 November 1932, Soviet authorities expanded the use of “black-
lists.” They emerged as early as the fall 1929 grain campaign, but became 
widespread in Ukraine in  August 1932, reaching a peak that  October 
and November.131 By late 1932, the authorities placed well over half of all 
populated areas in Ukraine, including collective farms, rural soviets, and 
raions, on these lists.132 This vicious punishment, as well as the subsequent 
removal of all edible goods from the villages, represented a disproportion-
ate response to the drop in grain deliveries to the Soviet state – a death 
sentence. These areas soon became “zones of death.”133

On 14  December 1932, Stalin and Molotov signed a secret directive 
which demanded that party cadres “fully complete the grain and sunflow-
er seed procurement plan by the end of January 1933.”134 Both men then 
ordered all collective farms to deliver all grain, including reserves for seed-
ing and nourishment, leaving nothing for the peasants. To meet this goal, 
the party intensified repressive measures and increased the number of ar-
rests and deportations. In the final paragraph, the edict granted Stanislav 
Kosior and Vlas Chubar, the primary party leaders in Soviet Ukraine, the 
right “to suspend the delivery of goods to especially backward districts 
until they fulfill the grain procurement plan.”135 These “goods” included 
food, nails, tools, salt, and gas, the very materials needed to deliver grain 
into state hands.136

Armed Soviet detachments then confiscated harvested grain, seed, and 
grain reserves, and suspended food deliveries to the recalcitrant villages. 
Hunger, starvation, and mass death followed. Young Soviet activists, espe-
cially those who had some sort of connection with the peasant world, may 
have experienced pangs of conscience, and feelings of sympathy, pity, and 
shame, but a “rationalistic fanaticism” justified their heartless methods 
against the peasants.137 According to Lev Kopelev, one of these activists, 
“We were realizing historical necessity. We were performing our new rev-
olutionary duty. We were obtaining grain for the socialist fatherland … We 
believed, despite what we ourselves had seen, learned, experienced.”138 For 
him and for the hundreds of thousands of true believers, the ends justified 
the means.

Whatever misgivings some party activists may have experienced, they 
successfully stripped the rural areas of grain and all edible goods. These 
procurements triggered a famine, which spread across the Ukrainian 
countryside between  November 1932 and  June 1933, reaching a peak 
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in March–April.139 Deaths rose at a horrendous rate. To stop the migration 
of starving peasants to the cities, in December 1932 the Central Executive 
Committee of the USSR introduced the internal passport system in the 
cities and the mandatory registration of individuals in their places of resi-
dence. In addition, it prohibited collective farmers from seeking employ-
ment in factories and mines unless these industries drafted them in the 
proper bureaucratic manner. The peasants did not receive passports and 
experienced discrimination and brutal treatment whenever they entered 
the cities in search of food.140

Residents of urban areas fared better. The authorities “passportized” 
Moscow, Leningrad, Kharkiv, Kiev, Odessa, Minsk, all of the major urban 
centres situated within one hundred kilometres of the western border, and 
the most important industrial cities by the spring of 1933. In the process 
of doing so, they expelled thousands, if not tens of thousands, of vagrants, 
“unreliable elements,” and people with “a suspicious past” from these cit-
ies. With the introduction of internal passports and residence permits, 
these coveted entitlements provided some food security for the legal in-
habitants of the larger cities.141

The Soviet Union’s major metropolises, Moscow and Leningrad, re-
ceived better and more provisions than other cities.142 Due to the rationing 
system in place, their residents may have experienced hunger, but not mass 
starvation or famine. But those who lived in Ukraine’s cities often wit-
nessed large numbers of bodies of food- deprived peasants “who had some-
how bypassed the roadblocks, only to then die in the streets of Kharkiv 
and Kiev.”143

The onslaught of another famine in the fall of 1932 did not impede the 
party’s final offensive against the peasants. In the early morning of 
20 December, Kaganovich forced the Ukrainian Politburo to raise the ap-
portionment for grain requisitions. Nine days later, this political body de-
clared that seed stock reserves also had to be seized in order to fulfil the 
new plan.144 This left nothing for the peasants.

Despite these brutal measures, the  December 1932 collections in 
Ukraine did not meet the party’s goals. Instead of 1,207,000 tons, the au-
thorities collected only 650,000 tons.145 Stalin felt betrayed. In his view, the 
party, which developed makeshift compromises with the grain- producing 
regions in lowering the plan’s designated targets before August 1932, re-
ceived little in return. Ukraine could not even meet the reduced standards. 
Enough of compromises! The agricultural as well as the industrial plan 
had to be fulfilled. Requisition everything!
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On 22–3 January 1933, the central Politburo, the Communist Party, and 
the Soviet government issued directives prohibiting the massive outflow of 
peasants from Ukraine into other regions or entry into Ukraine of peasants 
from the North Caucasus. They also ordered the arrest of all those who left 
Ukraine for the Moscow region, the Central Black Earth Region, Belarus, 
or the Lower and Middle Volga Regions, which possessed more food. The 
Politburo also suspended the sale of railway tickets to peasants who did not 
obtain the proper documents from their local governments (soviets) giving 
them the right to depart.146 Approximately 220,000 people were arrested; 
190,000 were sent back to their villages to starve.147 These edicts, in effect, 
sealed the border between Soviet Ukraine and the rest of the USSR for the 
peasants. Not only were the peasants segregated from the urban popula-
tion, they were also quarantined from the city limits and from access to 
food. They began to die by the millions.148 According to one survivor:

Driven by hunger, people ate everything and anything: even food that had 
already rotted – potatoes, beets, and other root vegetables that pigs normally 
refused to eat. They even ate weeds, the leaves and bark of trees, insects, 
frogs, and snails. Nor did they shy away from eating the meat of diseased 
horses and cattle. Often that meat was already decaying and those who ate it 
died of food poisoning.149

As the famine intensified, food dominated people’s thoughts and ac-
tions. The amount of time and energy “spent in food- seeking activities 
increase[d] while the time and energy devoted to activities unrelated to 
hunger decrease[d].”150 As physiological starvation set in, people became 
depressed and apathetic.151 With physical enfeeblement, the survival in-
stinct weakened.152 The writer Vasily Grossman, a native of Berdichev, 
graphically described the transition from life to death:

In the beginning, it (hunger) burns and torments you – it tears at your guts, 
at your soul. And so you try to escape your home. People dig for worms, 
they gather grass – and yes, they even try to fight their way through to Kiev. 
Whatever they do, they’ve got to get out, they’ve got to get away. And then 
the day comes when the starving man crawls back into his home. That means 
hunger has won. This one has given up the struggle; he lies down on his bed 
and stays there. And once hunger has won, you can’t get the man up again, 
try as you might. Not just because he doesn’t have the strength, but because 
it’s all the same to him; he no longer wants to go on living. He just lies there 
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quietly. All he wants is to be left alone. He doesn’t want to eat, he can’t stop 
peeing, he has the runs. All he wants is to sleep, to be left in peace. If you just 
lie there quietly, it means you’re near the end.153

Millions passed away, transforming the countryside into a silent waste-
land. The children died first, followed by the old and then the middle- 
aged.154 Far more men died than women, and far more individual peasants 
(edinolichniki), those who did not belong to collective farms, than members 
of such farms. According to one Western journalist,

If in many districts ten percent of the collective farmers died, the percentage 
of mortality among the individual peasants was sometimes as high as twenty- 
five. Of course, not all who died passed through the typical stages of death 
from outright hunger, abnormal swellings under the eyes and of the stomach, 
followed in the last stages by swollen legs and cracking bones. The majority 
died of slight colds which they could not withstand in their weakened condi-
tion; of typhus, the familiar accompaniment of famine; of “exhaustion,” to 
use the familiar euphemistic word in death reports.155

The inhabitants of thousands of villages perished in the stillness of their 
homes and fields, often alone. Only the empty, crumbling peasant struc-
tures commemorated the once- bustling village life before mass starvation 
and death by hunger.

Despite these horrific losses, the Stalinist leadership continued to sell 
grain to Europe. If the USSR exported less than one million centners of grain 
in 1928, it traded 13 million in 1929, 48.3 million in 1930, 51.8 million in 
1931, and 18.1 million in 1932. Even in the worst year of the famine, in 1933, 
Soviet authorities shipped almost ten million centners to Western Europe.156

Under normal circumstances, Ukraine and the North Caucasus pro-
vided half of the USSR’s total marketable grain.157 In 1930 and 1931, the 
majority of grain (70 per cent) exported from the USSR came from the 
Ukrainian SSR and the North Caucasus; the rest came from the Lower 
Volga and the Central Black Earth Region.158

Even with the decline in harvests and the decline in grain exports, Stalin 
did not reallocate the grain the USSR gathered to alleviate the famine. 
According to Roy Medvedev, “only half of the grain that was exported in 
1932–1933 would have been sufficient to save all the southern regions 
from famine.”159 According to another scholar, the grain exports in 1932–3 
were enough “to feed more than five  million people for one year.”160 
According to a third scholar, “Had Moscow stopped all grain exports and 
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released all strategic grain reserves, the available 2.6 million tons of grain, 
under optimal conditions of distribution, might have saved up to 7.8 mil-
lion lives, which was the approximate number of actual deaths of the 
1932–1933 famine.”161 But the Kremlin continued to export and did not 
accept any foreign aid. In 1933, mass death from starvation “could have 
been averted but was not because the Stalinist regime did not, as yet, wish 
to end the famine, because it served their geopolitical ends.”162

Despite a poor harvest, the collapse of the food distribution network, a 
raging famine engulfing tens of millions of lives, and depressed wheat pric-
es on world markets, grain exports remained the Soviet state’s first prior-
ity. The ruthless logic of radical collectivization and industrialization 
induced Stalin and his inner circle to pursue a demographic catastrophe. 
For party leaders and economic planners, the quality of peasant life in the 
overpopulated grain- producing areas always remained far less important 
than the USSR’s overall national defence and urban food security. Outside 
of producing for the urban workers, the military, and industrialization, the 
peasants remained irrelevant to the scientifically grounded Marxist vision 
of history. In the Stalinist working- class- centred interpretation of the 
world, peasants were expendable; defiant Ukrainian peasants, especially 
those who opposed the Soviet order in 1917–20 (and now collectiviza-
tion), even more so.

Urban residents also suffered, although certainly not to the degree that 
the peasants did.163 In addition to less bread, those living in the cities ac-
quired smaller amounts of meat, dairy products, and fish. Workers in 
Moscow and Leningrad, “comparatively well provisioned in comparison 
to other towns, went hungry. Stores did not even have enough food to 
honor ration cards … and prices in the free peasant markets skyrocket-
ed.”164 In the cities of Ukraine in the early 1930s, industrial workers re-
ceived 800 grams of bread as their daily norm, manual workers 600 grams, 
and office employees 400.165

By the summer of 1933, peasants in Ukraine learned their lesson, as 
Kosior put it, and surrendered. The only way to survive was “to work for 
the Soviet state.”166 In the last months of 1933, the agricultural situation 
changed for the better. Collective farmers in the Ukrainian SSR and the 
North Caucasus harvested more grain than in the previous two years.167 
The urban centres now received more bread, flour, and foodstuffs. 
Repression abated. But in this period, epidemic diseases, including typhus, 
spread throughout Ukraine.168 The All- Union Central Council of Unions, 
moreover, continued to receive reports from local union and party offi-
cials about malnourished workers in the cities.169
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This total war against the peasants in Ukraine ended in the second half 
of 1933. Food conditions improved by late 1933 and early 1934, but those 
who survived the famine in the countryside understood that their plight 
differed radically from that of those who lived in the towns and cities. By 
law, economic status, and political position, the peasants remained un-
equal to their urban cousins until the 1970s and beyond.

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, the Soviet government and the 
Communist Party embraced a series of decisions to gain total control over 
the countryside and to ruthlessly exterminate anyone who opposed them. 
To obtain credits for imports of capital equipment leaders repeatedly pro-
claimed the need to increase wheat exports. The bumper crop of 1930 
helped expand exports from 100,000 metric tons in 1929 to 2.3 million. By 
1931, these sales doubled to 5.2 million metric tons, but due to worldwide 
surpluses the Soviets received less than they anticipated for these crops.170

By the fall of 1932 the Soviet regime experienced a major crisis. The 
decline in the export of grain from 1931 to 1932 (from 5.18 to 1.81 million 
metric tons) as the world price of grain fell created a crisis in the balance 
of Soviet payments,

forcing the state to suspend payments to foreign specialists and workers, 
many of whom then left. Their departure, in turn, compounded problems in 
the newly built factories, which still needed parts, machinery, and the advice 
of those very same foreign experts. Essential raw materials could also not be 
imported in the required quantities, and many industrial complexes produc-
ing tractors, armaments, vehicles, and other machinery had to stop produc-
tion for weeks at a time, imperiling the Soviet industrialization campaign … 
the German bills of exchange, used in 1931 to re- launch industrialization af-
ter the 1930 crisis, were coming due, cities teemed with former peasants deep-
ly inimical to the regime, and there was mounting discontent in the workers’ 
ranks. Moscow feared what would happen if another cut in food rations was 
announced … Documents began surreptitiously circulating in Party circles 
attacking Stalin and his policies. Then, on November 7th, following the cel-
ebration of the  October Revolution’s fifteenth anniversary, Stalin’s second 
wife, Nadezdha Alliluyeva, committed suicide.171

Driven to accumulate capital for industrial development through the 
sale of wheat, Soviet leaders desperately sought to acquire more grain and 
sell it on international markets, depressing prices. In doing so, they ig-
nored the economic realities of supply and demand, undermining the 
Soviet state’s ability to earn more capital by withholding grain and waiting 
for world prices to rise. Although Stalin and his colleagues responded to 
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the Soviet agricultural crisis by selling less wheat abroad, they did not 
lower the grain- requisitioning quotas to the point of preventing millions 
of their own peasants from starving to death.

Population Losses, 1926–1939

Although the Soviet authorities introduced collectivization throughout the 
USSR, the famines of 1930–4 primarily struck Ukraine (especially its Kiev 
and Kharkiv oblasts) (see map 7), the northern Caucasus, the middle Volga 
region, and Kazakhstan, quickly surpassing the famine of 1921–2.172 As the 
Russian Empire’s and the Soviet Union’s long- term breadbasket, Ukraine 
suffered disproportionate population losses during the collectivization 
drive, implemented more rapidly and more violently in this republic than in 
any other Soviet region save Kazakhstan.173 The politically induced famine 
constituted one of the twentieth century’s greatest demographic catastro-
phes among the people of Ukraine, producing an even greater impact than 
that of the First World War. Famine took several million lives and helped 
undermine the numerical and proportional strength of the Ukrainians 
within the republic as well as within the USSR.

Serious estimates of the number of deaths in Ukraine in 1932 and 1933 
vary from two million to seven million.174 The most skilful analyses, those 
by a joint team of French and Ukrainian demographers and those by 
Oleh Wolowyna and his Ukrainian colleagues, provide more precise fig-
ures. The French- Ukrainian team estimated between four  million and 
five  million deaths, and the Wolowyna team 4.5  million for 1932 and 
1933, representing approximately 15.3 per cent of the total population of 
the Ukrainian SSR.175

According to the most recent research conducted by Wolowyna and his 
colleagues, between 1932 and 1934 Ukraine lost 3.9 million people in di-
rect losses (excess deaths) and 600,000 in indirect losses (lost births).176 The 
total losses in the rural areas equalled 19 per cent of the total 1933 rural 
population; the corresponding relative total losses in the urban areas ap-
proximated 5 per cent of the total 1933 urban population.177 The largest 
number, 90 per cent of the total, died in 1933.178 Possibly 80 per cent of the 
four million or more Ukrainians who died during the Holodomor “did so 
in the compressed period of time between  March and  May 1933.”179 
Between 1922 and 1941 more men, women, and children died in the coun-
tryside than in the cities, and males suffered higher direct losses than fe-
males, both in absolute and relative terms.180 Excess deaths for children 
under ten years of age comprised about 25 per cent of all deaths in 1933, 
both in urban and rural populations.181
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In conjunction with these losses, changes in Soviet policies towards the 
non- Russians and the purges of the Soviet Ukrainian political and cultural 
elites in the 1930s reinforced and accelerated the mass shift from a 
Ukrainian identity to Soviet and Russian ones, especially in the rapidly 
expanding urban centres. The Italian consul in Kharkiv, Sergio Gradenigo, 
predicted in a report to his government that the

current disaster will bring about a preponderantly Russian colonization of 
Ukraine. It will transform its ethnographic character. In a future time, perhaps 
very soon, one will no longer be able to speak of a Ukraine, or of a Ukrainian 
people, and thus not even of a Ukrainian problem, because Ukraine will be-
come a de facto Russian region.182

Although Gradenigo’s prognosis did not unfold in this manner, Ukraine’s 
demographic catastrophe played a serious and indelible role in the making 
of Stalinist, post- Stalinist, and post- Soviet Ukraine, especially its political 
crises after 1991. The population of the Soviet Union expanded by fif-
teen million between 1926 and 1937 (from 147 million to 162 million), but 
all Soviet republics or national groups did not grow at the same rate.183 The 
overwhelming majority of republics, including the RSFSR, enjoyed an up-
surge. Others, such as Ukraine, garnered only a modest accrual from 
29 million in 1926 to 30.1 million in 1937, an average annual increase of 
100,000.184 Kazakhstan, however, experienced the most dramatic popula-
tion loss, from 6.5 million in 1926 to 4.8 million eleven years later.185

Rapid collectivization, mass industrialization, the adoption of pro- 
Russocentric policies, the famines, and the purges upset the demographic 
balance between Ukrainians and Russians in the USSR (see table 6.2) and 
within the Ukrainian SSR. Between 1932 and 1933, the number of those 
who identified themselves as Ukrainians within the USSR declined by ap-
proximately 20 to 30 per cent.186

Between 1926 and 1937, the population of the USSR shifted radically in 
favour of the Russians, who increased their proportion of the total Soviet 
population from 53 to 58 per cent, while the Ukrainians dropped from 21 to 
16 per cent.187 In the RSFSR itself, the self- identified Ukrainian population 
declined from 7.9 million in 1926 to 3.1 million in 1937.188 (In 1937, 549,859 
self- identified Ukrainians lived in Kazakhstan, which formed part of the 
RSFSR until 1936, when it became a full union republic.)189 The changes in 
the administrative borders within the Soviet Union and the dismantlement of 
all Ukrainization programs outside the Ukrainian SSR with the 14 December 
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1932 Stalin- Molotov decree, may explain the  “decline” of nearly half of the 
self- identified Ukrainian population in Russia from 1926 to 1937.

Although the overall number of residents of Soviet Ukraine increased in 
this period, its self- identified Ukrainian component shrank from 23.2 mil-
lion in 1926 to 22.2 million in 1937, then advanced slightly from 1937 to 
1939 (23.7 million), if the results of the 1939 census are to be believed. The 
Ukrainian percentage of the republic’s population ebbed away from 80 in 
1926 to 78.2 in 1937 to 76.5 by 1939.190 Parallel to this trend, the rural com-
munity plummeted from 23.6 million (in 1926) to 20.1 million (1937), while 
the population of the urban communities rose from 5.2 to 10 million.191 But 
the radical decrease in the number of those self- identified Ukrainians living 
in the countryside did not necessarily represent an exodus to the cities or 
assimilation into the Russian culture.

In contrast to the Ukrainians within the Ukrainian SSR, the republic’s 
Russian population increased not only in number, but also in percentage of 
the total population. The number of Russians surged from 2.7  million 
(1926) to 3.2 million (1937) to 4.1 million (1939), from 9 per cent of the re-
public’s total population to 13.5 per cent.192 This represented nearly a 50 per 
cent increase. Although 100,000 fewer people identified themselves as Jews 
in 1937 than in 1926, they remained the third most populous national group 
in Ukraine, still constituting 5 per cent of the total population.

Table 6.2 Number of Russians and Ukrainians within the USSR, 1926–1939

Year Russians Per cent 
Russian

Ukrainians Per cent 
Ukrainian

Total Soviet 
population

1926 77.8 million 53.0 31.2 million 21.3 146.6 million
1937 93.9 million 58.0 26.4 million 16.3 162.0 million
1939 99.6 million 58.3 28.1 million 16.2 170.6 million

Source: The statistics come from: (1926): Kommunisticheskaia Akademiia, Komissiia po 
izucheniiu natsional’nogo voprosa, Natsional’naia politika VKP(b) v tsifrakh (Moscow: 
Izd. Kommunisticheskoi Akademii, 1930), 36, 38; (1937): Akademiia nauk SSSR, Vseso-
iuznaia perepis naseleniia 1937 g. Kratkie itogi (Moscow: Institut istorii SSSR AN SSSR, 
1991), 83; and Rossiiskii Gosudarstennyi arkhiv ekonomiki (RGAE), f. 1562, op. 329, 
d. 145, l. 8; and (1939): RGAE, f. 1562, op. 329, d. 4537, l. 62; in Vsesoiuznaia perepis’ 
naseleniia 1939 goda/Vsesoiuznai perepis’ naseleniia 1937 goda (Woodbridge, CT: 
 Research Publications (Primary Source Media); Moscow: Federal Archival Service 
of Russia, 2000), reel 2; and Rossiiskaia Akademiia nauk and Upravlenie statistiki 
naseleniia Goskomstata, Vsesoiuznaia perepis’ naseleniia 1939 goda: Osnovnye itogi 
(Moscow: Nauka, 1992), 57.
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Ukraine’s Holodomor of 1932–3 caused this extreme demographic dis-
tortion. Marriage and birth rates plunged dramatically and the mortality 
rate skyrocketed. The people of Ukraine, especially those in the country-
side, suffered a monstrous number of excess deaths and lost births.

Kazakhstan also experienced a ruthless collectivization drive, which fo-
cused on extensive grain and livestock procurements, not the forced settle-
ment of the republic’s nomadic and semi- nomadic peoples. Famine broke 
out shortly after the Soviet authorities seized most of the Kazakh herds, in 
part “to replenish the stocks of Kazakhstan’s Russian and Ukrainian re-
gions already devastated by collectivization.”193 Recognizing this state ef-
fort as an act attacking their way of life, the nomads and pastoralists resisted 
passively and actively.194 Almost 1.5 million Kazakh men, women, and chil-
dren died between 1930 and 1934 and hundreds of thousands fled the re-
public.195 Between 33 and 38 per cent of the Kazakh population and 8 to 
9 per cent of the Slavic/European population passed away.196 The propor-
tion of Kazakhs within the USSR fell from 2.6 per cent of the total popula-
tion in 1926 to 1.7 in 1937, mirroring the overall Ukrainian decline within 
the Soviet population.197 Although the Kazakhs lost fewer in absolute 
numbers than the Ukrainians during the famine, they experienced the 
deaths of a greater percentage of their total population.198 There were also 
several hundred thousand victims in the North Caucasus (including many 
Ukrainians living there) and, on a smaller scale, in the Volga region.199

Conclusion

At the end of the 1920s and the beginning of the 1930s, the USSR and the 
Ukrainian SSR experienced drought, fluctuations in temperatures, severe 
crop infestation, and fungal disease, which severely damaged the grain har-
vests.200 But the subsequent famines of 1928–9 and 1931–4 did not primar-
ily develop as a consequence of unpreventable natural disasters, deficient 
harvests, poor weather conditions, the chaos of collectivization, or the iso-
lated overzealousness of those who collectivized the farms, as some schol-
ars have argued.201 These factors, of course, played a role in the starvation 
of millions. But, for the most part, political decisions drove the implemen-
tation of collectivization, the mania for grain, and the subsequent outbreak 
and spread of famines.

Stalin’s radically optimistic plans for industrialization and collectiviza-
tion did not recognize the complexity of agricultural production or the 
human factor. The economic plans the Communist Party embraced left 
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very little room for natural disasters or unfavourable weather patterns. 
Party leaders irrationally assumed that with the new collective farm sys-
tem each harvest would top the previous one in terms of quality and 
quantity.202

Assumptions based on ideological fervour did not produce the antici-
pated results. The party did not seriously prepare the groundwork neces-
sary for collectivization. The manufacture of tractors, the cornerstone of 
the mechanization of agriculture, did not keep pace with the demands of 
collectivized agriculture or the peasantry’s mass killing of horses, the pri-
mary source of energy in the countryside. In the spring of 1933, the total 
number of work horses through the USSR numbered two  million less 
than in 1932, but tractors and other machinery supplied only 30 per cent 
of the energy resources employed in collective farms.203

In addition to this serious problem, the Soviet government did not ex-
tensively construct new storage facilities or add more rolling stock to 
transport grain to distant cities. Some collection points could not manage 
the large influx of requisitioned grain, expropriated at great cost, which 
spoiled in the rain or sun.204 At the end of 1930, for example, approximately 
two million tons of unshipped grain rotted at these locations.205

The Soviet authorities also did not emphasize mundane matters, such as 
weeding or crop rotation, which they believed would needlessly divert the 
agricultural labour force from activities which would increase crop yields 
over the short term.206 Hyper- industrialization’s demands trumped the 
need to balance short- term, medium- term, and long- term considerations 
in the agricultural sphere. To overtake the advanced capitalist countries in 
a decade, as Stalin demanded, necessitated economic short cuts.

Documents discovered and published in the twenty- first century, espe-
cially those from the secret police archives, clearly demonstrate that the 
collectivization campaign represented something more than the party’s 
mismanagement.207 Most importantly, the Bolsheviks possessed an ideo-
logical view of agriculture and a blind faith in collectivization, which pro-
pelled their political decisions, overshadowed their incompetency as 
agricultural administrators, and allowed them to ignore the possibility of 
natural disasters or the unintended consequences of their policies. 
According to the Bolshevik view of the world, collective farms were more 
productive than individual farms and would provide the means to control 
the unruly countryside. These new farms would increase the size and the 
quality of the harvests, feed the expanding urban populations and the en-
larged military forces, and provide the hard currency necessary to fund 
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industrialization. No fact or disaster would ever overturn this a priori as-
sumption or challenge this Bolshevik vision of reality.

If mass collectivization appeared as the only means to industrialize the 
USSR, the party did not need to tolerate dissenting views. By early 1929, 
Stalin’s faction in the Politburo isolated Bukharin’s pro- peasant group and 
removed them in November. In 1930 and 1931 the authorities created an 
institutional framework to deliver “optimistic assessments of the harvest.”208 
The OGPU arrested professional statisticians who objected to irrational 
economic targets and replaced them with men who produced upbeat statis-
tics and predictions.209 Failure to achieve the anticipated harvests in 1928, 
1931, and 1932 did not undermine their iron- clad Marxist faith in the neces-
sity of creating and maintaining the collective farm system or acquiring 
massive amounts of grain by coercive means.

Most importantly, the authorities did not provide the peasants with incen-
tives to produce. Before the start of collectivization in 1929, the Soviet gov-
ernment paid low prices for their wheat and rye; after collectivization, most 
collective farmers received small returns for their “labour days,” the highly 
arbitrary measure of how peasants as members of the collective farms would 
be paid, in cash or kind.210 Under the new order, the peasants could not find 
the motivation to cooperate with the countryside’s new commissars. 

Following the pattern set by the First World War and refined by the 
second, the Communist Party introduced large, military- like operations 
in the countryside to attain ambitious political objectives. It raised the 
scale of mass violence to unprecedented levels in order to subdue the peas-
ants. By blockading the countryside and extracting its natural resources, 
the party and its agents gave no quarter. They demolished the complex 
web of rural relationships and local traditions which had existed for gen-
erations, and suppressed all armed and unarmed resistance to the new or-
der. In response to any suspected or actual resistance to the state’s grain 
acquisitions, they annihilated entire communities, deliberately killing, ar-
resting, or deporting hundreds of thousands of peasants. Employing unre-
stricted means to achieve these ends, the party and its agents targeted 
non- combatants and disregarded the onset of famine and its starving mil-
lions. They demanded the unconditional surrender of their peasants.

A never- ending barrage of unremitting propaganda accompanied the par-
ty’s advance into the countryside, constantly challenging the reality on the 
ground and in the field. Following the biases of the Bolshevik Civil War 
generation, each newspaper account, radio broadcast, and mass agitation and 
propaganda meeting vilified and dehumanized the opponents of collectiviza-
tion and requisitioning, justifying their arrests, deportations, imprisonment, 
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and executions. A stark black- and- white view of the world prevailed. “He 
who is not with us is against us” and “He who does not deliver the assigned 
grain quota (for any reason) shall not eat” became one of the prevailing slo-
gans of the day.

Stalin and the Soviet political leadership set the famines of 1928–9 and 
the early 1930s into motion. Although they did not plan the famines, they 
purposefully facilitated them by imposing impossible requisition alloca-
tions and taking grain, seed, and grain reserves from the peasants and by 
extracting everything edible from the villages in the Ukrainian SSR, forc-
ing people to die from the subsequent malnutrition, diseases, hunger, and 
starvation.211 Stalin’s total war against the peasants in Ukraine triggered 
the last major European famines in peacetime.212 When the famines broke 
out, the authorities did little to stop them. Instead, they took advantage of 
the opportunity to punish “disobedient” Ukrainians, those who opposed 
their rule from late 1917 and who resisted collectivization. They recog-
nized that these “disobedient” and “potentially disobedient” Ukrainians 
numbered in the millions, if not tens of millions.

Despite Stalin’s flexibility concerning the implementation of grain allo-
cations in Georgia in 1931, he insisted that the assigned quotas in Ukraine 
remain in place and that the Soviet state not provide this grain- producing 
republic with any food supplies to relieve the mass starvation. He differen-
tiated between the Georgian and the Ukrainian situations. Georgian com-
rades, he wrote to Kaganovich, “do not understand that the Ukrainian 
methods of grain procurement, which are necessary and expedient in grain- 
surplus districts, are unsuitable and damaging in grain- deficit districts, 
which have no industrial proletariat whatsoever to boot.”213 According to 
Stalin, the party should apply more violence in the grain- surplus (not the 
grain- deficit) regions to meet their goals. His private statements empha-
sized the primacy of gaining total power first and foremost, not overcom-
ing the USSR’s economic backwardness by rational means.

Stalin continued to press the issue of grain requisitions in late 1932, even 
after mass starvation broke out in Ukraine and after warnings from Ukrainian 
officials. The party leader sent his emissaries, Molotov and Kaganovich, to 
impel the Communist Party of Ukraine to extract more from the peasants.

The party’s development of the collective farm system, the party’s 
command- and- control centres in the alien countryside, made these mass 
grain removals possible. In April 1933, a party official in a Dniepropetrovsk 
Oblast, wrote to Stalin and Molotov that “our levers of pressure on the vil-
lage are immeasurably stronger than last year.”214 Mendel Khataevich, the 
first secretary of the Dniepropetrovsk oblast party committee, expressed this 
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assessment in blunter terms. In a private conversation he allegedly claimed 
that a “ruthless struggle” between the Soviet regime and the peasantry over 
control of the 1933 harvest was “a struggle to the death. This year was a test 
of our strength and their [peasant] endurance. It took a famine to show them 
who is master here. It has cost millions of lives, but the collective farm sys-
tem is here to stay. We’ve won the war.”215 This total war to subdue the Soviet 
Union’s primary granary included a decimating attack on the Ukrainian in-
telligentsia and on the republic’s Communist Party itself. The newly estab-
lished Stalinist state embraced the “highest level of extremism” and crushed 
all potential and imagined opponents, attaining an unprecedented supremacy 
over the countryside and over the non- Russian republics.216

In short, the singled- minded implementation of de- kulakization and 
mass collectivization generated an enormous amount of violence – and a 
drastic drop in productivity. The Soviet state, moreover, persecuted, exiled, 
executed, and starved the peasants in Ukraine for political as well as eco-
nomic reasons. In doing so, the Stalinist regime did not acquire more effec-
tive farm workers or more grain after the collectivization drive ended. The 
famine, in short, represented the “absolute triumph of politics over eco-
nomics” and the political “emasculation” of the countryside and Ukrainian 
culture and traditions.217 The party remained obsessed with the goal of sub-
jugating the countryside and its peasants, even after mass famine broke out.

From the perspective of Moscow’s commissars, the Ukrainian country-
side possessed one of the most fertile areas and the highest rural population 
density in the USSR, as well as the most insubordinate peasants. Of all of 
the USSR’s grain producers, the Ukrainians engaged in the most relentless 
opposition to collectivization. The authorities would not mourn the disap-
pearance of several million of these peasants. Already in the 1920s, long 
before the collectivization drive, the Soviet press identified significant 
numbers of the Ukrainian peasants as followers of Petliura and as ardent 
Ukrainian national- chauvinists, staunch enemies of the Soviet state.

Even with the famine, the authorities took firm actions to ensure that the 
collectivization plans remained on the proper express track.218 They viewed 
any setbacks from the prism of their class- driven and “Russia/USSR first” 
ideology. The number of alleged counter- revolutionary, foreign- sponsored, 
and hostile groups in the countryside multiplied and conveniently justified 
Stalin’s claim that as the USSR moved closer towards socialism, the class 
struggle would only intensify.219 In late November 1932, Stalin asserted that 
anti- Soviet individuals and groups had infiltrated the collective and state 
farms and that a large number of rural communists with non- Marxist atti-
tudes actively disrupted the Kremlin’s grain collections goals.220 With their 
removal, the Stalinists completed the assigned mission.221
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By the end of  December 1932, Stalin’s OGPU emissary to Ukraine, 
Vsevolod Balitsky, “substantiated” the party leader’s charges. Balitsky and 
his organization discovered a vast network of nearly one thousand groups 
of counter- revolutionaries, spies, and wreckers, who took advantage of 
Soviet policies, such as Ukrainization, in order to sabotage the grain col-
lections and to overthrow the Soviet regime in Ukraine. Members of the 
national- chauvinist Ukrainian intelligentsia and “traitors with party cards” 
belonged to these organizations. These Ukrainian nationalists in alliance 
with Pilsudski, according to Balitsky, had purposely triggered the famines. 
In the first three weeks of the month, Balitsky’s men arrested over twelve 
thousand men and women.222

Although the security chief’s accusations had no truth in them, his fab-
rications had consequences. They confirmed Stalin’s suspicions of the 
Ukrainian peasants, the Ukrainian creative intelligentsia, and Ukrainian 
communists, raising the issue of their loyalty to the Soviet state.

Stalin then accused the Ukrainian nationalist groups Balitsky uncovered 
of planning uprisings “to separate Ukraine from the USSR and re- establish 
capitalism.”223 Following Stalin’s logic, Kosior declared in mid- February 
1933 that some local party officials employed “kulak arithmetic” in order 
“to deceive the Soviet state by presenting false data on yields, sown area, 
and gross production.”224 If senior party officials first blamed the rural 
communists, Stalin and his inner circle soon denounced the leadership of 
the Communist Party of Ukraine, which – according to Postyshev – had 
“facilitated the anti- Soviet activity of Petliura- ite and kulak elements.”225 
As Kosior reported on 15 March 1933, “the unsatisfactory course of sow-
ing in many areas” demonstrated “that the famine still [had not] taught 
reason to many collective farmers,” confirming that the Soviet state had 
employed hunger to teach the peasant a lesson.226 Even in his 17 March 
1933 request for a grain loan and additional rations for starving children, 
V.I. Cherniavsky, the first party secretary in the Vinnytsia Oblast, con-
ceded that some famine victims were “irresponsible slackers” and that 
“counter- revolutionary kulak agitation counts on creating a famine psy-
chosis in the villages.”227 Ultimately, Stalin and his inner circle blamed the 
leaders of the CP(b)U and the victims of the state- sponsored famine for 
their own starvation. Despite the Kremlin’s best attempts, the Ukrainian 
SSR had become a “slacker republic” and had to be severely disciplined 
with extensive grain confiscations and expanded blacklists.

Between the end of 1932 and the summer of 1933, according to Andrea 
Graziosi, “famine in the USSR killed in half the time, approximately sev-
en  times as many people as the Great Terror of 1937–1938.”228 The 
 brutal August 1932 injunction on socialist property and the subsequent 
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decrees of 18 November 1932, 14–15 December 1932, and 22 January 1933 
best expressed Stalin’s total war against the Ukrainian peasants and against 
Ukrainians and Ukrainian culture at its height. Like previous conflicts, this 
war bred mass arrests, mass deportations, and mass starvation. But Stalin 
raised the scale and intensity of violence in this war to unprecedented lev-
els and spawned a ruthless environment conducive to genocide, however 
improvised.229

According to the Stalinist world view, Ukraine’s Communist Party had 
allowed the grain operations to fail and had tolerated the existence of a 
vast insurgent underground in contact with foreign powers (especially 
Poland) ready to spark an uprising, embrace foreign intervention, and re-
store capitalism.230 Many of its party members had cast aside their class 
vigilance, misunderstood the efforts of the remnants of the old shattered 
classes to reinvigorate their lost cause, and underestimated the unbreak-
able link between the national and peasant questions.231 They had to pay.

Inasmuch as Stalinists sought to raise the USSR’s geopolitical status in 
the world, the suffering and starvation of  millions remained irrelevant. 
The satisfaction of the needs of the proletarian state, as Molotov argued, 
came before all other priorities, including individual needs.232 The intro-
duction of coercive political and economic institutions convinced the 
Soviet leadership that the USSR would overcome its economic backward-
ness and rejoin the ranks of the world’s leading industrial powers, securing 
its political future as the world’s first socialist state. 

The Communist Party, a primarily urban political institution, had fi-
nally gained control over the wayward countryside two decades after the 
revolution. Not only did collectivization transform twenty- five  million 
individual peasant households into 250,000 collective farms, it integrated 
the isolated Russian and non- Russian countrysides into the overall Soviet 
economy and political system.233 Although some of the authorities may 
have believed that collectivization would increase crop yields and raise the 
living standards throughout the USSR, they were more interested in dom-
inating the countryside and acquiring a slow, but steady supply of grain to 
the urban centres and for export. The Communist Party now emerged as 
the party of “victors.” In pressing the issue of rapid collectivization and 
mass grain requisitions in the face of enormous resistance inside and out-
side the party, Stalin became the undisputed “victor of victors.”



We are out to make a revolution on the international scale, and therefore, if cir-
cumstances demand, we shall pay no heed to the interests of individual nationali-
ties but shall sweep everything from our path.

 Joseph Stalin, 8 December 19171

Cadres decide everything!
 Joseph Stalin, 4 May 19352

By the end of the 1920s and early 1930s, Stalin and his allies marginalized 
his rivals within the All- Union Communist Party and acquired unprece-
dented power within the USSR. Now the Stalinists could begin to remake 
the Soviet present into the socialist future without the political and eco-
nomic compromises of the 1920s. In order to implement their vision of an 
internationally strong, internally classless society, they had embraced the 
radical agendas of collectivization and industrialization, which sparked 
resistance in the countryside and chaos on the factory floor. These “revo-
lutions from above” sharpened class conflicts and required, in their view, 
the cleansing of Soviet society of its alleged “bourgeois” past and of all 
groups and institutions outside the party’s direct control. By constantly 
highlighting the outbreak of class war within the USSR and the inevitabil-
ity of foreign interventions, the authorities introduced ruthless measures 
against all of their perceived enemies: the kulaks, the clergy, private traders 
and small- scale manufacturers, members of the old (non- communist) in-
telligentsia, defeated political parties, communist opposition groups, and 
“foreign agents” in the party’s ranks.

Official sponsorship of the Cultural Revolution, as Sheila Fitzpatrick 
defined this period of militant radicalism, lasted from the early summer of 
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1928 to  June 1931, from the Shakhty trial of “bourgeois engineers” to 
Stalin’s conciliatory statement in regard to the old technical intelligentsia.3 
The central communist authorities launched the Cultural Revolution with 
the Shakhty trial and the subsequent show trials of the “Industrial Party” 
(1930) and the Mensheviks (1931) in order to mobilize the masses in sup-
port of the sacrifices necessary to implement the plan’s ambitious goals 
and to justify subsequent hardships and failures by blaming all enemies, 
foreign and domestic.4 The Cultural Revolution represented not just a 
“revolution from above,” but also a “revolution from below.”

The party’s hysterical attacks on non- communist engineers and special-
ists attracted many young people, primarily those who lived in the cities. 
Many of these enthusiasts had been too young to fight on behalf of the 
Bolshevik cause during the Civil War. They matured during the period of 
the New Economic Policy and experienced rampant underemployment, if 
not unemployment. When they asked themselves what they had gained 
from the Bolshevik Revolution, they found little. To compensate for their 
perceived inferior social status, they directed their venom against all non- 
communists and non- proletarians, and even at times against party bureau-
crats.5 They embraced the party’s “populist” war against the remnants of 
the old order with great enthusiasm and pressed the authorities to strike 
harder and faster against all class enemies. They interpreted the Cultural 
Revolution, with its uncompromising class war against the “bourgeoisie,” 
as “a replay of the October Revolution and the Civil War.”6 These men 
and women wholeheartedly threw themselves into implementing the com-
munist cause in the countryside and in the towns and cities.

In addition to its ideological fervour, the Cultural Revolution also pro-
vided its young adherents with an important incentive, the possibility to 
rise above one’s humble station in life. The first five- year plan provided 
new avenues for mass social mobility “as peasants moved into the industrial 
labor force, unskilled workers became skilled, and skilled workers were 
promoted into white- collar or managerial positions, or accepted into insti-
tutions of higher education.”7 With its condemnation of “bourgeois spe-
cialists,” the party introduced an ambitious preferential policy promoting 
workers (vydvizhenie) into the ranks of the technical intelligentsia in order 
to replace these arbitrarily designated “wreckers” and “saboteurs.” In the 
late 1920s and 1930s, hundreds of thousands of those who claimed the sta-
tus of “workers” took advantage of this policy and gained a rudimentary 
technical schooling, if not a watered- down engineering education.8 For 
them, entry into the party now became easier. As these new cadres acquired 
promotions, privileges, and power, they identified themselves completely 
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with the regime and emerged as its “new class,” the main supporters of the 
Soviet system until its collapse in the late 1980s.9

In the course of the Cultural Revolution, the All- Union Communist 
Party radically expanded the ranks of its supporters. After launching vi-
cious public attacks against the professional “establishment” in the Russian 
Federation, the Soviet authorities integrated its members to the new order 
without massive purges.10 Most importantly, the new and enlarged cultural, 
political, and technical elites throughout the USSR owed their existence to 
the preferential policies the party introduced. Although Stalin may have 
called off the Cultural Revolution in 1931, militant radicalism and attacks 
on the non- communist intelligentsia did not end in the non- Russian re-
publics. Instead, they intensified. In Ukraine, the security organs identi-
fied, then introduced repressive measures against those Ukrainians who 
publicly supported Ukrainization (or more generally their own national 
identity). In addition to the peasantry, the Soviet authorities unleashed 
waves of state terror against the Ukrainian intelligentsia, the Ukrainian na-
tional communists, and refugees from Poland’s Ukrainian- speaking lands.11

Political Repressions

The first two five- year plans, the Cultural Revolution, the famines and 
Holodomor, and the purges of the Communist Party of Ukraine seriously 
undermined the capacity of Soviet Ukrainian civil society – already weak-
ened by war, revolution, and the post- revolutionary civil and national wars 
– to resist amalgamation into the Stalinist order.12 During the NEP era, 
Stalinists and the secret police carefully observed the activities of peasant 
and Ukrainian organizations, which often conformed to their stereotypes 
of “counter- revolutionary” behaviour. In 1927, Soviet authorities began to 
restrict the cooperative movement in the countryside. In 1928, they ar-
rested Metropolitan Vasyl Lypkivsky, all of the bishops, and many of the 
priests of the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church, which had 
emerged during the revolutionary period and which served the authorities 
as a counterweight to the more powerful Russian Orthodox Church. By 
1931, the Soviet authorities dismantled this independent church with its 
Ukrainian liturgy.13

Between the end of de- kulakization in  July 1929 and the start of the 
mass collectivization drive in early 1930, the authorities arrested a large 
number of members of the All- Ukrainian Academy of Sciences (VUAN). 
Before, during, and after the trial of the Union for the Liberation of 
Ukraine (SVU, Soiuz vyzvolennia Ukrainy) in the spring of 1930, the 
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security services incarcerated nearly thirty thousand members of the non- 
communist intelligentsia.14

In a January 1930 letter to the Ukrainian Politburo, Stalin demanded a 
prompt trial of the members of the SVU. He provided a script of how the 
proceedings should unfold. The accused would “be charged with prepar-
ing an insurrection aimed at exposing Soviet Ukraine to foreign invasion, 
of committing acts of terrorism, and with scheming to poison senior com-
munist leaders, with doctors to be implicated in this supposed plot.”15 
Stalin also insisted that the mass media cover this trial, and not just in 
Soviet Ukraine.

The Communist Party of Ukraine followed orders. Providing fabricated 
evidence, the security services charged these writers, scientists, scholars, 
journalists, actors, community activists, and Galician Ukrainian émigrés 
with engaging in “counter- revolutionary activity” and with abetting for-
eign interventionists.16 Between 19 March and 9 April 1930 the prosecutors 
at this public trial (the first of those in the non- Russian republics modelled 
on the Shakhty trial of 1928) accused forty- five men and women of belong-
ing to a counter- revolutionary organization, the Union for the Liberation 
of Ukraine or its youth wing, the Union of Ukrainian Youth (SUM, or 
Spilka ukrains’koi molodi). Most of those arrested consisted of older 
Ukrainian intellectuals and leaders of former anti- Soviet political parties, 
such as the Socialist- Federalists, the Social Democrats, and the Socialist 
Revolutionaries, those who played an important role during the era of the 
Central Rada and the Directory.

The SVU trial played a central role in determining the scope of Ukrain-
ization’s future implementation after 1930. The Communist Party never 
trusted those in the dock, members of the pre- war Ukrainian intelligen-
tsia, most of whom actively supported the post- 1917 Ukrainian nationalist 
governments and who played a critical role in the implementation of 
Ukrainization.17

According to the official accusations, the SVU and SUM established 
branches throughout Ukraine and conspired in planning an insurrection 
which would restore “a bourgeois- democratic and independent Ukraine.” 
Most of these men and women experienced physical or psychological tor-
ture during their imprisonment and most “confessed” to their crimes.18 
The authorities sentenced all of the defendants to long terms in the 
Solovetsky Islands and in Siberia. They also ordered Mykhailo Hrushevsky, 
the head of the Central Rada, who returned to Soviet Ukraine in 1924 and 
who played a leading role in the All- Ukrainian Academy of Sciences in the 
1920s, to move to Moscow in March 1931.19
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The GPU allegedly uncovered three more major counter- revolutionary 
organizations between 1931 and 1934: the UNTs (Ukrains’kyi Natsional’nyi 
Tsentr, Ukrainian National Center), UVO (Ukrains’ka viis’kova orhani-
zatsiia, the Ukrainian Military Organization), and OUN (Ob’iednannia 
Ukrains’kykh natsionalistiv, Association of Ukrainian Nationalists; not 
to be confused with the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists described 
in chapter 4). Thousands more were arrested, but did not receive a public 
trial. The Soviet government’s spotlight on these “counter- revolutionary” 
groups, especially the UVO and OUN, highlighted how these groups had 
perfidiously (in the Soviet view) allied themselves with Polish and Western 
interventionists.

Following the direct orders of the Kremlin, the GPU organized mass ar-
rests and trials “to prevent the crystallization of a political opposition in 
Ukraine” during the crisis brought about by the start of collectivization and 
massive peasant resistance to it. These large- scale “prophylactic measures” 
targeted those who had espoused Ukrainization and Ukrainian culture in 
the 1920s.20 The party leadership feared that the Ukrainian intelligentsia and 
the peasantry might unite, just as they had during the revolutionary spring 
of 1917.

In addition to condemnations of former anti- Bolshevik leaders, Stalinists 
also censured prominent Ukrainian national communists and reassigned 
them to other parts of the USSR in the second half of the decade. By 1929, 
the Communist Party had removed or marginalized Mykola Khvylovy, 
Mykhailo Volobuev, and Alexander Shumsky, prominent Ukrainian na-
tional communists.21 During the de- kulakization and collectivization cam-
paigns, which coincided with the Cultural Revolution, central party leaders 
launched a new wave of attacks on the Communist Party of Ukraine and 
on Ukrainian nationalism, which they identified with the kulaks and with 
foreign interventionists. In 1929, the Ukrainian party organization initiat-
ed a purge of “rightists” (alleged followers of Nikolai Bukharin and Alexei 
Rykov, promoters of moderate agricultural policies within Moscow’s 
Politburo) and expelled twenty- four thousand members.22

As the famines swept through the countryside from late 1928 to the early 
1930s, Stalin’s political machine tightened its grip. Upset by the Ukrainian 
party leadership’s protests against high grain quotas and by the failure to 
fulfil these orders, the central party accused the CP(b)U of tolerating a 
Ukrainian nationalist deviation in its ranks on 14 December 1932.23

Moscow’s Central Committee demanded that the Communist Party of 
Ukraine and the Soviet Ukrainian government “eliminate Ukrainization’s 
mechanical implementation” and “ensure systematic party management and 
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supervision over Ukrainization.”24 Although Moscow’s Politburo never of-
ficially abolished Ukrainization within Ukraine, it de- emphasized this pol-
icy and rarely made public reference to it in positive terms after 1932.25

In this decree, the party’s support for the Ukrainian language outside of 
Ukraine also ended. Stalin and Molotov issued another secret decree on 
15 December 1932, demanding that local party organs, governmental bod-
ies, and the press in the North Caucasus, in the Kuban, “switch” from 
Ukrainian to Russian and introduce Russian as the language of instruction in 
the schools by the start of the next academic year.26 The Russian Federation, 
which opened Ukrainian- language schools and developed a Ukrainian lan-
guage press for its large Ukrainian minority in the 1920s, closed them down 
in the spring of 1933.27 Ukrainization, which operated on two tracks (pub-
licly supported by Moscow, but privately undermined by its security or-
gans), came to an end. Overall, this decree attacked Ukrainization and 
identified all who opposed the breakneck speed of collectivization and in-
dustrialization as Ukrainian “counter- revolutionary elements.”28

In order to ensure the Ukrainian party’s reliability, the central party as-
signed Pavel Postyshev to the post of second secretary of the CP(b)U and 
the first secretary of the Kharkiv party provincial committee in January 
1933. Vsevolod Balitsky, the new chief of the Ukraine’s OGPU and subse-
quent “guillotine of Ukraine,” followed him from Moscow one month 
later.29 Both Postyshev and Balitsky had served in Ukraine in the 1920s 
and had bitterly antagonized Mykola Skrypnyk, the CP(b)U’s powerful 
patron of Ukrainization.30 Now they returned as Stalin’s plenipotentiaries, 
outranking Skrypnyk, eager to vanquish him.

The two men arrived in Kharkiv just as Adolf Hitler became Germany’s 
new chancellor on 30 January and crushed the powerful Social Democratic 
and Communist parties. In light of Hitler’s rapid consolidation of power, 
radical territorial demands, and strident anti- communism, a new interna-
tional conflict appeared on the horizon. Since Stalin understood that Ukraine 
would play centre stage in this war, the central party had to secure and “to 
purify” this critical republic as quickly as possible.

Postyshev, Stalin’s enforcer, produced results. In  February 1933 he 
pressed the CP(b)U’s Central Committee to admit its responsibility for 
the chaos in the Ukrainian countryside and for the failure to meet grain 
targets in 1931 and 1932. He also organized a mass purge of the ranks of 
the CP(b)U (which possessed 520,000 members on 1 June 1932) and called 
upon the OGPU to strike a “merciless blow” upon all enemies. In 1933, 
the CP(b)U expelled 100,000 of its members; many of them were arrested 
shortly afterwards.31 By January 1934, Postyshev replaced 60 per cent of 
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the district executive committee and village soviet chairs and 50 per cent of 
all district party secretaries.32

On 1  March 1933, Skrypnyk – the CP(b)U’s primary advocate of 
Ukrainization – lost his position as commissar of education and became 
the head of Ukraine’s State Planning Commission, a precarious position at 
the beginning of the second five- year plan and the Holodomor. In the 
spring and early summer, his colleagues in the Politburo constantly at-
tacked him, accusing him of promoting “compulsory Ukrainization” and 
of misusing Marxist theory in presenting his interpretations of the nation-
al question in the USSR.33 Following the 13 May 1933 suicide of Khvylovy, 
a staunch defender of Ukraine’s culture independent of Russia’s, Skrypnyk 
killed himself on 7 July 1933. After his death, more purges took place.

On 22 November 1933, the combined plenum of the CP(b)U’s Central 
Committee and the Central Control Commission passed a resolution de-
claring that local (Ukrainian) nationalism had emerged as the most danger-
ous threat to the communist cause in Ukraine, the only such resolution 
passed in a non- Russian republic.34 This decision overturned the long- 
standing interpretation that of the two “national deviations,” Great Power 
chauvinism and local nationalism, the first represented the greatest risk 
to  the long- term stability of the USSR. To justify this ideological U- 
turn,  Stalin’s loyalists purposefully blurred Ukrainian nationalism and 
Ukrainization to smear those they perceived as their political enemies, even 
at the height of the Kremlin’s public support for Ukrainization. Lazar 
Kaganovich, who headed the CP(b)U from 1925 to 1928 and who pro-
moted Ukrainization with far less enthusiasm than Skrypnyk, often 
claimed that “every Ukrainian is potentially a nationalist.”35 By the late 
1930s, such accusations defied any semblance of reality. A.I. Uspenskii, the 
chief of Ukraine’s secret police and a self- identified Russian, asserted that 
“75–80 percent of Ukrainians are bourgeois nationalists.”36 Even Nikolai 
Yezhov, the NKVD’s leader before Beria, declared in  March 1938 that 
 entire anti- Soviet Ukrainian nationalist divisions freely operated in the un-
derground in Ukraine!37 False accusations based on ideological predisposi-
tions intentionally ignored reality.

Anti- Ukrainization within Ukrainization

In Ukraine, the Great Terror of 1936–8, according to Lev Kopelev, “began 
with the year 1933,” long before Kirov’s murder.38 But preparations to 
unleash this terror started even earlier, shortly after the introduction of the 
New Economic Policy in 1921.39
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Despite its victory over the anti- Bolshevik forces that year, the central 
party (as well as the CP[b]U) remained suspicious of most of the members of 
the Soviet creative intelligentsia in general and the advocates of Ukrainization, 
in particular.40 Already in late November 1922, the Moscow headquarters of 
the GPU prepared an extensive report on the anti- Soviet attitudes of the 
Russian intelligentsia in 1921 and 1922.41 In a secret circular issued by the 
Moscow headquarters of the GPU on 23 November 1923 to all provincial 
(gubernia) heads throughout the USSR, the GPU’s leaders set up a system to 
observe and record the political feelings and activities of the intelligentsia in 
the universities, publishing houses, independent creative organizations, and 
cooperatives. Local agencies of the GPU would create files on all university 
professors and student activists, noting their previous political activities and 
their current views of the Soviet government and the Communist Party.42

At the end of March 1926, the Ukrainian GPU issued a secret circular, 
“About Ukrainian Society,” reaffirming that the organization should keep 
track of the Ukrainian intelligentsia’s attitudes and opinions concerning do-
mestic and international matters.43 Shortly afterwards, the Central Committee 
of the Communist Party of Ukraine approved the GPU’s recommendations, 
which targeted members of the All- Ukrainian Academy of Sciences and 
Mykhailo Hrushevsky, its president. After claiming that dangerous “right- 
wing” (anti- communist) groups spread throughout Ukraine, the GPU put 
into place an extensive system for observing its citizens and probing their 
political pulse.44 The party’s central organs took Kaganovich’s witticism 
(“every Ukrainian is potentially a nationalist”) very seriously.

Several weeks after the Ukrainian GPU’s recommendations, Stalin met 
with Alexander Shumsky, the Ukrainian commissar of education and a 
strong advocate of Ukrainization. In his description of this private discus-
sion in a letter to Lazar Kaganovich (then the head of the Communist 
Party of Ukraine) the central party’s leader claimed that Shumsky be-
lieved that Ukrainization was progressing “far too slowly, that it is looked 
upon as an imposed obligation, and is being carried out reluctantly and 
haltingly,” and needed more support from party and trade union leaders.45 
Shumsky, according to Stalin, asserted that Ukrainization had to be “car-
ried out first of all within the ranks of the party and among the proletari-
at,” where it encountered much resistance.46 The Ukrainian commissar 
criticized Kaganovich’s methods and advocated changing the top party 
and Soviet leaders in the Ukrainian SSR.

In response to Shumsky’s assessment of Ukrainization, Stalin agreed that 
a broad movement favouring Ukrainian culture and the use of Ukrainian in 
the public sphere had attracted large numbers, but warned that many com-
munists did not “realize the meaning and the importance of the movement 
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and are therefore taking no steps to gain control of it.”47 Most importantly, 
he insisted that Shumsky committed two serious ideological errors in his 
criticisms of Ukrainization’s implementation. His first, Stalin declared, con-
fused “Ukrainization of the apparatus of our party and other bodies with 
Ukrainization of the proletariat.”48 Stalin agreed that the apparatus of the 
party and the Soviet Ukrainian government should be Ukrainianized. But 
he misleadingly asserted that Shumsky advocated the need “to compel the 
mass of the Russian workers to give up the Russian language and Russian 
culture and accept the Ukrainian culture and language as their own.”49 Stalin 
claimed that the forcible Ukrainization of the proletariat from above would 
be a “utopian and harmful policy, one capable of stirring up anti- Ukrainian 
chauvinism among the non- Ukrainian sections of the proletariat.”50

Shumsky, according to Stalin, also failed to recognize the “seamy side” 
of Ukrainization. Oftentimes, non- communist intellectuals, those who 
“sought to alienate Ukrainian culture and public life from the general 
Soviet culture and political life,” led the pro- Ukrainization movement. A 
number of Ukrainian communists, such as Mykola Khvylovy, a prominent 
writer who advocated Ukraine’s distancing from Russia’s cultural influ-
ences, uncritically absorbed these anti- Soviet views. From the Kremlin’s 
standpoint, these ideas became “an increasingly real danger in Ukraine,” 
presumably because Ukraine’s cultural detachment from Russia represent-
ed a potential political divorce.51 (Here, Stalin revealed his unspoken as-
sumption that Russians and the Russian- speaking population supported 
Soviet power far more than the USSR’s non- Russian population.)

Shumsky’s ideological errors, in Stalin’s view, were interconnected. 
Shumsky presumed that leading Ukrainian- speaking cadres could easily 
replace Russian or Russian- speaking ones, but he did not understand the 
“question of tempo,” that this transition was a lengthy, spontaneous, and 
natural process.52 Stalin implied that although Ukrainians would eventual-
ly constitute the majority of the Ukrainian party and government leaders 
in the near future, the indigenous communist cadres were not yet qualified 
for higher positions. Maintaining a steady pace of Ukrainization without 
stirring up anti- Ukrainian chauvinism among the non- Ukrainians within 
the working class or allowing the Ukrainization movement to fall into 
hands of “hostile elements” remained the most important challenge. How 
could the party establish and maintain the proper tempo? By controlling 
not only Ukrainization’s rhythms, Stalin implied, but Ukrainization itself.

Stalin’s concerns, communicated to Kaganovich, may have spurred the 
Ukrainian party leader to intensify the surveillance of the Ukrainian intel-
ligentsia. In September 1926, four months after Piłsudski’s coup in Poland, 
Ukraine’s GPU issued another memorandum, a short overview of the 
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“separatist tendencies” among Ukrainian “counter- revolutionaries,” those 
men who led the Ukrainian National Republic. In the early 1920s, many 
of them – impressed by the Soviet introduction of Ukrainization – re-
turned from exile and received amnesties from the Soviet government. 
Most of those who returned engaged in cultural work, primarily in the 
field of education, and joined the ranks of the Ukrainian Autocephalous 
Orthodox Church and the All- Ukrainian Academy of Sciences.

This report claimed that these men and women may have publicly recog-
nized the Soviet Ukrainian government but sought to undermine it from 
within by seeking to create an anti- Soviet “cultural front.” Many of these 
former exiles retained a chauvinistic ideology, professing that Ukraine re-
mained Russia’s economically exploited colony, even after the Bolshevik 
Revolution. According to this memo, many of these émigrés asserted that 
all government positions should be in the hands of “true Ukrainians” and 
sought to re- establish ties with the kulaks and their other former supporters 
in the countryside. Most ominously, the report highlighted the “fact” that a 
group of students from the Ukrainian- speaking Kuban region aspired to 
create a powerful, separatist organization of peasants (the Ukrainian Peasant 
Union) in Ukraine and in the Russian Federation’s Kuban, Crimea, the 
western Don, and the southern parts of the Kursk and Voronezh areas.53 All 
in all, the GPU concluded, Ukrainization provided anti- Soviet émigrés 
with the fig leaf to subvert the Soviet regime in Ukraine. Their possible re-
connection with the Ukrainian peasantry and Ukraine’s ultimate secession 
from the USSR remained the GPU’s worst- case scenario.

What needed to be done? The September memorandum repeated many 
of the conclusions from the March circular on the need to watch the émi-
grés, their relationship with the countryside, and with Ukrainian society 
as a whole.54 The GPU organized this widespread surveillance program 
shortly afterwards.55

As implementation of the first five- year plan unleashed massive tensions, 
fears, and conflicts throughout the USSR, Stalin started to deliver mixed 
messages concerning Ukrainization. In a long and rambling discussion with 
a group of Ukrainian writers at the Kremlin on 12 February 1929, he dis-
cussed the importance of the national question and the party’s active spon-
sorship of the national cultures of “backward peoples” within the broader 
framework of industrialization and Soviet national security. He expressed 
his support for korenizatsiia, but not full support. He asserted:

We must strive to ensure that a worker and peasant coming to a factory or 
plant or to an agricultural enterprise is literate, having at the very least, a 
fourth- grade education … In what language can this be achieved? In Russian? 
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Or in the native language? If we want to raise the broad masses of people to 
the highest level of culture … we must give maximum development to the 
native language of each nationality, since only in the native language can we 
achieve this.56

Without employing national cultures in raising the masses to the higher 
level of culture, “we will not be able to make our industry or agriculture 
suitable for defense.”57

But Stalin tempered his support for Ukrainization with references to 
the Russian push- back against Ukrainization. When asked by a writer 
about the possibility of a transfer of the majority Ukrainian- speaking ar-
eas within Russia’s Kursk and Voronezh provinces and the Kuban region 
to the Ukrainian SSR, Stalin replied that “it makes no serious difference, 
of course, where one district or another of Ukraine or the RSFSR be-
longs.” But this issue and other matters, he asserted, evoked “strong resis-
tance from some Russians.” As a consequence, “this question must be 
dealt with in a careful manner, not getting too far ahead of ourselves so as 
not to cause a negative reaction among this or that part of the popula-
tion.”58 By the late 1920s, Stalin recognized that the Russians constituted 
the most important component of the USSR’s diverse population and con-
cluded that the party should appease them.59

More ominously, Stalin defended the anti- Bolshevik Mikhail Bulgakov’s 
play, The Days of the Turbins, which was then being performed in one of 
Moscow’s theatres. The play depicted the revolutionary period in Ukraine 
in late 1918 and January 1919, when the peasants rebelled against Hetman 
Skoropadsky under the banners of the Ukrainian nationalist Symon 
Petliura and when the Bolsheviks recaptured Kiev.60

Oleksa Tesniak, a writer from Kiev, asserted that when he watched the 
play, “the thing that struck me most was that Bolshevism defeats those peo-
ple [Russian Whites and Ukrainian nationalists] not because it is Bolshevism, 
but because it is creating a ‘unified, great, and indivisible Russia’ [a slogan 
of the anti- Bolshevik movement]. This is the message which strikes every-
one who sees the play, and we would be better off without this kind of 
victory of Bolshevism.” Another writer backed him up by asserting, “It’s 
become almost a tradition of the Russian theater to show Ukrainians as 
some kind of fools or bandits.”61

All of the Ukrainian poets, novelists, and critics at this meeting wanted 
the Kremlin to ban the play. But Stalin claimed that, despite its disdain for 
Ukrainians and the Ukrainian language, Bulgakov’s work provided “more 
pluses than minuses,” inasmuch as it portrayed “the invincible might of 
communism.”62 He justified his response by pointing out the ease “to 
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cancel this thing or that thing or another thing. But you must understand 
that there is such a thing as an audience and it wants to see [plays].”63 
Explicitly, Stalin asserted that satisfying the tastes of the audience repre-
sented an important factor in Soviet cultural policy. Implicitly, he hinted 
that the preferences of the Russian audiences should drive Soviet cultural 
policy.

At the meeting, an unknown writer pointed out that the Twelfth Party 
Congress in 1923 defined two sets of national deviations confronting the 
Soviet regime: great- power (Russian) chauvinism and local (non- Russian) 
chauvinism. Although Ukrainians have assimilated this “perfectly well,” 
he claimed, the leading organs, “even in Moscow,” have not properly un-
derstood these ideological aberrations.64 In the 1920s in Ukraine, local de-
viationists, such as Shumsky, had been condemned and their specific 
ideological mistakes exposed thoroughly, but this was not the case with 
Russian deviationists.65

When some of the writers agreed and named a number of prominent 
party leaders who spread anti- Ukrainian views, Stalin dismissed these men 
as insignificant. He claimed that only a small number of minor and way-
ward officials embraced the ideological error of “great power chauvinism.” 
Stalin’s responses to The Day of the Turbins and to this question demon-
strated his reluctance to implement full Ukrainization, which might upset 
the sensitivities of the Russian public in Ukraine (as well as in the RSFSR).66

For the Ukrainian intelligentsia, full Ukrainization represented full de-
colonization, a complete break with the tsarist past. For many leading 
Russians and Russified communists in Ukraine, Ukrainization threatened 
to de- Russify the cities and undermine their status and power. Many of 
them possessed a sense of political entitlement. Russia had ruled this area 
for several hundred years. As leaders of the world’s first revolutionary, 
working- class, anti- imperial, and “affirmative- action” state, they viewed 
themselves as superior to the local Ukrainian population and would not 
accept marginality in the near future. For these men, as for Bulgakov, ur-
ban centres represented the foundation of progress, culture, and civiliza-
tion; “barbarian Ukraine” started “where the city ended.”67 Stalin shared 
their apprehensions and sought to mobilize them for his own purposes.

In response to his justifications for the need to respect the sensitivities of 
the Russians, one unknown writer quipped: “It’s hard to catch a great- 
power chauvinist by the tail.”68 Stalin then abruptly brought the long meet-
ing to an end.

In dealing with the national question, the party had to confront national 
deviations, efforts to adapt “the internationalist policy of the working class 
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to the nationalistic policy of the bourgeoisie,” which would “undermine the 
Soviet system and to restore capitalism.”69 In the 1920s the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union acknowledged the existence of two national de-
viations, great- power nationalism and local nationalism. Of these two, party 
leaders singled out Russian great- power chauvinism as the greatest danger.

By late 1932, the central party reversed its heretofore public approval of 
Ukrainization (as the above- mentioned decrees of 14–15  December 1932 
show). Its critics claimed that this preferential policy represented a Trojan 
horse for Ukrainian nationalism, which would lead to separatism. In ear-
ly March 1933, the Ukrainian Politburo sent Stalin a draft of a resolution 
assessing Ukrainization. Stalin corrected it and expressed his own concerns:

We fought and undermined the bases of Great Russian chauvinism in order 
to establish national equality. But in view of the fact that this struggle was 
frequently waged by nationalistic elements, not always in a Bolshevik man-
ner, not always in the name of internationalism, quite often Great Russian 
nationalism was supplanted by Ukrainian- Galician nationalism and instead 
of national equality there emerged another inequality, Ukrainian chauvinism 
and Ukrainian centrism, not internationalism but nationalism.70

Stalin’s interpretation represented a new approach in assessing Soviet 
nationality policy and its implementation in Ukraine. In a November 1933 
speech that Stalin heavily edited, Stanislav Kosior, the first secretary of the 
Communist Party of Ukraine, asserted that “Great Russian chauvinism is 
still the main danger throughout the Soviet Union and the entire VKP(b). 
However, this in no way negates the fact that in certain republics of the 
USSR, particularly in Ukraine, the main danger at the present time is 
Ukrainian nationalism, which is allied with the imperialistic intervention-
ists.”71 In late January 1934, at the Seventeenth Party Congress, Stalin as-
serted that in Ukraine until “only very recently, the deviation towards 
Ukrainian nationalism did not represent the chief danger, but when the 
fight against it ceased and it was allowed to grow to such an extent that it 
linked up with the interventionists, this deviation became the chief dan-
ger.”72 His view now became the new party line. Ukrainization, as imple-
mented by Shumsky and Skrypnyk, had to be crushed.

Ukrainization Reconfigured

If in 1923 party leaders in Kharkiv envisioned the Ukrainization policy as 
an effort to win over the peasants to the Soviet cause by moderating the 
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national divisions between Ukraine’s rural and urban areas (a policy easier 
proclaimed than implemented), they launched a more ambitious phase in 
1925, concentrating on the Russified cities.73 But by 1933, the Kremlin’s 
party leaders felt that the compromises on the national question hammered 
out in the early 1920s no longer addressed the new political realities. With 
forced collectivization, the “small” famine of 1928–9, the removal of the 
kulaks in 1930–1, the “minor” famine of 1932, ignited by the heavy- handed 
grain collection, and the “major” famine of 1933 (the Holodomor), which 
killed millions, the party gained unprecedented control over the country-
side and over the wayward Ukrainian peasantry. Political overtures to the 
peasants and to Ukrainian society were no longer necessary. The All- 
Union Communist Party had finally won the civil and national wars of 
1918–21.

Despite this victory, Ukrainization still remained in place, although in a 
revised and subdued form. After denouncing “bourgeois nationalists” and 
their agents, headed by Skrypnyk, for perverting this policy, Stalin’s men 
advocated a “Bolshevik Ukrainization.” This revised version adhered to 
the ubiquitous slogan, “national in form, socialist in content.” Most im-
portantly, the complete design and implementation of Soviet nationality 
policy in this republic came under Moscow’s watchful eyes without the 
regional party’s mediation. After several published discussions delineating 
the differences between “Ukrainization” and “Bolshevik Ukrainization,” 
the authorities de- emphasized this policy and rarely mentioned it in pub-
lic. Although party leaders may have tried to reopen the issue of the use of 
Ukrainian in public in the Stalino, Dniepropetrovsk, and Odessa oblasts in 
1935, very little came of it.74 Although S.V. Kosior, the first secretary of the 
CP(b)U, claimed at its Thirteenth Party Congress (27 May–3 June 1937) 
that Ukrainization still remained a vital party policy and that governmen-
tal workers “should know the language of the Ukrainian people,” his in-
terpretation did not represent the views of all of the delegates.75 When 
many members of this congress condemned the “insufficient Ukrainization” 
of the party, the soviets, and particularly the trade unions and Komsomol 
organizations, they meant the inclusion of more Ukrainians (and not nec-
essarily Ukrainian speakers) into the leading institutions, not the need to 
expand the Ukrainian language or culture in the public sphere.76

In order to limit the number of potential advocates of a Skrypnyk- 
oriented Ukrainization, Postyshev dismantled the Commissariat of Edu-
cation and the Institute of Linguistics within the Ukrainian Academy of 
Sciences and started to purge the party (by 1933–4 the majority of Ukrain-
ization’s most prominent supporters within the creative intelligentsia had 
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already experienced arrest). Over the long run, Postyshev did far more 
than just cripple the expansion of the Ukrainian language into the cities or 
reconfigure Ukrainization. By wielding their revolutionary swords, he 
and Balitsky decimated Ukrainization’s supporters within the Commu-
nist Party and among Ukrainian intellectuals and members of Ukraine’s 
civil society. Throughout the 1930s uncounted thousands more were ar-
rested on false charges and forced to confess membership in various non- 
existent underground subversive organizations.77 Those who did not 
conform to the party’s new interpretation (or were perceived to conform 
reluctantly) were annihilated. Decades into the future, the cultural sophis-
tication of these purged men and women could not be easily replicated or 
civil society easily reconstructed, even after Ukraine’s independence in 
1991.78 The famines, the Holodomor, and the purges represented, in effect, 
the process of a mass “negative selection” in Ukrainian society.79

By the late 1930s, Soviet authorities shifted the uneasy equilibrium 
 between the Ukrainian and Russian languages in the Russian direction. 
More than two thousand officials within the Commissariat of Education, 
Ukrainization’s command centre, lost their positions. Many subsequently 
experienced arrest and imprisonment, if not execution. The party suspend-
ed publication of Ukrainian dictionaries (new editions started to incorpo-
rate Russian terms) and abolished the 1928 standardization of Ukrainian 
orthography, which Skrypnyk hammered out.80 Ukrainian as the language 
of instruction in the primary and secondary schools, in any case, fell from 
88.5 per cent in 1932–3 to 78.2 per cent in 1938–9, primarily in the cities, 
not the countryside, which experienced inferior Ukrainian- language 
schools to the end of the Soviet period. The percentage of Ukrainian stu-
dents in higher educational institutions declined from 66.7  per cent in 
1930–1 to 54.2 per cent in 1937–8.81 In the 1930s, the share of Ukrainian- 
language book titles and newspapers shrank from 79 to 42 per cent and 
from 89 per cent to 69 per cent, respectively.82

Despite the purges of Skrypnyk’s Commissariat of Education and the 
decline in Ukrainian language use in schools, the media, and the public 
sphere, Ukrainization remained in place, even if not fully actualized. 
Between 1933 and September 1937, Skrypnyk’s successors amended this 
policy’s alleged “mechanical implementation.” The redesigned version no 
longer challenged the Russian language’s long- standing hegemony in 
Ukraine’s urban public sphere.83

With renewed attacks on “Ukrainian nationalism” and “bourgeois na-
tionalists” in late 1937, the party watered down even this weakened adapta-
tion.84 On 13  March 1938 the Soviet government issued a secret decree 
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designating the Russian language and literature as required subjects of study 
in all non- Russian schools throughout the USSR, starting with the new 
school year in September.85 The Ukrainian SSR followed suit. Its Politburo 
formulated two important decrees concerning this matter in April 1938.

The first abolished the small number of schools with languages of in-
struction in German, Polish, Czech, Greek, and Swedish, integrating their 
pupils into Ukrainian-  or Russian- language schools. The Ukrainian SSR’s 
multilingual educational network now became a bilingual one. The second 
decree reinforced the Russian language in the Ukrainian- language schools 
by increasing the number of hours devoted to it during the school week 
and by stipulating that children should start studying the language earlier 
(in the second grade in all elementary schools and in the third grade in all 
middle and incomplete middle schools).86 Although these laws did not 
transform Ukrainian- language schools into Russian- language schools, 
they helped marginalize them.87

Yes, all Russian schools in the republic were still required to teach the 
Ukrainian language “for a specified number of hours per week to each of 
their students.” Yes, a certain number of officials and governmental agencies 
(such as the Commissariats of Health, Social Welfare, and Education but not 
the military or the NKVD) employed Ukrainian in the public sphere. But 
these measures did not necessary “encourage” the public use of Ukrainian, 
as some Western analysts claim.88

In many cases, the existence of Ukrainian- language schools helped in-
culcate the idea that Ukrainian language and culture remained inferior to 
the Russian. In the 1920s the quality of Ukrainian- language schools in the 
cities and the countryside rarely surpassed that of the Russian- language 
schools. (The attraction of Russified cities, the shortage of highly trained 
Ukrainian- language teachers, constant educational underfunding, and bu-
reaucratic obstruction handicapped these schools.) In the 1930s, the Soviet 
Ukrainian government often purged the ranks of the Ukrainian- language 
teachers, accusing them of “Ukrainian nationalism.” In 1938, the party 
increased the number of hours pupils studied the Russian language and 
literature, ultimately reducing the time allotted for Ukrainian language 
and literature. The quality of this Ukrainian- language instruction and the 
extent to which it differed from Russian- language instruction in Ukrainian-  
and Russian- language schools must have varied enormously from area to 
area and from region to region, based on how local officials, teachers, par-
ents, and communities interpreted Kiev’s orders to teach Ukrainian.89 
How they identified themselves nationally as well as socially also helped 
determine their responses to this bilingual, dual- tiered schooling.
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But all in all, according to one of the studies produced by Harvard 
University’s Project on the Soviet Social System in the early 1950s, the 
Soviet leadership ruthlessly “suppress(ed) all spontaneous expressions of 
Ukrainian culture and national feeling.”90 As a precautionary measure, they 
closely monitored individuals and groups they did not trust, such the 
Ukrainian intelligentsia, who usually spoke Russian as fluently as Ukrainian. 
In practice, the Kremlin and its agents viewed the intelligentsia’s public use 
of Ukrainian as a defiance of the regime and as evidence of national pride.91

Between 1933 and 1941, the Soviet Union sent a mixed message to its 
Ukrainian population in Central, Southern, and Eastern Ukraine. The 
Ukrainian language would remain in place, but it would remain inferior to 
Russian, which would dominate the public sphere, the media, the military 
and the security services, and most of the republic’s commissariats. Only 
mastery of Russian (not Ukrainian) would unlock the opportunities for so-
cial mobility and career advancement. Even if an individual spoke Ukrainian, 
he or she would prefer not to draw attention to it, much less politicize it. 
Members of the better- educated younger generation, unlike the pre- 
revolutionary Ukrainian intelligentsia or the supporters of Ukrainization, 
“ceased to identify themselves vigorously as Ukrainians” and became more 
receptive to the new Stalinist order.92 With the introduction of these poli-
cies, the Russian culture and language became even more prevalent in the 
urban setting in the 1930s than in the 1920s, even after the migration of mil-
lions of Ukrainians into the cities.93

Non- Ukrainian Minorities

Ukraine’s largest minorities, such as the Jews, Poles, Germans, Romanians, 
Greeks, and others also suffered as a result of the radical shift in Soviet 
nationalities policy in the early 1930s. Preoccupied with the possibility of 
war with Germany, Poland, and Japan, Moscow’s leaders were suspicious 
of the political loyalties of diasporic peoples, such as the Germans, Poles, 
Koreans, and Iranians – those who lived within the Soviet state’s borders 
but who retained the culture, if not the language, of their homelands out-
side the USSR’s borders.94 Soviet authorities ended their indigenization 
programs and arrested the leading intellectuals and party officials belong-
ing to these groups. They disbanded the Jewish section of the All- Union 
Communist Party in 1930, arrested the leaders of the Jewish Autonomous 
Republic in Birobidzhan, reduced the number of Jewish cultural organiza-
tions and secondary and vocational schools, and shut down a large number 
of Yiddish and Hebrew publications. Soviet leaders also targeted German 
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peasants in southern Ukraine and Polish peasants on the Soviet- Polish 
border areas during collectivization and the famine and even after.95

In the 1920s the Soviet authorities sought to delineate the national iden-
tities of the population of the Right Bank. Bureaucrats implementing ko-
renizatsiia programs in this region – a multi- ethnic borderland where 
Ukrainians, Jews, Poles, and Germans lived together for centuries – found 
it difficult to introduce national categories. If masses of peasants spoke 
Ukrainian, but practised Roman Catholicism, should they be counted as 
Ukrainians or Poles? In 1925, the Ukrainian NKVD decided that these 
peasants with hybrid identities belonged to the Polish nation. This deci-
sion led to an increase in the number of Poles in Ukraine from 90,300 in 
1923 to 369,612 in 1926.96

With korenizatsiia’s reconfiguration by the beginning of the 1930s, the 
same security forces which expanded the membership of these groups 
now sought to destroy them. The political leadership prompted the arrest 
of 10,800 Soviet citizens of Polish or German nationality in 1934 in Soviet 
Ukraine and the resettlement of approximately 41,650 Poles, Germans, 
and kulaks from the western to the eastern areas of Ukraine in early 1935.97

Outside of Ukrainians, the NKVD specifically targeted Poles (the larg-
est concentration of the Soviet Union’s 600,000 Poles lived in Ukraine), 
even after Piłsudski’s death in May 1935. In the summer of 1936, for ex-
ample, the authorities deported 69,283 people, mostly Soviet Poles, from 
Ukraine to Kazakhstan.98 On 11 August 1937, Yezhov ordered the total 
elimination of the Polish Military Organization, a group of imagined spies 
who worked on behalf of the Polish intelligence agencies.99 Of the 1.3 mil-
lion people sentenced during the Great Purges, one- third were apprehend-
ed in the operations against specific national groups, and nearly half of this 
total were arrested during the “Polish operation.”100 Of the 55,928 people 
arrested in Soviet Ukraine during the Polish operation, 47,327 were shot.101 
From this point onward, it appeared as if the Soviet Union would treat all 
Poles as enemies of the state. National identities or cultural connections, 
not a person’s place in the socio- economic order or his political views, 
now determined an individual’s innocence or guilt.

In 1938 and 1939, Stalin’s men dissolved most of the twenty- one non- 
Ukrainian national districts created in the Ukrainian SSR in the early 
1920s, disbanded the German- , Polish- , Czech- , Swedish- , Greek- , and 
other- language schools, and reorganized them into schools with programs 
of instruction in Ukrainian or Russian.102 The Ukrainian Politburo or-
dered that the Cyrillic script replace the Latin script in the orthography of 
the Moldovan language.103 Only the Russian national districts and Russian- 
language schools remained untouched.
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After Kirov’s Murder

With the murder of Sergei Kirov, the Leningrad Communist Party boss 
and popular Politburo member, on 1  December 1934, the NKVD un-
leashed a new wave of terror throughout the USSR. In 1935 and 1936, 
Soviet security agencies arrested more spies, Trotskyists, Zinovievites, and 
former members of non- Bolshevik political parties in the Ukrainian SSR 
than in any other region of the Soviet Union.104

Between October 1936 and November 1938, during the so- called “Great 
Terror,” the NKVD arrested more than 1,575,000 people and executed 
681,692 for counter- revolutionary crimes throughout the USSR.105 In 
Ukraine in 1937 and 1938, this dreaded organization arrested 267,579 men 
and women and executed 122,237 of them. Victims included former party 
leaders and hundreds of the members of the republic’s elite, people with 
non- Bolshevik political affiliations, industrial managers and engineers, in-
tellectuals, clergy, and national minorities, such as the Poles and Germans, 
who suffered disproportionately as potential “enemy spies.”106 Alleged “ku-
laks” and “Ukrainian nationalists” also endured extensive repressions.107

In addition to real and perceived political opponents, Stalin attempted 
to annihilate people from formerly privileged classes, such as the nobles; 
immigrants from foreign countries; fugitives and de- kulakized peasants; 
marginal people, such as the poor and unemployed; priests and their fami-
lies; and people who associated with foreigners.108 The mass terror opera-
tions of 1937–8 re- emphasized the need to crush “kulak elements,” 
religious believers, and the “Trotskyist agents of the German- Japanese 
counter- intelligence services.”109 All in all, the NKVD shot nearly seventy- 
one thousand inhabitants of Soviet Ukraine during this kulak operation, 
nearly one- fifth of all executed in the USSR as a whole. Of these seventy- 
one thousand, over half were accused of Ukrainian nationalism.110 Most 
did not experience ordinary trials. Instead, the NKVD tried and sentenced 
many of them with its three- member “Special Sections.”

The Postyshev era ended in mid- March 1937, when the authorities 
abruptly reassigned the Ukrainian party’s second secretary to Kuibyshev, 
where he continued his struggle against “wreckers,” “Trotskyists,” and 
other well- entrenched “counter- revolutionaries.” One year later, he was 
recalled to Moscow, where he was arrested, then disappeared. Balitsky 
shared his fate.

Delegates to the Thirteenth Congress of the Communist Party of 
Ukraine (held ten weeks after Postyshev’s transfer) may have imagined 
that they had avoided the tidal waves of purges which engulfed the USSR. 
But shortly after this meeting ended, the authorities arrested the Red 
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Army’s entire high command, including top army commanders in Ukraine, 
and shot them. The NKVD also detained many members of the CP(b)U 
and the Soviet Ukrainian government.111

Beginning on 9 July, Moscow’s Pravda published a number of attacks on 
the All- Ukrainian Radio Committee and on cadre problems in Vinnytsia, 
in the Komsomol, and in Ukraine’s regional communist party newspapers. 
All of these attacks directly or indirectly blamed the Ukrainian party’s 
newly elected Central Committee for its lack of vigilance.112 The Ukrainian 
Central Committee’s public response to these charges in Pravda failed to 
stop the onslaught.113

In August, the central Politburo sent a special commission, consisting of 
Viacheslav Molotov, Nikolai Yezhov, and Nikita Khrushchev to Kiev. They 
called a plenary session of the CP(b)U Central Committee and expressed no 
confidence in it or in the Soviet Ukrainian government, headed by Panas 
Liubchenko. Newspapers soon accused Liubchenko of being a member of an 
anti- Soviet bourgeois- nationalist organization of former Borotbists. (He had 
been a Borotbist before joining the Communist Party of Ukraine in 1919.)114

Shortly afterwards, Liubchenko committed suicide. The Kremlin then 
recalled Stanislav Kosior, the head of the Communist Party of Ukraine, to 
Moscow, and arrested his closest advisers. Stalin’s loyalists liquidated the 
overwhelming majority of the leaders of the CP(b)U, including sixty of 
sixty- two members and candidate members of the party’s newly elected 
Central Committee, and most of the leading governmental officials.115 The 
Central Committee could not hold meetings because it lacked the required 
quorum.116

A small group of emissaries from Moscow, men who held no publicly 
defined posts, made all of the political decisions in Ukraine.117 M.I. 
Bondarenko, who had served under Postyshev in the Kharkiv party orga-
nization, became the chair of the People’s Commissars on 1 September 
1937, but only for another four to five months.118

In late 1937, a new updated post- Postyshev order started to emerge 
when Stalin appointed Nikita Khrushchev as the acting first secretary of 
the CP(b)U. Stalin’s viceroy arrived in Kiev on 27 January 1938, and on 
22 February Damian Korotchenko became the new chair of the Council 
of People’s Commissars of the Soviet Ukrainian government. In June, the 
election of a new Central Committee at the Fourteenth Party Congress 
(13–18 June 1938) of the CP(b)U ended this year- long period of political 
uncertainty. This new Central Committee immediately chose Khrushchev 
as its permanent first secretary.
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Taking his responsibilities seriously, the new party chief claimed that 
Ukraine’s difficulties during collectivization were organized “on the or-
ders of Piłsudski and the German fascists” and vowed that the Ukrainian 
party must “mercilessly smash spies and traitors. And we shall smash 
them and finish them off.”119 Although Khrushchev did not discuss kore-
nizatsiia or Ukrainization in any detail at this congress, he reaffirmed the 
new political reality that “we Bolsheviks develop the national culture of 
each people, but we develop each ‘national in form and socialist in con-
tent.’”120 Socialist content, as defined by Stalin’s inner circle, now became 
more important than national form.

Born in Russia’s Kursk province in 1894, Khrushchev and his family 
moved to the Donbass mines in 1908.121 Nikita Sergeevich had started his 
party career in the Ukrainian Republic in the early 1920s and became a 
prominent member of the Moscow regional party apparatus, reaching the 
position of its first secretary in 1935. Now he returned to Ukraine to head 
its devastated party, which barely survived several sets of radical purges. 
Its membership dropped from 433,500 in 1934 to 285,800 in 1938.122 
Because most of the major Ukrainian party leaders had been arrested be-
fore his arrival, Khrushchev brought his own group of assistants, men he 
could trust, and with them reconstructed the Ukrainian party from the 
ground up. In 1938, Ukraine’s new party leader assigned a young Leonid 
Brezhnev to head a department of the Dnieprodzerzhinsk Provincial 
Committee and then promoted him to secretary of that committee.123

Even after Stalin dismissed Yezhov as the head of the NKVD in 
December 1938, the security services continued to take large numbers of 
men and women into custody.124 Between 1938 and 1940, the Ukrainian 
NKVD apprehended another 165,565 men and women on various politi-
cal charges.125

Seventeen years after the start of the revolutionary period, the Communist 
Party decisively conquered the Ukrainian agricultural areas. After securing 
the collective farm system in 1933, the authorities moved the capital of 
Soviet Ukraine from Kharkiv to Kiev in 1934. Mass collectivization, exten-
sive grain requisitions, famines, the Holodomor, and the purges complete-
ly overturned the uneasy political balance established by the NEP and by 
Ukrainization in the early 1920s. The proportion of those who identified 
themselves a Ukrainians in the CP(b)U fell from 60 per cent to 57 per cent 
between 1933 and 1937, before rising to 63 per cent in 1940.126 But this 
quantitative increase of Ukrainians did not represent the predominance of 
Ukrainian speakers within the party’s ranks or the emergence of “home 



190 Total Wars

rule” for Ukrainians within the USSR. By employing mass violence, the 
Communist Party transformed the second most important Soviet republic 
into a Stalinist satrapy.

Mastering State Violence

In light of their perceived insecurity inside and outside of the USSR’s bor-
ders, Soviet party leaders would not tolerate any opposition, even if pas-
sive in form. Most of the party’s senior leadership had experienced the 
barbaric events of the First World War, revolution, and the subsequent 
civil and national wars. These men assimilated the culture of violence to 
such a degree that political compromises could no longer assuage them. 
“All or nothing” became their standard response to any crisis, and they 
would employ the coercive power of the institutions they controlled 
against all “counter- revolutionaries” and “class enemies.” The commu-
nists would confront their opponents, engage in mass violence, introduce 
heavy- handed administrative measures, and institutionalize dictatorial 
rule, needlessly splitting Soviet society.127

As Sheila Fitzpatrick and David Joravsky pointed out decades ago, the 
Communist Party leaders acquired a garrison mentality, dividing the 
world into friends and foes.128 The Civil War emerged as their most forma-
tive experience, far more than the “Marxist- Leninist ideology, Lenin’s 
natural authoritarianism, or the conspiratorial traditions of the pre- 
revolutionary party.”129 This horrific ordeal, a byproduct of the Russian 
Revolution (itself a spinoff of the First World War), taught them to em-
brace violence, coercion, intolerance of dissent, rule by administrative de-
cree, and a centralization of power.

For Stalin’s men, the application of state violence not only represented a 
response to “class enemies,” but embodied “a tool for fashioning an ideal-
ized image of a better, purer society.”130 They believed that hostile capital-
ist states encircled the USSR and envisioned an industrialized economy as 
the first socialist state’s best defence against attack. Industrialization meant 
collectivization. Once the Communist Party encountered resistance in the 
countryside, the party needed not only “to secure obedience and order,” 
but “explicitly ‘to cleanse’ the population of pernicious threats, to secure 
its full health and recovery,” even if peasants stopped resisting.131

Stalin shared the impatience of this Civil War generation, caught in the 
netherworld between revolution and the implementation of the revolution’s 
ultimate goals. According to Roman Werfel, one of communist Poland’s 
leading party ideologists in the 1940s and 1950s, Stalin “represented the 
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calvary charge line of thought: a generation that had grown up with the 
Civil War and charged ahead with sheer force. Unlike the Old Bolsheviks, 
it was not used to drudgery, to work that was long- term with no immedi-
ate, striking effects.”132 For Stalin as for this generation, the era of the New 
Economic Policy did not produce the adrenaline flow or the metaphorical 
“comradeship of the trenches” that they had experienced in the past. NEP, 
after all, represented a detour from their ultimate political goals. Many of 
those directly engaged in collectivization and grain requisitioning, such as 
Vsevolod Balitsky in Soviet Ukraine and Efim Evdokimov in the North 
Caucasus, had served in the same regions during the Civil War and had 
engaged in grain procurement campaigns during war communism.133 This 
time they would accomplish their mission.

Industrialization became the first and only priority and coerced grain 
collections the only means to this end. In this black-and-white world, the 
party designated anyone who advocated lowering procurement quotas as 
a saboteur, an enemy of collectivization, industrialization, the socialist 
homeland, and the entire communist project.

The collectivization drive vilified the Soviet state’s primary enemies, the 
kulaks and the bourgeois nationalists. Not only did the Bolsheviks smear 
these groups, they also assessed whether they were “redeemable (and sub-
ject to detention and correction) or incorrigible (and hence subject to 
elimination).”134 But the Communist Party never defined the term “kulak” 
precisely.135 Nor did it define the “bourgeois nationalists.” Both became 
popular and very flexible pejorative terms hurled at all real and imagined 
enemies. During the collectivization drive, Stalin and his party conflated 
both terms, and Ukrainian peasants paid a tragic price.

The mass violence and total dehumanization of the enemy built on the 
horrors of the First World War, the revolution, and the subsequent civil 
and national wars and became closely intertwined during the party’s strug-
gle to collectivize. The party had to identify their opponents, then delegiti-
mize, demonize, isolate, and exterminate these groups, neutralizing their 
passive supporters. The party’s fears and insecurities intensified during 
collectivization and the famines, especially since many of its members (in-
cluding Stalin himself) identified the prerogatives of “socialism in one 
country” with Russia itself. Most importantly, Fitzpatrick pointed out that

the Bolsheviks entered the Civil War perceiving themselves as international-
ists and unaware that they had any significant Russian identity. In the course 
of the Civil War, they saw the failure of international revolution, found them-
selves adopting quasi- imperialist policies, became defenders of the Russian 
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heartland against foreign invaders and, in the Polish campaign in the summer 
of 1920, observed not only that Polish workers rallied to Piłsudski, but that 
Russians of all classes rallied to the Bolsheviks when it was a question of 
fighting Poles. These experiences surely had great significance for the future 
evolution of the Bolshevik Party and the Soviet regime.136

In their long and bloody struggle to gain power between 1917 and 1921, 
the Bolsheviks learned first- hand how national identities could prevail 
over class identities. Despite their misgivings, they also realized that they 
needed to craft policies which outwardly championed both sets of identi-
ties, although not with equal emphasis.

During the industrialization campaign, this conflation of state violence 
and quasi- Russian identity within the ranks of the Communist Party un-
dermined the Soviet state’s support for national diversity within its bor-
ders. Industrialization presupposed the total subordination of the peasants, 
the vast majority of the USSR’s population, to the state. In order to enter 
the Marxist promised land, the party – much like the generals of the First 
World War, frustrated by the failures of static trench warfare – demanded 
only one more savage push.

The collectivization drive of 1929–33 and the purges of the 1930s occurred 
throughout the USSR, but they acquired a specifically anti- Ukrainian orien-
tation when applied in the Ukrainian Republic and in the Ukrainian- 
speaking areas of Russia.137 Inasmuch as the Ukrainian SSR constituted the 
USSR’s most important non- Russian republic, its primary grain exporter, a 
region with extensive natural resources, and a rising industrial manufacturer, 
the Soviet leadership understood that it had to secure Ukraine internally as 
well as externally from threats from neighbouring Poland and a resurgent 
Germany. Party leaders exaggerated their anxieties concerning the fulfilment 
of grain procurement quotas and interpreted all of their problems through 
the prism of internal and external threats to Soviet national security, espe-
cially popular resistance to Soviet power in the Ukrainian countryside.138

After the introduction of the collective farm system throughout the 
Ukrainian SSR, the assessed grain quotas constantly rose and the state’s 
agents gained control of most of the grain within Ukraine’s borders, but 
not necessarily the anticipated amount. The authorities in the field, much 
less the centre, did not necessarily understand that their unrealistic de-
mands on the countryside created political, socio- economic, and logistical 
bottlenecks which reduced the total amounts of grain they would gather 
there. Coming from urban environments and wedded to their Marxist ide-
ology, they misunderstood the nature of the crisis in the world grain 
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markets and most assumed that the peasants were responsible for their 
own problems – and should suffer the consequences.

The republic’s extensive peasant opposition to collectivization remind-
ed the Soviet leadership of the civil and national wars of 1918–21 and con-
vinced them that the party had to introduce extraordinary measures to 
break the peasants, who in Stalin’s mind waged a “war by starvation” 
against Soviet power.139 In his view, the peasants were the aggressors and 
the workers, urban residents, and the Red Army the victims.140

This interpretation prompted the outbreak of famine, which in conjunc-
tion with the overall ideological purification of Ukrainian society in the 
1930s, led to genocide. Inasmuch as the Bolsheviks believed in the class 
struggle and judged famines from the standpoint of this historical process, 
they would employ the food supplies they controlled as an instrument of 
that struggle.141 Even if the food or emergency seed loans Stalin and the 
Politburo approved for starving regions reached these areas, it did not nec-
essarily mean that the local cadres would or should deliver them to the 
majority of peasants. The Bolsheviks, after all, did not consider all famine 
victims to have a moral right to state provisions. Because the government 
controlled access to grain within the borders of the USSR, its agents would 
not feed “counter- revolutionaries.” This was a political decision. For Stalin 
and his acolytes, the famine disposed of class enemies “more efficiently 
than deportation,” “increased the grain balance by reducing the rural over-
population” (especially in Ukraine, the USSR’s most densely populated 
republic), and augmented “the disciplining/punishing/socializing/(re)edu-
cating of the rural population.”142 Hunger and mass starvation, they imag-
ined, purged the countryside’s counter- revolutionaries and expedited the 
Ukrainian peasantry’s political re- education. With the famine, Stalin in-
creased grain requisitions and intentionally provoked the Holodomor. 
This was a political decision, not an economic one.

Not only did the authorities seek to subordinate the peasants to the state, 
they also wanted to subject the Ukrainian members of the Soviet body poli-
tic, whom they considered problematic, if not disloyal, to their procrustean 
bed of ideological conformity. By the late 1920s and early 1930s Stalin could 
not even trust most of the senior party leaders in Ukraine. In an 11 August 
1932 memo to Kaganovich, he criticized the republic’s political leaders (who 
had started to defend Soviet Ukrainian prerogatives) and formulated plans 
to replace them, claiming that counter- revolutionaries and Piłsudski’s agents 
had heavily infiltrated the 500,000- member Communist Party of Ukraine. 
Without the introduction of “extraordinary measures” and without 
Ukraine’s transformation “as quickly as possible into a real fortress of the 
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USSR, into a genuinely exemplary republic … we may lose Ukraine,” he 
asserted.143 Ukrainization’s implementation in Ukraine and Russia (espe-
cially in the North Caucasus) had reinvigorated large anti- Soviet groups, 
and they had to be crushed, he concluded.144

In light of such ruthless logic, which blamed the victims, collectivization 
in the grain- producing areas led to famine, which congealed into an impro-
vised genocide, which encompassed not just the peasants, the reservoir of 
the nation, but also the Communist Party of Ukraine, the intelligentsia, 
and the Ukrainian Orthodox Autocephalous Church. These leading groups 
(the “brain” and the “soul” of the nation, as Raphael Lemkin described 
them) set and defined the boundaries between the Ukrainians on the one 
hand and the Poles, Russians, and the Soviet regime on the other.145 Stalin 
and his men took advantage of the collectivization and grain- requisition 
crisis to subdue Ukrainian peasants and to destroy the Ukrainian elites.

The Soviet Union’s Communist Party did little to alleviate the famine of 
1932–3, in sharp contrast to the tragedy of 1921–2, when the Soviet gov-
ernment authorized Western relief agencies to help combat the disaster. 
Despite warnings from local officials, party leaders increased the quotas 
for grain in 1933, requisitioned all available reserves, and forced the starva-
tion of millions. The party’s fusion of the extreme ruthlessness unleashed 
during collectivization, the dismantling of Ukrainization, and the launch 
of vociferous attacks on “Ukrainian nationalism” produced a toxic envi-
ronment conducive to genocide, defined as the effort to destroy any na-
tional group in whole or in part.146

In this radicalized political climate, the Stalinist regime conflated social 
and national/ethnic categories. Stalin’s men verbally and physically assault-
ed anyone in a leadership position who proudly identified himself or her-
self as a Ukrainian, and blurred the overall Ukrainian identity with peasants, 
“kulaks,” and “Ukrainian bourgeois nationalists,” the sworn enemies of 
the communist order. They blended class enemies and national enemies 
into a stew of counter- revolutionaries and refused to nuance the differ-
ences between the two. Taken together, collectivization, the Holodomor, 
anti- Ukrainization, and the purges represented a devastating set of attacks 
on all things Ukrainian, seriously undermining this national group demo-
graphically, politically, and psychologically over the long run.

Stalin, the party’s most important expert on the national question, un-
derstood that the peasantry “constitutes the main army of the national 
movement, that there is no powerful national movement without the peas-
ant army, nor can there be.” This assertion bolstered his 30 March 1925 
claim that the “the peasant question is the basis, the quintessence, of the 
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national question,” and not just in Yugoslavia.147 In Stalin’s mind, the peas-
ant and national questions were linked, especially in a geopolitically im-
portant region such as Ukraine.148 If peasants and prominent Ukrainian 
cultural and political leaders opposed Kremlin orders to denude the coun-
tryside of grain, they revealed themselves as disloyal Soviet citizens. Stalin 
set the tone: Annihilate these enemies. Show no mercy. Party activists in 
the field, intoxicated by the prospect of building the brave new world that 
Soviet founders envisioned, enthusiastically expanded on it.

Stalin took advantage of the collectivization and grain- requisition crises 
and escalated them (especially after early August 1932 and then again in 
mid- November, shortly after his wife’s suicide) in order to subdue the 
Ukrainian peasants and the elites. When he and the party inaugurated de- 
kulakization and mass collectivization he most likely did not intend to 
starve  millions, but in stoking chaos in the countryside, disrupting the 
rhythms of peasant life, and introducing large- scale grain requisitions, he 
generated the subsequent famines, which provoked peasant resistance, 
which often turned violent. Since the Soviet state possessed a monopoly of 
the tools of coercion, it won control of the countryside. In confronting the 
peasants, the Communist Party risked losing its ability to feed the cities and 
satisfy its urban supporters. It was a reckless gamble, which Stalin won.

In this all- or- nothing struggle, there would be no compromise. As Stalin 
defined the situation, he and the party sought to build a better future for 
all Soviet citizens, including the peasants. Inasmuch as the “dark masses” 
refused to accept Stalin’s goodwill, he became enraged and struck out 
against them. To punish them, he employed the easiest means at his dis-
posal, grain requisitioning to the point of starvation. Stalin understood 
that the grain requisitions undertaken in 1921–2, 1928–9, and 1932 led to 
famine and that raising the quotas after August 1932 would do the same. 
In addition to destroying the independent peasantry and bringing the 
countryside under central control, he also emasculated the Ukrainian cul-
tural, political, and religious elites. By focusing on the peasantry and the 
elites, these two policies became an improvised genocide.

Although everyone regardless of their national background suffered 
collectivization and the grain requisition campaigns in the countryside, 
Stalin and the senior party leadership were aware that of the four main 
grain- growing regions in the USSR, the Ukrainian SSR possessed the high-
est number and percentage of peasants (nearly 90 per cent of the peasants 
identified themselves as Ukrainians in 1926) who could be mobilized along 
national lines against the Soviet state. The peasant question, according to 
Stalin, also represented a national question. In line with this thinking, the 
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Stalinist regime targeted the peasants in the fertile grain- growing Ukrainian 
SSR not just because they were peasants, but because they also were 
Ukrainian peasants.149

Conclusion

The Holodomor of 1932–3 and the mass purges of the Ukrainian intelli-
gentsia and the CP(b)U in the 1930s represented more than just a demo-
graphic catastrophe for Ukrainians. It also symbolized the destruction of 
a Ukrainian peasant- centred cultural ecosystem and the integration of its 
survivors into a new, uncharted, Soviet world. The state’s total assault 
against the peasants shattered the fragile relationships in the countryside, 
the traditional base of the Ukrainian language and peasant culture. The 
subsequent mass starvation “decimated the village, wiped out so many 
bearers of Ukrainian language and traditional culture, produced a genera-
tion of orphans who did not remember their elders, issued forth a stream 
of refugees to the industrial centers who wished to forget the horror they 
had endured in the villages, and in many cases had no relatives left there.”150 
These post- famine consequences, in turn, facilitated and accelerated the 
processes of Russification in the Ukrainian cities.

Having painfully learned lessons from the Civil War, the party did not 
want to help strengthen the nationalisms of the non- Russians any further. 
Its introduction of moderate nationality policies in the early 1920s sought 
to tolerate the non- Russian identities and cultures by divorcing them from 
any political aspirations. By the early 1930s the party leadership accepted 
the idea that it could legitimize an urban- based revolution in a multina-
tional agricultural society by promoting non- Russian cultures, but it could 
not do so and economically transform that society at the same time. To 
engage in both projects would cause major social disorders and encourage 
forces which might challenge the state’s unity and the party’s political mo-
nopoly. The party’s Holodomor, the abandonment of korenizatsiia, and 
the purges of the non- Russian cadres followed this conclusion. In place of 
korenizatsiia, a multinational form of legitimacy, the party now turned to 
a new set of political relationships which emphasized Russian primacy.151

The party highlighted a single Soviet identity, with Russian culture as its 
primary modern component. Stalin’s insistence on Russian culture as the only 
key to modernization promoted stratification and ultimately Russification. In 
the 1920s non- Russians could perceive themselves as modern; by the 1930s 
the Soviet mass media identified modernization solely with Russia and with 
those who spoke Russian. In the early 1920s, the Soviet political leadership, 
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grasping that “national” did not necessarily equal “nationalist,” subsidized 
the blossoming of non- Russian national cultures. But in the harsh political 
climate of the 1930s, “national” increasingly corresponded with “national-
ist.”152 The Soviet state then responded to all “national” and “nationalist” 
manifestations with unprecedented ruthlessness.

With collectivization and industrialization, Stalin did not completely 
nullify the 1918–23 arrangements between the Russian centre and the non- 
Russian periphery. Instead, he left a contradictory legacy for his succes-
sors. Even though he purged the indigenous elites and intelligentsia in the 
non- Russian regions, the multinational structure of the USSR remained, 
although more so in name only (it now operated on more hyper- centralized, 
not federal, lines). Although the party leader dissolved or rearranged many 
Ukrainian institutions, he did not abandon the commitment to national 
homelands or the party’s national- territorial divisions (both became more 
symbolic than real). Instead, he replaced the more assertive elites (and their 
potential supporters) with his own compliant ones. Stalin, in effect, forged 
a unitary state divided against itself.153 

After 1933, the Soviet government and Communist Party limited the 
idea of a Ukrainian imagined community. By narrowing the social func-
tions of “Ukrainian” in public life, blurring the differences between 
Ukrainians and Russians, and marginalizing Ukrainian culture, Soviet in-
stitutions (even those that survived Stalin’s purges) reduced the options 
Ukrainians could use to define their own national identity and narrowed 
the already slender psychological distance between the Ukrainians and 
Russians. As millions of Ukrainians became urbanized after 1933, an in-
creasing proportion of them became Russified.154

The Ukrainian SSR started to recover demographically from the famines 
and the Holodomor after the end of the Great Terror in 1938, its popula-
tion replenished to a large degree by the Soviet conquest and incorporation 
of majority Ukrainian- speaking territories in Poland and Romania in 1939 
and 1940. But the German invasion of 1941 and the long, bloody German, 
Hungarian, and Romanian occupation skewed the demographic rela-
tionship between Russians and Ukrainians within the USSR and within 
Ukraine even further, to the disadvantage of the Ukrainians.
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PART THREE

The Third Total War  
and Its Consequences
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The default posture of human beings is fear.
 Marilynne Robinson1

O’Brien: “How does one man assert his power over another, Winston?”
Winston: “By making him suffer.”
O’Brien: “Exactly. By making him suffer. Obedience is not enough. Unless he is 

suffering, how can you be sure that he is obeying your will and not his own? 
Power is in inflicting pain and humiliation. Power is in tearing human minds 
to pieces and putting them together in new shapes of your own choosing … If 
you want to see a picture of the future, imagine a boot stamping on a human 
face – forever.”

 George Orwell, 19842

The Second World War ignited a monstrous, all- encompassing inferno, a 
conflagration without end or mercy. Its boundless atrocities and colossal 
human losses (especially the extermination of the Jews and Romani), de-
portations, evacuations, and forced labour recruitment altered the political 
and demographic foundations of East Central Europe and the USSR, es-
pecially within the latter’s populous, western- most borderlands. This bru-
tal contest helped divide the Poles, Lithuanians, Ukrainians, and Belarusans 
into modern nations and language communities with their own states.3 
But between 1938 and 1945, the war’s historical conjunctures did not fa-
vour Ukraine’s independence.

Nazi Germany played an important role in these developments even be-
fore the Third Reich and the Soviet Union negotiated the Molotov- 
Ribbentrop pact in late August 1939. With the Munich Agreement, signed by 
representatives of Germany, Italy, France, and Great Britain on 22 September 
1938, Germany acquired the Sudetenland, Czechoslovakia’s industrial 
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heartland. Taking advantage of the weakness of the central Czechoslovak 
government, the Slovaks established their own autonomous government 
on 6 October. The central government then granted more administrative 
 autonomy to the Ukrainians of Transcarpathia on 11 October. With this 
act,  Transcarpathia became Carpatho- Ukraine (Karpats’ka Ukraina). 
Recognizing Czechoslovakia’s impending collapse, Poland and Hungary 
demanded a common border with each other and the transfer of Carpatho- 
Ukraine to Hungary, which had administered this area up to 1918. On 
2 November 1938, German and Italian diplomats agreed with Hungary’s 
territorial claims and ceded this region’s capital, Uzhhorod, and two oth-
er important cities (Mukachevo and Berehovo) to Hungary, which gained 
1,586  square kilometres (612 square miles) and 181,609 people. Both 
Hun gary and Poland sought to undermine the new Ukrainian autono-
mous government by engaging in border incursions with small special 
forces units.4

Czechoslovakia’s partial dismemberment did not inspire its national mi-
norities to back the post- Munich government. Supporters of a united 
Czechoslovakia attempted to shore up their support by granting more au-
tonomy to Slovakia and Carpatho- Ukraine, but Slovakia declared its inde-
pendence on 14 March 1939, as did Carpatho- Ukraine. The new Ukrainian 
state elected the Rev. August Voloshyn as president and adopted the sym-
bols (the blue- yellow flag, the Trident of St Volodymyr, and the national 
anthem) of the Ukrainian National Republic of 1917–20.

At the end of 1938, the autonomous government of Carpatho- Ukraine 
created a paramilitary arm, the Carpathian Sich (Karpats’ka Sich), which at-
tracted young activists from Galicia’s Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists 
(OUN). According to one prominent Carpatho- Ukrainian, the newcomers 
began to introduce “uncompromising new revolutionary methods, which 
did not always conform to our … political interests or, at times, to our state 
needs either.”5 Members of the OUN viewed little Carpatho- Ukraine as the 
nucleus of a united Ukrainian state, “from Poprad and the Tatra Mountains 
to the Caspian Sea and the Caucasus Mountains.”6 While leaders of the 
Carpatho- Ukrainian autonomous government would agree, they under-
stood that the resolution of Europe’s “Ukrainian problem” depended on the 
goodwill of the Great Powers, not Carpatho- Ukraine’s “frail resources.”7 In 
light of its short history, this small statelet would not play the role of 
Ukraine’s Prussia or Piedmont- Sardinia in the twentieth century.

The Hungarian army invaded shortly after Carpatho- Ukraine’s declara-
tion of independence and occupied it by mid- April. Despite strong resis-
tance, Transcarpathia/Carpatho- Ukraine became a part of Hungary and 
remained so until 1945.8 At the same time that Slovakia and Transcarpathia 
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broke away from Czechoslovakia, Hitler violated the promises he made at 
Munich and annexed the Czech lands of Bohemia and Moravia into the Third 
Reich. Betrayed by Hitler’s actions, Great Britain and France promised to 
defend Poland if Germany attacked. Seeking to avoid a two- front war, Hitler 
initiated secret talks with the USSR, which culminated in the signing of the 
Molotov- Ribbentrop Non- Aggression Pact on 23 August 1939.

This agreement represented a political alliance, not just an agreement 
concerning neutrality in case of an attack by a third party. By targeting 
Poland (“the bastard of Versailles,” as Molotov crudely put it), the largest 
country in the region, Hitler and Stalin upended the treaties ending the 
First World War and planned to reconfigure East Central Europe. Germany 
attacked Poland on 1 September 1939, followed by the USSR’s invasion on 
17 September. By the end of that critical month, the two revisionist powers 
conquered Poland.

With the new Soviet- German Treaty of Friendship signed on 28 Septem-
ber 1939, the Soviets withdrew from their previously assigned area of central 
Poland behind the Bug (Buh) River in exchange for Germany’s recognition 
of Soviet interests in Lithuania. The German zone encompassed 188,551 
square kilometres (72,800  square miles) of Polish territory, inhabited by 
20  million Poles. The Soviet zone embraced 201,294 square kilometres 
(77,720 square miles), populated by 13.5 million citizens of Poland. Hitler 
then annexed the Free City of Danzig, the Polish provinces of Poznań, 
Pomorze, and Łódź, and Polish Upper Silesia to the Third Reich.9

In addition to Poland, the non- aggression pact’s secret protocols as-
signed large parts of East Central Europe to the USSR, which forced 
Romania to surrender the Ukrainian- speaking parts of Bessarabia and 
Bukovina in  June 1940. Soviet authorities then incorporated the central 
part of Bessarabia into Ukraine’s Moldovan ASSR. After transferring 
4,921 square kilometres (1,900 square miles) of this autonomous republic 
to the Ukrainian SSR, the Kremlin created a separate Moldovan Soviet 
Socialist Republic on 2 August 1940 with a total area of 33,701 square ki-
lometres (13,012 square miles).10 That summer the world’s first socialist 
state also occupied and annexed Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, and start-
ed to introduce the radical changes which would transform the political 
and social landscape of this entire region. The USSR clearly emerged as the 
primary beneficiary of the Molotov- Ribbentrop Non- Aggression Pact. 
But only for twenty- one months.

On 22 June 1941 Germany violated all of its agreements and launched a 
broad- based attack on its ally, sweeping deeply into the USSR by the end 
of the year. German forces quickly gained control of much of the western 
portions of the Soviet Union, including the newly expanded Soviet 
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Ukraine. The ruthless effort to dominate the Ukrainian SSR and its human 
and natural resources produced one of the major killing fields of the war. 
Most importantly, almost all of the survivors of the war “had witnessed 
the brutalization of friends, family members, and neighbors” and experi-
enced long- term grief and traumatization, however difficult to measure.11 
The extensive physical destruction, enormous demographic losses, and 
vast psychological dislocations helped set the stage for Ukraine’s post- war 
contradictions.

Soviet Occupation of Galicia and Volhynia

On 1  September 1939, Germany attacked Poland from the west; on 
17 September, the USSR invaded Poland from the east. The Red Army 
claimed that Soviet power would liberate the non- Polish minorities from 
Polish intolerance and the peasants from their oppressive masters.12 Most 
importantly, the Soviets sought to impose a “revolution from abroad” by 
dissolving eastern Poland’s political and socio- economic organizations 
and by remaking the region in the image and likeness of the USSR.13 
Independent Poland disappeared by the end of September, experiencing 
its fourth partition in two centuries. The Germans annexed Poland’s west-
ern regions into the Third Reich and created a rump state, the General 
Government (Generalgouvernement), from the remaining territories.

From  September 1939 to the outbreak of the Soviet- German war in 
June 1941, the communist authorities incorporated Poland’s majority 
Ukrainian-  and Belarusan- speaking territories into the USSR and sought 
to introduce the Stalinist social system into these areas as quickly as pos-
sible. The annexed region also included a large number of Poles and Jews 
who fled Nazi- occupied Poland.14

In the chaos and uncertainty during the first few days after the outbreak 
of the German- Polish War, law and order collapsed as the Polish authori-
ties withdrew, became paralysed, or fled. In light of the political vacuum 
and the palpable tensions between the Poles and Ukrainians, many young 
men sought seized weapons in order to defend themselves and their com-
munities. In some cases, Ukrainians sought to settle scores with the Poles. 
At the same time, some Poles acquired guns from the Polish army. In the 
confusing atmosphere before Poland’s final defeat at the end of September, 
these soldiers and deserters sought to defend themselves from the 
Ukrainians, if not to avenge their loss to the Germans. They did not think 
that the Ukrainians would remain loyal to the defeated Polish state, and 
acted accordingly.
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The Soviets recognized these malevolent social dynamics in Galicia and 
Volhynia, even before their invasion of Poland on 17 September 1939. In 
order to crush any potential resistance, the Soviet authorities implemented 
a pacification model first developed during the Civil War and in the 
1930s.15 Nevertheless, they made a number of accommodations to the lo-
cal population. In the chaos of the first few days just before and after the 
Soviet arrival, Ukrainian nationalists and communist groups in Eastern 
Galicia and Western Volhynia may have killed several thousand Poles.16 
The underground communist forces may have received tacit approval 
from the new authorities to “square accounts” with their long- standing 
enemies. But it is highly unlikely that the new Soviet commissars entering 
Volhynia and Galicia wanted to encourage Ukrainian nationalists to arm 
themselves and kill Poles. Those guns, after all, would help the nationalists 
seize power and could be used against the new Soviet regime.

After establishing the first semblance of order, the new rulers intro-
duced policies designed to win the political allegiance of the majority of 
eastern Poland’s Ukrainians and Belarusans.17 In Eastern Galicia, Volhynia, 
Bukovina, and Bessarabia, the new regime deposed the old Polish and 
Romanian elites, introduced Ukrainian as the official language, and con-
verted the Polish-  and Romanian- language school systems and bureaucra-
cies into Ukrainian- speaking institutions.

All adults in the newly designated “Western Ukraine” and “Western 
Belarus” voted on 22 October 1939 for delegates to assemblies that would 
request incorporation into the USSR.18 Soviet authorities predetermined 
the turnout for the elections (at 99.2 per cent, regardless of the actual num-
ber of voters who would appear) and the results.19 With the implementa-
tion of these careful preparations, the newly elected assemblies in Western 
Ukraine and Western Belarus “enthusiastically” voted to join the USSR. 
The Ukrainian SSR acquired approximately 8.8 million new citizens; the 
Belarusan SSR approximately 4.6 million.20

But even before the region’s formal entry into the USSR on 1–2 Novem-
ber 1939, the new authorities integrated this area into the Soviet state’s 
political and social framework.21 Under the direction of Nikita Khrushchev, 
Ukraine’s party chief, the new Soviet government abolished Polish Roman 
Catholic monasteries and nationalized the predominantly Jewish retail 
trades and industries. Jewish artisans and members of the liberal profes-
sions now became state employees. The new overseers dissolved all politi-
cal and civic organizations, including Ukrainian private schools, publishing 
houses, and the non- communist mass media, and arrested the men and 
women who headed them.22 The Communist Party emerged as the only 
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legal political party. The USSR’s dissolution of Poland’s pluralistic politi-
cal system and its organized civil society paved the way for the OUN and 
the ideology of integral nationalism to capture the imagination, if not the 
loyalty, of many Ukrainians during the war and in the first post- war 
years.23 The Sovietization and Ukrainization processes in Eastern Galicia 
and Western Volhynia also radicalized the Poles.

On 29 November 1939, the USSR Supreme Soviet issued a decree grant-
ing Soviet citizenship to all who lived in Poland’s eastern borderlands 
(kresy). It included all citizens of Poland who resided in these areas on the 
night of 1–2 November and those who had entered the new Soviet zone on 
the basis of the 16 November citizen- exchange agreement with Germany.24 
Most importantly, the new authorities issued internal passports to its new 
citizens, counting and categorizing them in terms of national identity and 
social class.

Only the Jewish refugees from German- occupied Poland had the choice 
whether to accept or reject Soviet citizenship and return to the German- 
occupied areas of Poland. According to the September Soviet- Nazi 
Boundary and Friendship Treaty, individuals in the Soviet zone could ap-
ply to move to the German one. When the German commission arrived in 
late 1939–early 1940, “tens of thousands of recent refugees, mostly Jews, 
queued up for days to put their names on lists of volunteers to leave the 
area of Soviet occupation.”25 The NKVD did not break up this spontane-
ous anti- Soviet demonstration, but gained access to the lists of applicants. 
The successful applicants did not understand what horrible fate awaited 
them in the German zone; the unsuccessful applicants did not recognize 
that they had signed their own arrest warrants in the Soviet zone.

Although the local population may have welcomed the Red Army “with 
smaller or larger … visible friendly crowds” and constructed triumphal 
arches and put up red banners, the locals did not express a uniform re-
sponse.26 Many Jews may have greeted the liberators with enthusiasm, 
perceiving that only a strong central authority could protect them from 
Germany and from the surrounding populations.27 Although many of the 
older people, Orthodox Jews, and the well- off may have had apprehen-
sions about the Soviets, many of the younger Jews did not.28 In light of the 
discrimination they experienced and occasional violence directed against 
them, many of the Jews native to Eastern Galicia imagined Soviet rule as a 
vast improvement over the Polish administration.29

Of the two million Polish Jews in German- occupied Poland, 250,000 
fled eastward and made their way to what became the densely populated 
Soviet zone.30 In many areas, these refugees “seemed to double or even 
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triple the local prewar Jewish population.”31 By the end of 1939, approxi-
mately 300,000 to 400,000 refugees (including Poland’s Jewish citizens) 
arrived from German- occupied Poland.32

Under Soviet rule, the status of the Jewish population improved dra-
matically. In many areas, the first Soviet institutions introduced af-
ter September 17 included a very high proportion of local Jews. But as the 
Soviets “consolidated their rule and appointed Soviet personnel to the 
most significant positions, local Jews were relegated to inferior posts, or 
removed altogether.”33

In contrast, the status of the Polish population in the newly proclaimed 
Western Ukraine instantaneously changed from that of the privileged na-
tional minority to one discriminated against. Shocked by this turn of 
events, many if not most Poles imagined that the Ukrainians had betrayed 
Poland and stabbed it in the back. Still despondent over the sudden col-
lapse of Poland, many Poles hoped that the Soviets would play a positive 
role in restraining the Ukrainians from acting against them, at least in the 
urban areas.34 For the Poles, the new Soviet authorities played a dual, al-
most a Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, role as the creators of a new law and order 
– their protectors, as well as their partitioners and oppressors. 

At the outbreak of the war on 1 September 1939 Vasyl Mudry, the head 
of UNDO, declared the loyalty of Ukrainians to the Polish state and the 
necessity to defend it with arms.35 But his declaration, a noble effort to de-
fend Ukrainians from future charges of disloyalty to Poland, did not reflect 
the feelings of the majority of his constituents, who welcomed Poland’s 
demise. But they were uncertain about the future, as was the Polish govern-
ment, which pre- emptively arrested approximately seven thousand 
Ukrainian cultural and political leaders in the first two days of the war.36

Some Ukrainians, especially the poorest and most ignorant peasants in 
isolated villages expected a vast improvement under the Soviet regime.37 
But most hesitated to embrace the “liberators.” Despite the introduction of 
pro- Ukrainian policies by the new Soviet authorities, the majority of the 
Ukrainian population adopted a “wait and see” attitude. Many  remembered 
the Russian occupations of 1914–15 and 1916–17, the Holodomor, and the 
anti- Ukrainian hysteria in Soviet Ukraine in the 1930s. Most of the esti-
mated eight thousand to twenty thousand members of the OUN, half of 
them under the age of twenty- one, went underground and survived the 
occupation far better than their moderate and liberal Ukrainian political 
opponents.38 Some OUN cells loyal to the Bandera faction started to con-
duct assaults on the new Soviet authorities, highlighting their differences 
with the Melnyk faction.39
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Even before the Soviet takeover, the OUN split apart. Colonel Andrii 
Melnyk succeeded the OUN’s founder, Evhen Konovalets, whom Soviet 
agents assassinated in Rotterdam in 1938. But the followers of Stepan 
Bandera, head of the OUN’s Western Ukrainian Territorial Executive 
Committee (which included Eastern Galicia and Western Volhynia), re-
fused to recognize Melnyk’s leadership. Generational and ideological divi-
sions fuelled the power struggle between these two groups. Melnyk 
supporters (OUN- M), concentrated in the exiled leadership of the OUN, 
matured during the reign of Austria- Hungary, fought in the First World 
War, lived in Western Europe (the Polish government wanted their heads), 
and possessed a more restrained outlook than Bandera’s younger, fanatical 
supporters (OUN- B), who were determined to attain an independent 
Ukrainian state immediately, without any compromise, and regardless of 
cost. Much “more radical than mainstream Ukrainian society and more 
impatient than the OUN leadership in Vienna,” they embraced terrorism 
as the only tool in their arsenal against the Polish state.40 By 1940, the dis-
agreements between the two rival factions became irreconcilable. Both, 
however, viewed the Poles and the Russians as their primary enemies and 
the Jews with great suspicion.

Despite the efforts of the new Soviet regime to “Ukrainize” Eastern 
Galicia, Western Volhynia, Bessarabia, and Bukovina by replacing Polish 
and Romanian officials with Ukrainians, it quickly antagonized the nation-
ally conscious Ukrainian intelligentsia and simultaneously alienated the 
peasantry. The communist government promised to redistribute the lands 
expropriated from Polish landlords, but instead, the authorities introduced 
collectivization, which the peasants bitterly opposed. By June 1941, just 
before the German invasion, Soviet officials enticed only 12.8 per cent of 
all peasant households to join the collective farms.41

More ominously, the peoples of Eastern Galicia experienced four waves 
of deportations between 1939 and 1941 (9–10 February 1940; 9–10 April 
1940; the last week of June 1940; and May–June 1941), not just “volun-
tary” departures to work in the Donbass.42 In this period, the Soviets ban-
ished most of the former Polish elite, a large number of Polish settlers who 
had moved into Western Ukraine between 1919 and 1939 as well as active 
or retired Polish military officers, arrested large numbers of Jewish refu-
gees, local businessmen, and “speculators,” and began to detain Ukrainian 
nationalists. The first wave concentrated on Poles, the second on the Jews, 
the last one on Ukrainians. All in all, in 1940–1 the Soviets sent between 
315,000 and 325,000 men, women, and children to special settlements and 
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nearly 100,000 to the Gulag from Poland’s former eastern regions.43 Poles 
represented 57–63.5 per cent of those deported; Jews 21–4 per cent; and 
Ukrainians 8–10.5  per cent.44 According to one Western scholar, the 
NKVD made more arrests “in the former eastern Poland than in the rest 
of the Soviet Union in 1939– 41.”45

The NKVD removed nearly thirty- three thousand Ukrainians, far less 
than the number of Poles or Jews.46 Had Hitler not invaded in June 1941, 
more Ukrainians would have been arrested or deported. Having experi-
enced previous Russian occupations, many understood that they would 
follow the Poles and the Jews.

In 1939, the Red Army captured almost 200,000 Polish soldiers and of-
ficers. In the spring of 1940, on Stalin’s orders, the NKVD executed with-
out trial 21,857 Polish officers as well as an indeterminate number of 
Ukrainians, Belarusans, and Jews at the Katyn Forest and other locations.47 
In late  June 1941, just as the Germans marched into Galicia, the panic- 
stricken Soviets shipped thousands of people from all national groups, pri-
marily specialists and draft- age males, eastward. At the outbreak of the 
conflict, the NKVD held nearly 150,000 prisoners (not all of them politi-
cal) in their cells.48 During this evacuation, NKVD troops in Western 
Ukraine moved all political and most criminal prisoners with very few 
exceptions eastwards, killed them, or both.49 They executed between ten 
thousand and forty thousand prisoners in Galicia and Western Volhynia in 
only eight days, often leaving putrefying and unburied bodies in public 
view.50 Ukrainians, especially active nationalists, constituted two- thirds of 
those massacred; Poles about one- quarter; and Jews and others the rest.51

Senior NKVD officers knew that these “enemies of the people” could 
not be reformed and that they would one day oppose the Soviet regime. In 
their view, these political prisoners should not be transferred into rear ar-
eas; they should be eliminated once and for all. After the Germans entered 
Lviv, many families searched prisons for arrested relatives and friends. But 
their pursuit proved in vain. Instead of prisoners, they found corpses. 
“There were heaps of bodies everywhere, many unidentified, many muti-
lated. Bricked- up cellars full of corpses in the Brygidki and Zamarstynów 
prisons were not even opened for fear of epidemics.”52 A Ukrainian- 
American newspaper provided a more graphic account:

In prisons, churches and public buildings heaps of dead civilians were found 
when the Reds evacuated Western Ukraine before the Nazi advance. Many of 
them were evidently executed by bombs, for their bodies were mangled and 
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torn. Others showed signs of tortures. Some of the priests, for example, had 
crosses cut out on their bodies. Corpses of soldiers bore medals nailed into 
them. Even bodies of women and children bore signs of mutilation.53

The prisoners in at least another twenty- five prisons in Western Ukraine 
and Lithuania experienced summary execution. Political prisoners were 
targeted first; criminals were not spared.

The extensive brutality of this 1941 prison massacre, the fact that the 
victims were “discovered within the space of a little more than a week in a 
single relentless wave,” and the extensive publicity surrounding the kill-
ings poisoned relations not only between Western Ukrainians and the 
Soviet government, but also between the Ukrainians, on the one hand, and 
Poles and Jews, on the other.54 In Lviv, the Germans initiated and the local 
OUN- B militias helped actualize one of the first major outbursts of vio-
lence against Jews in the Ukrainian- speaking territories during the war.55 
This pogrom occurred between 30 June and 2 July 1941 and attracted large 
crowds of Ukrainians and Poles outraged by the prison executions. Mass 
grief fuelled the irrational notion that the Jews were collectively guilty for 
all the crimes the communists had perpetrated against the local popula-
tion. Seeking to avenge the grisly deaths of their friends, relatives, and 
fellow compatriots, members of the hastily assembled crowd mercilessly 
beat, robbed, humiliated, and sometimes killed their Jewish neighbours, 
whom they stereotyped as “Judeo- Bolsheviks” or as communist agents. 
The Germans then organized mass executions. In the first few days of July 
1941, between two thousand and seven thousand Jews disappeared during 
the pogroms and executions, and another thirteen thousand to thirty- five 
thousand throughout Western Ukraine.56 In their fury, neighbours slaugh-
tered neighbours or condoned their massacre.

According to the Polish Government- in- Exile in London, approxi-
mately 1.5 million Poles, Ukrainians, and others experienced some form of 
political repression (such as arrest, imprisonment, forcible evacuations, or 
execution) in the Soviet- occupied areas of the former Polish state.57 This 
represented nearly 11 per cent of the total population of the eastern kresy. 
Much like the Russian occupations of Galicia during the First World War, 
the Soviet “liberation” of 1939–41 quickly embittered the Ukrainian, 
Polish, Jewish, and Romanian communities against the Soviets and against 
each other. With the promotion of local Jews, an oppressed minority in 
Poland, into the new Soviet region’s bureaucracy, this “liberation” popu-
larized the stereotype of Jews as “Bolshevik agents” (despite Soviet na-
tionalization of the trades and industries dominated by the local Jewish 
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population). The arrival of 250,000 Jews and approximately 50,000 to 
150,000 Poles from German- occupied Poland coincided with the appear-
ance of the Red Army to the most densely populated area in the former 
Poland. The migration of so many strangers to Eastern Galicia with un-
clear loyalties in a very short period of time strained the availability of 
goods and services, especially food. The migrants and the subsequent 
shortages generated great uncertainty, if not fear. These apprehensions 
stoked anti- Semitic, anti- Polish, and anti- Ukrainian attitudes. The Soviet 
interlude exacerbated the already tense pre- war existence among the 
Ukrainians, Poles, and Jews, and prepared the region for the radicalization 
of inter- ethnic attitudes and behaviour under German occupation.

German Invasion

Adolf Hitler never intended to adhere to the ten- year Molotov- Ribbentrop 
pact. In his view of the world, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union repre-
sented two highly antagonistic ideological and racial systems, which inevita-
bly would erupt into a “war of annihilation.” German propagandists defined 
the Soviet Union as a fusion of Jewish and communist interests (a “Judeo- 
Bolshevist state”) and the future struggle as a conflict to liberate its citizens 
“from the burden of communism [and] from the damned Jews.”58 In con-
formity with this stark assessment, the Nazis would not follow the rules of 
war in these eastern battlefields.59 Hitler wanted to destroy Poland and the 
USSR as states; liquidate their ruling classes; starve at least thirty million 
Slavs (Russians, Poles, Ukrainians and Belarusans) to death and kill millions 
more; open up vast territories in the east to German colonization by expel-
ling the Jews from Nazi- occupied Europe, then exterminate them.60

In June 1941, German troops easily sliced through the new Soviet de-
fence perimeters and reached the suburbs of Moscow and Leningrad by 
the end of the year. By November 1941, the entire territory of the Ukrainian 
SSR – with the exception of Voroshilovhrad (today’s Luhansk) and the 
northeastern part of the Donbass – fell under German control. By  July 
1942, the Crimean peninsula (which belonged to the RSFSR, not Soviet 
Ukraine) also succumbed. The Ukrainian SSR constituted the largest and 
most populous Soviet administrative unit the Germans occupied on the 
entire eastern front.

The German conquest quickly destroyed the local population’s hopes 
for political change.61 Despite the OUN- B’s pre- war cooperation with 
German military intelligence (Abwehr) and the Wehrmacht, the Germans 
did not honour this organization’s pre- emptive declaration of Ukrainian 
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independence in Lviv on 30 June 1941. OUN- B’s willingness to cooperate 
with Germany did not please the Nazis. Ernst Kundt, the undersecretary 
of state in the General Government, called a meeting on 3 July in Cracow 
with the four top leaders of the newly proclaimed Ukrainian government 
and asserted that although the Ukrainians might regard themselves as al-
lies of the Germans, they were not. The Nazis were the “conquerors” of 
Soviet territories and the Ukrainians were their subordinates. Only the 
Führer could decide whether or in what form a Ukrainian state and gov-
ernment would emerge.62 Officials from the General Government arrested 
the OUN- B leadership within the next two weeks and sent them to con-
centration camps.

On 16 July 1941 Hitler made his decision. He did not recognize an in-
dependent or sovereign Ukraine. Germany had acquired Podlachia from 
Poland in late 1939. He then divided the Ukrainian-speaking territories 
under his control into three areas: the General Government, Reichskom-
missariat (RK) Ukraine, and the German Military Zone. Galicia became 
the fifth district of the General Government; Volhynia, Central, Southern, 
and parts of Eastern Ukraine became RK Ukraine. He allowed Romania, 
his ally, to rule Bukovina and Transnistria, a part of southwestern Ukraine 
that included Odessa (not to be confused with the breakaway region in 
present- day Moldova). He continued to favour Hungary’s 1939 annexa-
tion of Carpatho-Ukraine (see map 8). Hitler asserted that he would not 
permit Ukrainians to have a puppet government, or the right to bear arms.63

Between September 1941 (shortly after the German conquest of Kiev) 
and 1943, the new administration in the east outlawed the OUN- B and 
killed or jailed 80  per cent of its leaders.64 The Germans tolerated the 
OUN- M until the winter of 1941–2, when they closed down the various 
cultural and economic organizations that appeared after the June invasion 
on the territories of what became Reichskommissariat Ukraine.65

The OUN- B and OUN- M differed in their views of Germany and the 
Germans. The young OUN- B cadres embraced a highly romantic, radical 
devotion to the Ukrainian nation and aspired to create an independent 
state immediately. Opposed to compromises, they would do anything to 
get it, with or without Germany. As true believers, they asserted that 
“whoever is not with us is against us.”

After the German arrests and executions of OUN- B leaders and mem-
bers in the fall of 1941, the survivors had to regroup and rethink their 
overall strategy and tactics while on the run. By the spring of 1942, they 
re- established many of their underground networks. But inasmuch as the 
OUN- B lacked the organizational capacity, the personnel, or resources, it 
could not radically change events on the ground. Far weaker than the 
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German army, the Red Army, or the Home Army (see below), the OUN- B 
reacted to events far more than they steered them, primarily because they 
did not possess any external sponsors or allies in their quest to create an 
independent state.

According to the OUN- B, the Poles, the Germans, the Soviets, and the 
Jews who supported the Poles or the Soviets constituted Ukraine’s great-
est enemies.66 Inasmuch as these groups made up the overwhelming ma-
jority of Ukraine’s neighbours and internal minorities, this did not leave 
much room for manoeuvre except on a temporary case- by- case basis.

In contrast, members of the OUN- M were older, pragmatic realists, 
committed to a policy of cooperation with Germany, even after the occu-
pational authorities unleashed waves of atrocities against the locals.67 
According to the OUN- M and OUN- B views of the world, only Germany 
could overturn the political order in East Central Europe and facilitate the 
creation of an independent Ukraine.

But the Germans invaded the USSR to subordinate the peoples of the 
Soviet Union to the Nazi new world order, not liberate them from commu-
nism. In stark contrast to the German policy regarding the Russian Empire 
in the First World War, the Nazis “did not seek to foster independence 
movements in any part of the territory taken from the USSR.”68 Instead, 
they only wanted to exploit the Soviet people and to extract their natural 
resources. Despite peasant expectations that the Germans would dismantle 
the collective farms, the cornerstone of the Soviet order, the new rulers did 
not. Even before the German invasion of the USSR, Hitler imagined that 
Ukraine would become “a common food- supply base” for the Axis powers, 
the “only source of calories for Germany and its West European empire, 
which together and separately were net importers of food.”69 Ukraine would 
serve as Germany’s major geopolitical asset in East Central Europe and as 
its primary breadbasket. Without Ukrainian grain, Germany could not win 
the war or establish a secure eastern empire.

German Frustrations

Despite their initial triumph, the Nazi leadership, German military com-
manders, and their front- line troops experienced enormous frustration with 
the eastern front.70 Hitler and his inner circle predicted that the entire Soviet 
political system would collapse by the winter of 1941.71 The “shock and awe” 
tactics of the blitzbrieg, those that inflicted the final deathblows to Poland in 
1939 and Norway and France in 1940, failed in the Soviet territories.

Stalin did not surrender. Instead, the Soviet authorities resisted as best they 
could, withdrawing, and initiating a “scorched earth” policy, destroying 



214 Total Wars

factories, railways, buildings, dams, and even unharvested fields. They 
also evacuated over one thousand factories and 3.5 million people (mostly 
party and state officials, skilled industrial workers, members of the 
Ukrainian intelligentsia, and their families) to the RSFSR and Central 
Asia.72 Although the majority of the Red Army troops did not seriously 
challenge the German forces, small groups fought stubbornly, inflicting 
far more casualties than the Germans suffered heretofore on the western 
front.73 The German high command and the front- line troops did not an-
ticipate these high losses.

Although the Germans quickly conquered the vast, flat expanses of the 
European USSR, they could not secure or live off the land. Constantly ex-
periencing exhaustion, malnourishment, disease, high casualties, and a high 
level of personal insecurity, the troops internalized the Nazi racial ideology 
and turned the conflict into a war of total hatred and annihilation.74 The 
Nazis considered the peoples of East Central Europe Untermenschen (sub-
humans) and trained their troops to think this way:

The subhuman, this apparently fully equal creation of nature, when seen 
from the biological viewpoint, with hands, feet, and a sort of a brain, with 
eyes and a mouth. Nevertheless, it is quite a different, a dreadful creature, is 
only an imitation of man with man- resembling features, but is inferior to any 
animal as regards intellect and soul. In its interior, this being is a cruel chaos 
of wild, unrestricted passions, with a nameless will to destruction, with a 
most primitive lust, and of unmasked depravity. Not everything is alike that 
has a human face.75

The invaders first targeted the Jews, the Gypsies (the Romani), and com-
munists. By mid- summer 1941 Hitler ordered his troops to immediately 
execute all communist members of the Soviet state apparatus, as well as the 
entire Jewish population.

Four operational SS groups, known as Einsatzgruppen, followed 
German troops into the Soviet Union and sought to fulfil this mission. 
Einsatzgruppe C operated in Ukraine near Kiev and Kharkiv. Einsatzgruppe 
D worked in Bessarabia and southern Ukraine. In addition to the three 
thousand members of these Einsatzgruppen, a number of Waffen SS bri-
gades and dozens of German Order Police battalions helped hunt down 
and annihilate the Jewish population in the German-  and Romanian- 
occupied territories of the USSR. Most importantly, the German military 
gave the SS Einsatzgruppen a free hand to operate in areas under its ad-
ministration and assisted in liquidating the Jews.76
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After July 1941, auxiliary police units (Schutzmannschaften), recruited 
from local inhabitants and subordinated to the SS, reinforced these 
German forces. At the end of July 1941 SS Chief Heinrich Himmler issued 
an order establishing these indigenous police formations. In the course of 
1942, the number of Schutzmannschaften (Schuma for short) on the entire 
eastern front increased from 33,000 to 300,000.77 One scholar asserts that 
most of the Schuma in RK Ukraine were Ukrainians, but its ranks also 
included Russians and members of other nationalities.78 According to an-
other estimate, approximately 100,000 Ukrainians served in the auxiliary 
police or the fire brigades during the war.79

Several days after the German occupation of Kiev on 19 September 1941, 
a series of explosions set by the NKVD rocked Khreshchatyk (the city’s 
major avenue), destroyed buildings headquartering the new authorities, 
and shattered a number of churches and monasteries. According to the pre-
vailing logic employed by the German authorities, “if the NKVD was 
guilty, the Jews must be blamed.”80 On 29–30 September, the Germans and 
their allies gathered the city’s surviving Jewish population and executed 
33,771 of them at Babyn Yar (Babi Yar) over the course of thirty- six hours.81 
Although most of Kiev’s Jews had fled before the Germans arrived, tens of 
thousands had remained. This catastrophe became the “largest single mas-
sacre in the history of the Holocaust” to that date.82 Other horrendous 
pogroms and executions of Jews took place in Berdychiv, Vinnytsia, 
Mariupil, Odessa, Dniepropetrovs’k, Kerch, and Kharkiv, often with the 
participation of the local population, obsessed with anti- Semitic feelings 
and a blind adherence to the prevailing stereotypes of the Jews as Soviet 
agents. With the complete breakdown of law and order, the murders of the 
Jews may have represented “an act of transferred aggression and punish-
ment by proxy. The hated Bolsheviks disappeared from the scene. The 
Jews, who were perceived to be Soviet collaborators, were then, helpless, 
fair game, for the enraged Ukrainian mob(s).”83 Others may have joined in 
these pogroms in order to acquire tangible economic benefits (such as 
apartments, food, clothing, and money) at the expense of the victims.

From 22 June 1941 to the end of the winter of 1941–2, these German 
units, local Ukrainian nationalist militias, and Schutzmänner executed the 
majority of the Jewish population in Eastern Ukraine, Bessarabia, 
Bukovina, the Crimea, and Transnistria. From the spring of 1942 until the 
end of the winter of 1942–3, they massacred the majority of Jews in Eastern 
Galicia and Western Volhynia- Podillia. With the German retreat from 
Ukraine in the spring of 1943 to the summer of 1944, they murdered all of 
the Jews still remaining in the ghettos or labour camps or sent them to 
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concentration camps in Germany.84 According to one estimate, between 
thirty and forty thousand Ukrainians took part in the Nazi- organized ex-
termination of the Jews.85

Of the approximately 2.6  million Jews killed on the territory of the 
Soviet Union, the overwhelming majority died in the Ukrainian SSR.86 By 
mid- 1941, according to reliable estimates, nearly 1.7 to 1.8 million Jews 
lived in the Ukrainian SSR under German occupation, which included the 
territories which constituted the original Ukrainian SSR and those an-
nexed in 1939–40.87 Of these nearly 1.8 million Jews, only approximately 
eighty- five thousand survived the Holocaust (see table 8.1).88

In comparison with the survivors of other Jewish communities in Nazi- 
subjugated Europe, the number and percentage of Soviet Jews who sur-
vived the German occupation was the lowest.89 Of all the conquered 
territories of the Soviet Union, only in the region of Transnistria and the 
city of Chernivtsi did the Jews who still lived in ghettos and labour camps 
outlast the war. The Soviet army’s swift advance into this area in March 
and April 1944 and the Romanian administration’s rapid overturn of its 
annihilatory policies made this possible.90

Although the Jews and Romani occupied the centre stage in Nazi plans 
for extermination, Hitler and his associates also considered Russians and 
Ukrainians racially inferior. Reinhard Heydrich, one of the heads of the 
Third Reich’s Main Security Office, claimed that the “Ukrainians were all 
communist in outlook and exceptionally backward in their standard of 
living.” This group, according to a memo from the Reich Ministry for the 
Occupied Eastern Territories, would happily accept “bread and cucum-
bers for their diets.”91

Members of the Nazi elite did not consistently differentiate between the 
Ukrainians and the Russians. They applied the term “Russian” to anyone 

Table 8.1 Estimated Number of Jewish Victims and Survivors of the Holocaust in 
Ukraine, 1941–1944

Region No. of Jews under 
German occupation

No. of victims No. of 
survivors

Eastern Ukraine 680,000–710,000 667,000–693,000 13,000–17,000
Bessarabia/ N. Bukovina 227,000–232,000 176,000–179,000 51,000–53,000
Western Volhynia 220,000–240,000 217,000–235,000 3,000–5,000
Eastern Galicia 575,000–600,000 570,000–590,000 7,000–10,000
Total 1,702,000–1,782,000 1,630,000–1,697,000 74,000–85,000

Source: Yitzhak Arad, The Holocaust in the Soviet Union (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2009), 518–25.
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who resided in the Soviet Union at the beginning of the war, “along with 
residents of the districts of Galicia and Bialystock, and thus included 
Ukrainians.”92 When they distinguished between the two groups, some as-
serted that the former occupied a higher racial status than the latter.93 
Others claimed that the Ukrainians, especially those living in the country-
side, possessed more immunities against the disease of “Judeo- Bolshevism” 
than the Russians. Following this line of thought, Hitler allowed the re-
lease of several hundred thousand Soviet Ukrainian prisoners of war be-
tween September and November 1941. Ukrainians comprised 270,095 of 
the 280,108 Soviet POWs the German military discharged in this period.94

Although Hitler hated the Slavs, especially the eastern Slavs, he imag-
ined that the blond, blue- eyed Ukrainians he encountered during his 1942 
trip to Reichskommissariat Ukraine “might be the peasant descendants of 
Germanic tribes which had never migrated.” He suggested that Ukrainian 
women with these physical features conscripted for work in the Reich 
should be “Germanized after a period of probation.”95

Ukrainians, in effect, retained a position at the top of the East Slavic 
hierarchy, at least in the views of certain Nazi leaders. But as subhumans 
(Untermenschen), they occupied a different, inferior, and almost unbridge-
able universe from the German one. Although the Nazis targeted Jews, 
intellectuals, nationalists, and anyone suspected of pro- Soviet sympathies, 
they did not consider Ukrainians deserving of group destruction.96 Nazi 
ideology considered these Slavs expendable, only worthy of exploitation, 
starvation, and cruelty. Ukrainians experienced persecution, of course, but 
were not singled out for persecution as were other groups. Only in 
Reichskommissariat Ukraine under Koch’s leadership did the fine line be-
tween random persecution and targeted persecution shift often and errati-
cally for Ukrainians.

In light of its racist mindset and acquisition of vast and populous terri-
tories, the German high command introduced a brutal set of policies to 
prevent any resistance, highlighted by the vicious abuse of five  million 
Soviet prisoners of war their military forces captured. In the first six 
months of the German- Soviet war, the German army took many more 
POWs than their generals anticipated.

Inasmuch as the German army did not consider their Soviet prisoners of 
war fellow human beings, its operational plans did not take into account 
the need to feed, shelter, or provide medical care for the millions they cap-
tured. The Germans marched their captives over long distances or trans-
ported them by train without protection from the elements. Along the 
way, they shot stragglers, the wounded, and the exhausted. In the POW 
camps, they did not register their prisoners by name or provide them with 
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humane treatment. The overcrowded camps did not possess adequate 
housing or proper sanitary conditions, including toilets. The camps more 
often than not consisted of open fields, surrounded by barbed- wire fences 
and watchtowers. Oftentimes the prisoners did not receive any meals on a 
regular basis (if so, they received less than they needed to survive) and ate 
whatever (grass, bark, and pine needles) they could find. As prisoners 
starved, cannibalism spread in the camps.97

Not only did the Germans refuse to spend valuable resources to provide 
for their detainees, but they did not allow the local populations to give 
them food and water. Camp guards, moreover, shot civilians who tried to 
help them. Millions died of starvation and disease, the highest number and 
the highest percentage of the Allied prisoners of war.98 Germany captured 
a total of 3.9 million POWs (including an estimated 1.3 million Ukrainians) 
during the first eight months after its invasion of the USSR. By February 
1942 only 1.1 million remained alive.99

The German- Soviet war destroyed the communist political order 
throughout the new and old Soviet Ukrainian territories. By September 
1941, Nazi Germany divided the Ukrainian territories in East Central 
Europe into five areas. The first, the Romanian region (called Transnistria) 
in Southern Ukraine, included southern Bessarabia, northern Bukovina, 
and parts of the Odessa, Vinnytsia, and Mykolaiv oblasts. The second, the 
General Government (with Cracow as its capital), now gained Eastern 
Galicia (renamed District Galicia) and the territories that once belonged to 
Poland not incorporated into Germany. The third, Reichskommissariat 
Ukraine, included Volhynia and Polissia, most of Righ- Bank Ukraine, and 
part of Poltava Oblast, but excluded the former oblasts of Chernihiv, 
Sumy, and Kharkiv, and the Donbass, which remained under German mil-
itary administration (the fourth region). The city of Rivne in Western 
Volhynia served as Reichskommissariat Ukraine’s capital.100 With Hitler’s 
blessings, Hungary retained its control over Transcarpathia (the fifth area) 
from April 1939 to October 1944. The division of the Ukrainian SSR into 
these five domains privileged and unprivileged different sets of people in 
each administrative region.

German and Romanian Occupation

As the largest and most populous of the four administrative units divid-
ing up the Ukrainian territories, Reichskommissariat Ukraine possessed 
approximately fifteen to seventeen  million people living in a 340,000-   
square- kilometre area. To extract the most agricultural products, raw 
 materials, and slave labour from this area, Hitler appointed Erich Koch as 
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the head of RK Ukraine. In seeking to implement Hitler’s ideologically 
charged policies, Koch ordered his subordinates never to meet directly 
with the people they ruled. He also allegedly asserted, “If I find a Ukrainian 
who is worthy of sitting at the same table with, I must have him shot.”101 
Koch, a hardliner, always demanded the harshest possible treatment of RK 
Ukraine’s population. “No German soldier will ever die for that nigger 
people,” he proclaimed, referring to Ukrainians.102 In a speech to Nazi 
party officials in Kiev in March 1943, he asserted that “we are a master race 
that must remember that the lowliest German worker is racially and bio-
logically a thousand times more valuable than the population here.”103

Despite the merciless methods employed to gather Ukraine’s natural re-
sources, the Germans fell short of their assigned goals. Even with grain 
surpluses in 1942 and 1943, agricultural deliveries to Germany “turned out 
much smaller than [they] had budgeted for, while [their] attempts to revive 
the Donbass, Krivyi Rih, and other industrial areas, became a complete 
failure; the Germans actually sent coal to the Ukraine from Germany.”104 
Not only did the extractors experience a shortage of skilled and unskilled 
labour in those areas with an abundance of natural resources, they also 
encountered the local population’s passive resistance to the entire German 
colonial project. As these plans miscarried and the Germans started to lose 
the war on the eastern front, they abandoned all restraint and ignited a kill-
ing spree, reminiscent of Belgian King Leopold’s crimes against humanity 
in the Congo at the beginning of the twentieth century.105

Within the General Government’s jurisdiction, Ukrainians did not expe-
rience the viciousness their compatriots experienced in Reichskommissariat 
(RK) Ukraine. Although the Germans in this administrative zone still con-
sidered Ukrainians as Untermenschen, they raised their status above that of 
the Poles and Jews, and sought to use them as a counterweight to the Poles. 
In Eastern Galicia, “the antagonism between the Poles and Germans was 
less pronounced than in central Poland.” Some Polish peasants actually 
gained from the German reprivatization of land, which had been collectiv-
ized by the Soviets. The occupational authorities permitted a modest Polish 
cooperative system, a network of social support, and a modest Polish school 
system, closely supervised by the Germans.106

Although both the Poles and Ukrainians suffered from the harsh war-
time conditions (especially the scarcity of food, the spread of infectious 
diseases, forced requisitioning, the Ostarbeiter program, the expropria-
tion of housing), the Ukrainians enjoyed a preferential status in the public, 
national, and cultural spheres. They now staffed and headed the local gov-
ernment, local judicial offices, and auxiliary police. The German autho-
rities actively discriminated against and brutally repressed the Poles, 
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especially their intelligentsia, and started to round up Polish Jews, placing 
them into makeshift ghettos and then exterminating them. With the intro-
duction of food rationing, the Germans restricted the foodstuffs the Poles 
could consume; Jews received even lower rations and starved to death in 
their ghettos and labour camps.107

Under the leadership of the geographer Volodymyr Kubijovič, the 
Ukrainian Central Committee in Cracow (the only officially recognized 
Ukrainian organization in the General Government or in Reichskommis-
sariat Ukraine) served not only as a social welfare agency, but also as the 
centre of the Ukrainian community. Despite various restrictions, this 
committee expanded the number of Ukrainian- language schools from 
2,510 in 1939 to over 4,000 in 1942, enlarged the cooperative movement in 
the countryside, and sought to expand its political and administrative 
powers on behalf of Ukrai nians.108 Although it could not play a significant 
role in helping Ukrai nians in Reichskommissariat Ukraine, the Ukrainian 
Central Committee did play a major role in the creation of the SS- Waffen 
Division Galicia in 1943.

Even before the German loss at Stalingrad, the Waffen- SS, the official 
designation for combat units of the SS, started to create military detach-
ments of non- Germans who did not meet SS racial standards. Separated 
into special national formations, these SS field formations spent the entire 
war under the tactical command of the army and “may be considered a 
defacto branch of the Wehrmacht,” not the SS.109

Three months after Stalingrad, on 28 April 1943, German occupation 
authorities in Galicia, in cooperation with the Ukrainian Central 
Committee and the tacit approval of the Greek Catholic Church, issued a 
call for Ukrainian volunteers for a new “Galician” SS division, which 
would recognize the distinctiveness of Galicia, but not necessarily support 
Ukrainian national aspirations.110 Members of this new military formation 
would “fight Bolshevism” and participate in the struggle “for faith and 
fatherland, for family and native soil” and “for a fair new order of the vic-
torious young Europe,” a well- understood reference to the Nazi- led 
struggle against the communist cause.111 Many Ukrainians in Galicia real-
ized that the tide had turned against the Germans and that Soviet troops 
would inevitably arrive at their doorstep. Very few wanted a return to the 
oppressive and anti- Ukrainian environment of 1939–41. To check this on-
slaught, many young men enlisted, including an unknown number of 
those who served as auxiliary policemen.

The response exceeded all expectations. Nearly 100,000 Ukrainians vol-
unteered; fewer than 30,000 were accepted.112 Although Ukrainians consti-
tuted its rank and file (Poles and Jews need not apply), the overwhelming 



 Second World War: The Killing Fields 221

majority of its officers and non- commissioned officers consisted of 
Germans, many who entertained negative racial stereotypes of Ukrainians.113 
Apart from politically conscious Ukrainians who hoped that their military 
service would help defend Galicia from the future Soviet onslaught and 
that their unit could become the nucleus of a national army under the right 
political circumstances, men who hoped to escape duty in construction 
battalions or labour service in Germany also joined. The authorities also 
assigned a small number of political prisoners to the division. Peasants who 
eked out a living from their small plots of land (which always needed to be 
tended) and who experienced extensive German requisitions were less en-
thused about enlisting.114

The Polish underground, communists, and members of the OUN- B 
(who called the Galician Division “a German colonial unit”) opposed the 
division’s formation.115 Even Erich Koch, the head of Reichskommissariat 
Ukraine, openly questioned the division’s reliability before it completed 
its training.116 For Koch, the ideological consideration that Ukrainians 
were and always would be Untermenschen overshadowed the pragmatic 
necessity to compromise in order to win the war.

In May 1944, the division completed its training in Germany. Redesignated 
as the 14th Waffen- Grenadierdivision der SS (galiz. Nr. 1), its 15,290 men 
were sent to the eastern front, to the Brody- Tarnów pocket in Galicia. 
After several days of heavy fighting in July, only three thousand broke out 
of their encirclement by Soviet troops and survived.117 The Germans recon-
stituted the division at Neuhammer and sent it to Slovakia to quell the 
communist- inspired Slovak Uprising.

On 12 March 1945, when the Soviet army almost reached Berlin, the 
German minister for the Occupied Eastern Territories, Alfred Rosenberg, 
recognized the Ukrainian National Committee as the sole representative 
body of the Ukrainian people. He promised that all Ukrainians serving in 
various formations of the German army would now constitute a Ukrainian 
National Army, which would renew the fight for Ukrainian statehood.118 
The Galicia Division would become the First Division of the Ukrainian 
National Army. Another regiment, formed around Berlin, would become 
the nucleus of the UNA’s Second Division.

Those encased in bombarded bunkers for days at a time in Berlin obvi-
ously did not realize the reality of the situation at hand. Nazi racial poli-
cies had brought the brutalities of the war to Berlin. Recognition of 
Ukrainian national aspirations during the Third Reich’s last hours would 
not save it. Transferred to Slovenia from Slovakia, the Galicia Division 
marched towards Austria, where most of its men surrendered to the 
British.119
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Romania, an ally of Germany’s during the Second World War, received 
Hitler’s blessings to administer the territory of Transnistria on 30 August 
1941. Located between the Dniester and the Bug/Buh Rivers, this 
40,000- square- kilometre area contained 2.25 million people. Tiraspol served 
as its first capital, Odessa as its second. Governed by G. Alecsianu (1941–4), 
the Romanian authorities sought to exploit the territory economically and 
favoured the small Romanian minority. They banned all Ukrainian cultural 
activities. In 1941–3, the Romanian government deported over 101,000 Jews 
from Bessarabia and Bukovina and over 23,000  Gypsies (Roma) from 
Romania to Transnistria, where most died. Soviet military forces regained 
Transnistria in March 1944.120

Different Responses

Ukrainians, Russians, ethnic Germans native to Ukraine, Jews, and Poles 
occupied different positions within the Nazi racial hierarchy and respond-
ed differently to German rule. Not unlike the experiences of the Poles and 
the Polish Jews in Nazi- occupied Poland, the various national groups in 
Ukraine confronted “different fates in the same war.”121 Pressed by the 
urge to survive the most violent war in human history, members of each 
group also reacted in various ways. Throughout the Nazi occupation, pre- 
war mental attitudes continued to exert a tremendous influence. In reac-
tion to the discrimination, arrests, and deportations their communities 
suffered in the Soviet period, young male ethnic Germans, even tradition-
ally pacifist Mennonites, openly sympathized with Nazism and volun-
teered for administrative, military, and police work.122

The Ukrainian reaction to the German invasion varied. Ukrainians from 
the countryside, those middle- aged, and from the recently annexed Western 
Ukrainian territories embraced the Germans more than urban and young 
Ukrainians from Eastern Ukraine – at least initially.123 Having lived in 
complete isolation from the outside world and distrusting the Soviet pro-
paganda claims made about the Nazi regime, rural Ukrainians misunder-
stood Hitler’s true intentions. As many anticipated that the Germans 
would liberate them from communism, they spontaneously recreated the 
pre- revolutionary Ukrainian national and religious life in some areas 
shortly after the Soviet withdrawal, but before the arrival of the Germans. 
Many Ukrainians took over the civil and district administrations in some 
areas and created voluntary associations, schools, churches, theatres, sports 
organizations, and newspapers and publishing companies.
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Organizations that engaged in political activities, such as the OUN- M- 
led Ukrainian National Rada soon came to the notice of the Germans, 
who arrested its leaders. By 1942, the Germans removed Ukrainians from 
the local administration in Reichskommissariat Ukraine and replaced 
them with Russians, Poles, and ethnic Germans. Unlike the Ukrainians in 
the General Government, Ukrainians in RK Ukraine did not possess any 
representative organizations or the possibility of participating even in lo-
cal government organs.

Many (not all) peasants in Soviet Ukraine initially greeted the Germans 
with bread and salt, a traditional form of greeting. They imagined the 
Germans as liberators, so they shared their food with them and tended to 
the wounded. Their memories of the Holodomor, the Soviet “scorched 
earth” policy (which adversely affected those left behind after the Soviet 
retreat), and the mass execution of political prisoners by the Soviets framed 
their responses to the Germans. The overwhelming majority of peasants 
wanted a period of decompression, stability, and depoliticization.

To the relief of many, the German occupational authorities did allow the 
expression of religion. According to one scholar, “40 percent of the 
churches closed after 1917 were reopened during the German occupation, 
and by its end, 5,633 Orthodox, 2,326 Uniate, 500 Ukrainian Autocepha-
lous and 652 Roman Catholic churches operated in the entire territory of 
Ukraine.”124 With the opening of churches, mass baptisms took place.125

In  October 1941, peasant leaders re- established the All- Ukrainian 
Cooperative Union, which existed until 1928–9, and recreated other eco-
nomic institutions serving the countryside.126 Most peasants hoped for an 
end to collectivization, but the Germans did not dismantle the collective 
farms. Like the Soviet leadership before them, the new overseers believed 
that collectivized agriculture produced more than private agriculture.127 
Desperate for food, the new rulers raised the 1941 Soviet quotas of obliga-
tory agricultural deliveries, and in some regions even doubled them.128

The Germans, moreover, did not reciprocate the goodwill they received. 
Instead, they started to treat peasants as slaves and persecuted them. Many 
members of the SS and the German army constantly demeaned them in 
public and engaged in widespread arbitrary violence against them.129 They 
harshly abused peasants for any perceived signs of disrespect, introduced 
curfews, flogged those who failed to meet or surpass work norms, and 
severely punished even those who carried pocket knives. In response to 
partisan activity, the occupational authorities introduced collective re-
sponsibility on a mass scale (public hangings, mass executions of hostages, 



224 Total Wars

and the burning of entire villages). By mid- 1942, “most peasants feared for 
their lives in the presence of a German.”130

In contrast, young urban Russians and Ukrainians, born in the 1920s 
and early 1930s, retained a “strong faith in Soviet communism and rarely 
lost it under the Nazis.”131 Having lived their entire lives under the Soviet 
system, they believed in communism, but not necessarily in Stalin. Even 
the Holodomor of 1932–3 did not disillusion them. This should not be 
surprising. The Soviet authorities killed or exiled the overwhelming ma-
jority of the actual or potential opponents of the Soviet system in the 
1930s; these young men and women matured as beneficiaries of the Soviet 
system.132 By conforming to the Stalinist order, they received good educa-
tions and jobs, establishing stable (if not always predictable) careers for 
themselves. As urban residents, they had access to rationed food (not 
much by Western standards, but far superior to what those living in the 
countryside received in the 1930s). Yes, they believed in Soviet commu-
nism, but their choice – inasmuch as they possessed any choice – to work 
in the Stalinist system predisposed them to support the regime whole-
heartedly. They, in short, possessed incentives to adapt politically.

As a consequence, urban residents – the better educated and the benefi-
ciaries of the system – expressed greater scepticism of the Germans than 
the peasants. And the Germans did not disappoint them. The authorities 
humiliated the residents of the cities, dividing them into “For Germans 
only” and “non- German” sectors. Buildings used by both the Germans 
and the local population possessed separate entrances for each group. The 
authorities even designated stores and latrines “For Germans only.”133

Because Nazi ideology condemned the cities as centres of political con-
tamination and the German army and air force did not level them as Hitler 
intended, “starvation of the inhabitants became the default option.”134 The 
Germans refused to supply the larger cities, especially Kiev, with the nec-
essary food and fuel for heating purposes. Malnutrition, exposure, disease, 
and mass starvation rapidly followed (Dovzhenko’s father died during the 
enforced starvation of Kiev). The population of Kiev, for example, dropped 
from 850,000 in  June 1941 to 400,000 in  October 1941 to 50,000 in 
November 1943, when the Soviet army liberated the city. During the 
German occupation, 70–80,000 residents of Kharkiv died of famine.135

Germany’s eastern worker (Ostarbeiter) program also alienated the 
people. Because the Nazi leadership did not completely transform its 
economy into a total war economy until 1943, Germany experienced ma-
jor labour shortages during the first few years of the war. In order to over-
come these deficits, its rulers imported prisoners of war and foreign 
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workers from Nazi- occupied Europe to the Reich. By the fall of 1941, the 
entire German economy had become “heavily and irreversibly dependent 
on foreign labor.”136 The Germans – despite serious misgivings – then 
started to recruit Soviet civilians in November 1941. Hundreds of thou-
sands volunteered in the spring of 1942. Most imagined that their lives 
would improve dramatically within the borders of the Reich.

Instead, they encountered the opposite. Transported to Germany with-
out food, water, or the proper sanitary facilities, they worked long hours 
and received poor rations, low wages, inadequate housing (oftentimes be-
hind barbed wire), meagre clothing, and insufficient medical care. Like their 
compatriots in Ukraine, the migrant workers experienced constant indigni-
ties, insults, and mistreatment in Germany. The Nazis claimed that eastern 
workers represented subhumans. They introduced the death penalty for 
those Ukrainians caught in sexual relationships with Germans. Until 1944, 
the authorities forced them to wear a distinctive badge, a rectangle with the 
letters OST (East) in white on a blue background, stitched over the left 
breast of the worker and visible at all times on every article of clothing.137

By the end of 1944, foreign workers – nearly 7.6  million in all – ac-
counted for 20 per cent of Germany’s entire labour force. Nearly 1.9 mil-
lion prisoners of war and 5.7 million civilian workers comprised this group. 
These outsiders constituted almost 50 per cent of all those employed in 
German agriculture and in the munitions factories and approximately one- 
third of the workers in the metal, chemical, construction, and mining in-
dustries. They encompassed nearly 250,000 Belgians, 590,000 Italians, 
1.3  million French men and women, 1.7  million Poles, and 2.8  million 
Soviet citizens. The overwhelming majority of the latter, nearly 2.2 mil-
lion, came from Ukraine; of those, 200,000 to 400,000 from its western 
areas.138 Females, with an average age of twenty, composed more than half 
of the Polish and Soviet civilian workers.139

After the Allies introduced round- the- clock bombing of Germany’s 
major industrial centres in 1944, the eastern worker’s miserable living con-
ditions worsened. Housed in barracks close to the mines and factories 
where they worked, they did not receive access to adequate air- raid shel-
ters.140 Many lost their lives during the last two years of the war. 

Rumours about horrible working conditions for easterners reached 
Ukraine in the summer of 1942 and caused the volunteer pool to dry up. 
Desperately needing more workers, the Nazi authorities mandated a two- 
year labour service in Germany for all men and women in Ukraine be-
tween the ages of eighteen and twenty.141 The Germans also introduced 
brutal recruitment expeditions, surrounding central squares in towns and 



226 Total Wars

cities, arbitrarily selecting large numbers of men and women, and immedi-
ately transporting them to Germany. Not surprisingly, these actions infu-
riated the population.

Although the authorities started to treat the eastern workers in Germany 
better in 1943, these changes came too late. For most of these workers, life 
in Germany constituted a long, unending nightmare. The ruthless labour 
recruitment drives in Ukraine, the twentieth- century equivalent of past 
nomadic slave- hunting expeditions in the steppe, continued unabated.

Nazi racial policies, the German treatment of Soviet POWs, wide- 
scale arbitrary violence, starvation of the cities, and involuntary labour 
recruitment divorced many of the Ukrainians from the Germans they 
may have enthusiastically greeted months before. The Ukrainian popu-
lation now responded with passive and later with active resistance.142 All 
opposition to the Germans, including helping partisans or hiding Jews, 
provoked brutal reprisals, which decimated entire families and neigh-
bourhoods. Despite these dangers, this spontaneous growth of popular 
resistance assumed one of three forms: the organized communist move-
ment; the Ukrainian nationalist movement; and a clearly anti- German, 
but politically unaffiliated movement. The first two movements elimi-
nated the third.

Following Stalin’s first major radio address after the outbreak of the war 
on 3 July 1941, the Communist Party started to organize Soviet partisans 
and an underground network behind enemy lines. Until mid- 1943 the 
partisans (which grew into a force of approximately 250,000) operated pri-
marily in Belarus, on the extreme northern border of Soviet Ukraine, and 
in the northern parts of the occupied RSFSR. Central and Southern 
Ukraine’s distance from the front, its unsuitable steppe terrain, and the 
absence of large numbers of Red Army men cut off by the rapid German 
advance accounted for the weak partisan movement there. Approximately 
80 per cent of the partisans in these northern areas identified themselves as 
Belarusans or Russians.143 Until mid- 1943, the partisans did not present a 
Ukrainian face.144 A communist underground, composed of clandestine 
CP(b)U and the Komsomol cells, also emerged – primarily in the cities.

The communist partisan movement relied on manpower from para-
chuted detachments of specially trained and well- armed men, sent into 
Ukraine from behind the Soviet lines. One of the most famous Soviet par-
tisans, Sydir Kovpak, a Ukrainian from Poltava, led a regiment of 3,500 
and embarked on two long- range raids in 1942–4 in northern and western 
Ukraine. He fought against both the Germans and Ukrainian nationalist 
units before the Germans pulverized his forces in 1944.145



 Second World War: The Killing Fields 227

Although these “irregular warriors” did not play a critical role in the 
Soviet victory over Germany, they “physically controll[ed] the lives and 
destinies of a small group of civilians” in some areas and harassed the 
Germans. But, most importantly, they sought to restore, if not expand 
upon, the pre- 1941 Soviet borders. In doing so, these partisans projected 
Soviet power beyond the territories controlled by the Red Army, frequent-
ly “reminding the population of the continual presence and watchful eye of 
the Soviet regime.”146 Soviet guerrilla activities behind the front lines fright-
ened many people under German occupation and inspired them to hide 
their anti- Soviet attitudes in public.147 These underground fighters also in-
tentionally provoked German reprisals against the local populations.148

In response to these Soviet partisans, various local Ukrainian self- defence 
units emerged in Western Volhynia and Polissia, areas conducive for gue-
rilla warfare. Taras Bulba- Borovets (who worked with OUN- M) orga-
nized armed Ukrainian groups in these areas in the spring of 1942. He 
sought to defend the local population from the Germans and from Soviet 
partisans who had begun to infiltrate Ukraine and who provoked brutal 
German reprisals. By mid- 1943 members of the Bandera wing of the OUN 
absorbed Bulba- Borovets’s group, the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA). 
Despite OUN- B’s initial hesitations about confronting the Germans (the 
Soviets remained their primary enemy), this group escalated their attacks 
on the occupiers who requisitioned grain from local peasants and who col-
lected slave labourers. By the fall of 1943, the UPA emerged as one of the 
strongest anti-German resistance movements outside of Soviet borders. 
Only Tito’s Partisans in Yugoslavia, the Polish Home Army, the French 
Resistance, and Soviet partisans attracted more fighters.149

The year 1943 emerged as a turning point on the eastern front and in the 
battle for Ukraine. After its victory at Stalingrad in February, the Soviet 
army captured Kharkiv on 23 August and Kiev on 6 November. By the 
end of April 1944, all of heretofore German- occupied eastern and central 
Ukraine fell. The Soviet army then conquered Lviv on 27  July and 
Transcarpathia on 10 October. Despite the inevitability of Soviet victory, 
not all acquiesced to a return of Soviet rule.

In a very short span of time, the political realities of East Central Europe 
changed, then changed again. In the 1930s, the Soviets, the Germans, and 
the Ukrainian nationalists aspired to remake the political map of Europe, 
but for different reasons. The Soviets and the Nazis wanted to overturn 
the Treaty of Versailles, enhance the power and the territories of their own 
already- existing states, and create their own new orders in their spheres of 
influence. In contrast, the OUN wanted to establish an independent 
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Ukrainian state near the heart of Europe, a project the Soviets and the 
Poles (who represented a status quo power) vehemently opposed.

In light of the European balance of power in the 1930s and 1940s, 
Ukrainian nationalists viewed the Germans as their only potential strategic 
partner against the USSR and Poland. Nevertheless, they did not blindly 
follow a pro- German orientation. Ukrainian revolutionary nationalism 
remained their primary commitment. In light of their ideological fervour, 
OUN- B members resembled the Bolsheviks in many respects. In light of 
their limited options, they felt they had to play the pro- German card, 
whatever the outcome. Encouraged by their contacts with the German 
military intelligence, which viewed the OUN favourably, they down-
played the hostility of the Nazi leaders, who did not recognize Ukrainians 
as colleagues or as equals, much less humans. For members of the OUN- B, 
it made perfect sense, strategically and tactically, to ally themselves with 
Germany, which opposed Poland as well as the USSR, and which helped 
set up the secessionist puppet states of Croatia and Slovakia.

The Polish Factor

Just as the Ukrainian nationalists assessed the state of the world from their 
own perspective, so did the Polish Government- in- Exile and the Polish 
Home Army. These Ukrainian and Polish frames of reference remained 
irreconcilable.

After the German invasion of the USSR in June 1941, the governments 
of the United Kingdom and the USSR established an anti- German mili-
tary alliance on 12 July. Poland, Great Britain’s closest ally, followed suit. 
On 30 July 1941 General Władysław Sikorski, the prime minister of the 
Polish Government- in- Exile, and Ivan Maisky, the Soviet ambassador to 
Great Britain, reopened full diplomatic relations between Poland and the 
USSR. In this treaty, the USSR annulled all of its 1939 agreements with 
Nazi Germany, but it did not explicitly recognize the pre- war Polish- 
Soviet borders, which the 1921 Treaty of Riga hammered out.150 Two weeks 
later, the two governments signed a military alliance treaty, creating a 
forty- thousand- man Polish army on Soviet soil.

Due primarily to the USSR’s refusal to recognize the precise coordinates 
of Poland’s eastern borders after the war, the Polish Government- in- Exile 
and the USSR became wary allies against Nazi Germany. Both the Soviets as 
well as the British promised to help the Polish Government- in- Exile’s ex-
tensive anti- German underground network in Poland, but it “received as 
little practical support” from the Soviets as it did from the Western Allies.151
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Shortly after the Polish army surrendered in September 1939, Sikorski 
established the Union for Armed Struggle (ZWZ) as occupied Poland’s 
military resistance movement, one of the largest in Nazi- subjugated 
Europe. In February 1942, in response to Nazi terror, he reorganized the 
ZWZ into the Home Army (Armia Krajewa, or AK), which united vari-
ous independent detachments operating in the German-  and Soviet occu-
pied zones and attracted approximately 400,000 men and women. The 
British hoped to use the Polish Home Army to destroy German lines sup-
plying front- line troops in Soviet territory in order to divert men and sup-
plies from France, the future site of a massive joint Allied invasion.

Led by Piłsudski’s acolytes, the AK cautiously accepted the authority of 
the more broadly based (but fragile) London exile government, composed 
of representatives of the pre- war political parties opposed to Piłsudski’s 
policies. The London government developed Poland’s overall strategy and 
negotiated with its allies; the AK fought in the streets and fields 1,450 ki-
lometres (900 miles) away. The Polish Government- in- Exile did not di-
rectly control all of the Home Army’s day- to- day operations. Despite the 
political and logistical strains between them, both groups proclaimed 
the necessity to restore Poland to its pre–September 1939 borders. But in 
the course of the war, the AK – which courageously fought in the disputed 
territories – watched helplessly as the British and Soviet governments 
forced the Polish Government- in- Exile to abandon this strategic goal.

Even before Sikorski’s death in an airline crash in Gibraltar on 4 July 
1943, the uneasy relationship between his government and the USSR col-
lapsed. On 13 April the German mass media announced that their troops 
had discovered mass graves of Polish officers near the Katyn Forest in 
former Eastern Poland and claimed that the Soviets had executed them 
prior to the outbreak of the German- Soviet War on 22  June 1941. The 
Soviets vociferously denied this accusation, insisting that the Germans 
committed the crime months after their invasion. The Polish Government- 
in- Exile, which had always suspected Soviet complicity in the disappear-
ance of twenty- two thousand Polish officers the Red Army captured 
in September–October 1939, asked the International Red Cross to investi-
gate. Angered that the Poles had publicly questioned the integrity of the 
Soviet Union’s anti- fascist credentials, Stalin broke off relations with the 
Government- in- Exile and openly cultivated Polish pro- Soviet groups 
within the USSR in order to form Poland’s first post- war government.152

In response to the uncertainties concerning Poland’s eastern frontiers, 
the Polish government- in exile and the leadership of the Home Army 
launched operations to gain as much ground as possible before the Soviet 
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advance into the kresy. Committed to its pre- 1939 borders and hoping to 
re- establish ties with the Soviet government, which fervently opposed the 
OUN and UPA, the Poles did not seriously seek to find any accommoda-
tion with these two Ukrainian organizations. Any compromise reached 
would have challenged Poland’s claims to its territorial integrity. Polish 
policies, not Ukrainian polonophobia, remained the main obstacle to any 
Polish- Ukrainian agreement. Polish inflexibility on this issue only intensi-
fied Ukrainian hatred of the Poles to unprecedented levels.

After the Soviet army crossed the Bug (Buh) River on 22 July 1944 and 
entered the territory Moscow would designate as the post- war Polish state, 
the Soviet government created the Polish Committee of National Liberation 
(PKWN) in Lublin. Partially in response to this political shockwave, on 
1 August the AK launched the Warsaw Uprising, which sought to seize the 
capital from the Germans, just before the arrival of Soviet troops. Shortly 
after the Germans brutally crushed the largest urban insurrection of the 
Second World War in early October, Winston Churchill forced Stanisław 
Mikołajczyk, Sikorski’s successor as prime minister, to accept the creation of 
the Soviet- sponsored Lublin government and Poland’s new truncated bor-
ders. The Soviet Union recognized the Lublin government as Poland’s pro-
visional government on 31  December 1944. At Potsdam, the first Allied 
summit after the war in Europe ended, the British and US governments ac-
knowledged the PKWN’s successor, the Provisional Government of 
National Unity (TRJN), on 30  June 1945 as Poland’s legitimate post- war 
government. Ostensibly a coalition government, which included Mikołajczyk 
and other representatives of the London- based Polish Government- in- Exile, 
the TRJN soon emerged as a communist- led government.153

Willing to sacrifice tens of millions of soldiers and civilians and taking ad-
vantage of all the opportunities that came his way, Stalin in the course of the 
war beat back the Germans, reacquired the pre–22 June 1941 Soviet border-
lands in the West, occupied Poland, marginalized the Polish Government- in- 
Exile, neutered the Home Army, and installed a new pro- Soviet government 
in a smaller Poland. Unable to control events on the ground, the London 
government and the Home Army watched apprehensively as the Soviets 
swept away the authority of the Polish Underground State and installed their 
own administration. Inasmuch as the Soviets possessed the largest land army 
in Eurasia and the acquiescence of Churchill and Roosevelt, there was very 
little that these two Polish organizations could do to stem the Soviet tide, 
save to gain control of as much territory as possible.

In an age of nationalism, most viewed states with large territories as 
powerful nations. Much like the Poles, Ukrainian nationalists sought to 
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gain possession of the maximum amount of the land they claimed and to 
fend off the Soviets.154 Much like the Poles, they failed.

Chełm/Kholm and the Volhynian Massacres

Shortly after the 1941 German invasion, the Poles and Ukrainians in 
Poland’s former eastern territories became involved in one of the most 
ferocious conflicts of the war. These merciless clashes built on the hostili-
ties generated in interwar Poland and in the first few weeks of the German- 
Polish War. Sparked by the introduction of radical German occupational 
policies in the Chełm/Kholm (Kholmshchyna) and Podlachia regions in 
1942–3, these anti- Ukrainian and anti- Polish violent outbursts soon en-
gulfed neighbouring Western Volhynia and then Eastern Galicia.

This mass communal violence built on the enormous demographic, re-
ligious, and political transformations of the late nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, which aroused the residents of this mixed Polish- Ukrainian ter-
ritory on the frontiers between Poland and the Soviet Union. Located 
west of the Bug (Buh) River, the Kholm Region bordered on the Polish 
Lublin region to the west, Volhynia to the east, Podlachia to the north, and 
Galicia to the south. In the nineteenth century, this region belonged to the 
Russian Empire. In 1875 the tsarist authorities brutally converted its pre-
dominantly Greek Catholic, Ukrainian- speaking population to the 
Orthodox faith. Shortly after 1905, when Tsar Nicholas II issued a decree 
on religious tolerance (which still outlawed the Greek Catholics), almost 
one- third of the 450,000 “new Orthodox” believers converted to Roman 
Catholicism. These religious transformations reinforced the process by 
which the Ukrainian- speaking population acculturated (then assimilated) 
themselves to the Polish language and culture.

By 1914, nearly one- half of the total residents (841,800) of the newly 
created tsarist gubernia of Kholm identified themselves as Ukrainians, 
nearly one- quarter as Poles, and 15  per cent as Jews. As the German- 
Russian front moved eastward after the outbreak of the war, the Russian 
authorities evacuated the overwhelming majority of its Ukrainian- speakers 
to the interior of their empire. Not all returned after the two Treaties of 
Brest- Litovsk, which settled the First World War on the eastern front, or 
the 1921 Treaty of Riga, which concluded the Polish- Soviet War of 1920.

The Treaty of Riga assigned Eastern Galicia, Western Volhynia, 
Podlachia, and the Kholm Region to Poland. The Ukrainians now consti-
tuted less than one- half of the Kholm Region’s total population. Taking 
advantage of this situation, the new Polish government actively sponsored 
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efforts to transform the Ukrainian minority into loyal Poles and to con-
vert the Orthodox faithful to the newly created “Roman Catholic Church 
of the Eastern Rite.” Hoping to Polonize the entire Ukrainian population, 
the authorities demolished, desecrated, or converted half of the total num-
ber of Orthodox churches to Roman Catholic ones in this area in 1937–8.

Shortly after the German invasion of Poland in 1939, the victors occu-
pied all of the Kholm Region and Podlachia, which became a part of the 
General Government’s Lublin district. As in Galicia, the German occupa-
tional authorities allowed the creation of the Ukrainian Central Committee 
and Ukrainian- language schools. They also tolerated the emergence of the 
Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church, modelled on the church the 
Soviets destroyed in Soviet Ukraine in the early 1930s.155 Although they 
considered all Slavs Untermenschen, the Germans favoured the Ukrainians 
over the Poles, which infuriated the latter. The limited empowerment of 
the Ukrainians came with the disempowerment of the Poles. By raising the 
political status of the Ukrainians over that of the Poles, the Germans am-
plified the fears, resentments, and hatreds between these two groups.156

In the spring of 1942, escaped Soviet prisoners of war, Soviet partisans, 
and pro- Soviet Polish units arrived in the Kholm Region and began to at-
tack Ukrainian “collaborators” in the local administration, the Ukrainian 
intelligentsia, and the Germans. While these irregulars justified their actions 
as anti- German ones, the local Ukrainian population interpreted them as 
anti- Ukrainian in nature, especially when the Germans indiscriminately re-
taliated by burning down entire Polish and Ukrainian villages.157 In 
late November 1942, the Germans launched General Plan Ost, an ambitious 
plan to Germanize the Polish lands and those beyond by expelling the na-
tive populations and replacing them with German colonists. During the 
construction of settler colonies near the city of Zamość (a part of the Kholm 
Region) between November 1942 and February 1943, the Germans evicted 
over 110,000 Polish and Ukrainian peasants from nearly 300 villages and 
hamlets encircling the city.158 Once the Germans deported the Poles in the 
area, they brought in a small number of German and Dutch settlers, creating 
a ring of villages surrounding these colonies to protect them from the hostile 
Polish population. Despite protests from the Ukrainian Central Committee, 
the authorities also moved many Ukrainians into the vacated Polish villages, 
creating in effect a Ukrainian shield for the Aryan colonists.

This game of musical chairs produced rivers of blood. Those forcibly 
evicted from their small plots of land encountered not only physical and 
psychological displacement, but also increased competition for scarce food 
and shelter, and the possibility of death in an unfamiliar environment. 
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During the German anti- Polish operations, a large number of Poles fled to 
the forests, where they supplied the Peasant Battalions (Bataliony 
Chłopskie), the Home Army, and the Soviet partisans with new recruits. 
Many of these refugees dealt with their humiliations by striking back at 
their neighbours who acquired their property or that of their compatriots. 
The Polish underground forces sided with their fellow countrymen and 
started to target the German colonists and the Ukrainian minority, burning 
down their villages and at times murdering some, if not all, of their inhabit-
ants. The Germans retaliated by indiscriminately executing those they sus-
pected of aiding the Polish and Soviet partisans, Ukrainians as well as Poles.

In creating colonies and in displacing and mingling the local populations 
in the nationally mixed areas, the Germans, in effect, provoked the Poles, 
who then attacked the Germans and Ukrainians. By killing a small number 
of German settlers, the Home Army prompted the Germans to introduce 
brutal countermeasures against the Ukrainians.159 All in all, the Poles and the 
Germans killed nearly four thousand Ukrainian civilians in this region.160

In response to this carnage, at least ten thousand Ukrainians from the 
Kholm Region fled to neighbouring Volhynia and spread stories of Polish 
atrocities. The fate of the Ukrainians in the Kholm Region, “canaries in the 
Polish coal mine,” terrified the Ukrainians in Volhynia and aroused them 
against the local Poles, a recipe for disaster.161 As the demographic and po-
litical realities in Volhynia differed radically from those in the Kholm 
Region, the subsequent Polish- Ukrainian conflict in Volhynia became even 
bloodier. First of all, the Ukrainians constituted the overwhelming majori-
ty of the population (they represented a plurality or the minority in the 
Kholm Region). Second, Volhynia (unlike Galicia, Podlachia, or the Kholm 
Region) belonged to Reichskommissariat Ukraine, a territory even more 
conducive to inter- communal violence than the General Government. 
Although the Koch regime raised the status of the Ukrainians and lowered 
that of the Poles, it sought to have these two Untermenschen check, if not 
act against, each other.162

The Polish Home Army and the Soviet partisans also operated in German- 
occupied Volhynia. As the Germans’ control weakened, the Home Army 
decided to reassert the Polish Government- in- Exile’s authority over this 
area and protect its communities. But in light of the small number of Poles 
scattered across a sea of Ukrainians, pursuing both of these goals at the 
same time led to an impasse. To proclaim a return to the pre- 1939 Polish 
borders only enraged the Ukrainians and endangered the Polish popula-
tion. At the same time, OUN- B’s goal to wrest this area from the Poles and 
to create an independent Ukraine only inflamed the Poles.
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Since September 1939, the Poles had seen their state destroyed and their 
national minorities win limited support from the Germans, their hated en-
emies. In turn, the Ukrainians – who had experienced a dramatic decline in 
population in the Kholm Region, had encountered extensive discrimina-
tion during the period of the Second Polish Republic, and who suffered 
violence in the Kholm Region – decided to stand their ground in Volhynia. 
Both the Polish as well as Ukrainian nationalists interpreted their reality in 
similar terms. Most members of each group felt that they had to not only 
defend their own physical existence, but also ensure their own national es-
sence as Poles and Ukrainians. To fail meant to lose not just one’s family or 
neighbours, but also one’s homeland, a powerful internalized symbol of 
one’s imagined community, linking the past, present, and future.

In late 1942 and early 1943, Poles and Ukrainians began frequent ex-
changes of gunfire. The first major mass killings of Poles by Ukrainians 
broke out in  April 1943, marking the start of a major OUN- B ethnic 
cleansing campaign to rid the area of its large Polish population.163 Who 
gave the order to spark this conflagration: the entire leadership of the 
OUN- B Western Ukrainian Territorial Executive Committee? Some fac-
tion of it? The OUN- B regional commander? Others?164 Even decades 
after the start of this conflict, the identity of those who issued these com-
mands remains unclear, but once the slaughter started, it could not stop.

Although OUN- B leaders designated Russia as enemy number one and 
recognized that this distant enemy was fast approaching and that its meth-
ods were far more brutal than those the Poles employed in the 1930s, they 
had to deal with the threat at hand.165 In Volhynia and Galicia, the Poles 
lived in villages and communities adjacent to Ukrainian ones or in mixed 
Polish- Ukrainian villages. Many Poles, now official allies of the USSR, 
cooperated with Soviet partisans against the local Ukrainian population, 
oftentimes provoking the Germans to annihilate Ukrainian villages.

Most importantly, the OUN- B challenged the Polish Government- in- 
Exile and the Home Army, which fought to restore the Polish Republic 
within its pre–1 September 1939 frontiers. Poles claimed Western Volhynia 
(and the Kholm Region and Eastern Galicia) as part of Poland’s patrimony; 
Ukrainians insisted that these territories belonged to the Ukrainian home-
land. Both sides claimed that Western Volhynia represented their native 
soil and only their native soil. To make a long story short, the Poles – the 
minority of the population – wanted to stay in Volhynia (and control it), 
while the Ukrainians, the majority of the population, wanted the Poles to 
cede control or to leave. Both sides would not compromise on this funda-
mental issue and decided to settle their differences by means of violence.
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The Germans stirred this cauldron of brutality in the Polish- Ukrainian 
borderlands, stoking it to unprecedented levels. Once the Germans ar-
rived in Volhynia in the summer of 1941, they established a local police 
force (Schutzmannschaft) and staffed it with Ukrainians.166 At first, the 
new regime relied on volunteers. But with the appearance of Soviet parti-
sans in the Polish- Ukrainian- Belarusan borderlands in 1942, the Germans 
radically expanded the size of its membership. Since Soviet Ukraine con-
stituted the largest single administrative region in the German- conquered 
east, most of its new Schutzmänner came from there. In order to fill its 
ranks, they had to procure young men. By the end of 1942, far more police 
recruits were coerced into service than volunteered.167

Each recruit, whether coerced or not, possessed a different reason for 
joining and remaining in the ranks of the Schutzmannschaft. Some men 
may have wanted to avenge the deaths or deportations of family members 
or friends from the Soviet era. Others may have enlisted for nationalistic 
reasons, infiltrating the German police in order to acquire weapons and 
some training. But most enrolled for more mundane reasons. In serving the 
German authorities, they avoided forced labour conscription to Germany 
and received food, regular pay, and protection, a modicum of security in 
uncertain times.168 In addition to those who sought to survive and provide 
for their families, the local police also attracted the ambitious, the unsa-
voury, and even criminals.169

If the statistics for one district in Belarus are representative of all 
Schutzmänner, approximately 90  per cent of the Ukrainian policemen 
would have been thirty- five years old or younger, men of prime military 
age.170 Since most able- bodied men of military age under occupation raised 
German suspicions, young men had to choose one of three options to se-
cure their physical future, however precarious: (1) paid service in the police 
force; (2) forced labour in Germany; or (3) enrolment in Ukrainian or 
Soviet units in the forests. Of these unpalatable opportunities, many settled 
on police service, which “may have seemed the more attractive of the pos-
sible alternatives.”171 Most the conscripted policemen had no overall loy-
alty to the Germans or an ideological predisposition to fascism.172 As most 
young men sought to make the best of their limited options, they should 
not be condemned for joining the police. But they should be judged and 
condemned for any and all heinous actions committed after donning 
German uniforms, especially the mass killing of unarmed Jewish, Polish, 
and Ukrainian civilians.

Once Soviet partisans began to penetrate Volhynia in the fall of 1942, 
the German authorities assigned some of the conscripted local policemen 
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to assist SS and military units in punitive missions against suspected Soviet 
partisan supporters, in addition to special “actions” against ex- communist 
activists, Jews, Soviet ex- prisoners, and members of the Polish intelligen-
tsia.173 The Germans introduced draconian measures against the civilian 
population suspected of helping Soviet partisans. Often arbitrarily imple-
mented, the severe reprisals against possible partisan sympathizers hit “the 
patriotic Ukrainian peasantry as frequently as they did communist sympa-
thizers.” Increasingly, some policemen (not all) became reluctant to sup-
press their fellow Ukrainians or to round up young men and women for 
the Ostarbeiter program.174

But they were stuck, enmeshed in a set of arrangements beyond their 
immediate control. They could not disobey their superiors. But at the 
same time, some could not participate in the mass killings of their compa-
triots or – in some cases – their neighbours. By the fall of 1942, they could 
not voluntarily leave the ranks of the Schutzmannschaft. If they did, the 
Germans would shoot them for desertion. Even if the Germans allowed 
them to return to their former lives, the Soviet partisans would not neces-
sarily forgive them for working for the Germans.

Then, in response to a call by the OUN- B leadership in March 1943, 
approximately six thousand Ukrainian policemen abandoned the Germans 
with their weapons and headed for the forests.175 Many joined the OUN- B–
led Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) and now fought against three foes 
– the Germans, the Poles, and the Soviets. Others fell in with the Soviet 
partisans (in the 1920s and 1930s the Communist Party of Western Ukraine 
attracted a large number of sympathizers in Volhynia); others went home.

In retaliation, the Germans killed the families of Ukrainian police offi-
cers who deserted and destroyed the villages of those who fled with their 
arms. Using newly recruited Polish policemen to replace the Ukrainians, 
the Germans promptly carried out these reprisals. “Many who joined the 
UPA from the German police instantly lost their homes and families,” ac-
cording to Timothy Snyder, “and found a new reason to hate the Poles.”176

By the summer of 1943, the OUN and UPA used the local Polish alli-
ance with the Germans as a justification for cleansing Western Volhynia of 
the Polish population. That summer the UPA gained control of the 
Volhynian countryside from the Germans and began to murder and expel 
its 200,000–300,000 Polish inhabitants and the remaining Jews.177 Volhynia 
suffered mass murder, mutilation of bodies, and the burning of entire vil-
lages along with their residents. The overwhelming majority of the victims 
were unarmed Polish civilians. Polish policemen, self- defence forces, and 
the Home Army struck back, also indiscriminately killing Ukrainian men, 
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women, and children. Both sides engaged in asymmetrical violence. “An 
eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” quickly escalated to “Several eyes 
for an eye, and several sets of teeth for a tooth.” More so in Western 
Volhynia than in the Chełm/Kholm Region or Galicia, the horrors Jewish, 
Polish, and Ukrainian civilians suffered rivalled the brutalities German 
peasants endured during the Thirty Years War.178

Scholars in Poland, Ukraine, the United States, and Europe estimate 
that in 1943 and 1944 the members of the OUN- B and UPA killed be-
tween 25,000 to 70,000 Poles in Western Volhynia, and then another 20,000 
to 70,000 in Eastern Galicia. In the same period, the Home Army and 
other Polish underground units killed 2,000 to 20,000 Ukrainians in 
Western Volhynia and another 1,000 to 4,000 in Galicia. In both nationally 
mixed regions, between 50,000 to 100,000 Poles and 8,000 to 20,000 
Ukrainians died by violent means.179 The German authorities did little to 
stop these ethnic cleansings, and oftentimes provoked them.

As the turbulent waves of emotions produced in this Polish- Ukrainian 
conflict generated wildly different ways the survivors remembered these 
events (the Rashomon effect), the range of these estimates is very broad 
and must be treated with considerable caution. Scholars will need to con-
duct more research before they can narrow their appraisals of the Polish 
and Ukrainian civilian casualties to statistics that can be cited with reason-
able confidence in order to build a consensus on the overall number of 
Polish and Ukrainian victims. It is tempting to split the difference between 
the high and low estimates or to use the highest number of civilian victims 
to rationalize claims of ethnic cleansing or genocide. The truth of the mat-
ter is more complex and difficult to delineate precisely.

In light of the number of Polish and Ukrainian victims in relation to the 
overall number of Poles and Ukrainians living in the Kholm Region, 
Western Volhynia, and Eastern Galicia, this Polish- Ukrainian War repre-
sented a broad and ferocious ethno- national conflict, an effort by both the 
OUN- B/UPA and the Home Army to expel the other’s compatriots, with 
one side winning and the other losing, and with both sides engaging in 
atrocities against civilians. The communal violence in the Kholm Region, 
Western Volhynia, and Eastern Galicia parallels the violence of the 
Algerians against the French colonialists, of Irish nationalists against the 
British, of Jewish nationalists against the British and Palestinians, and 
Palestinian nationalists against Israelis. In each case, radical nationalists 
attacked and killed members of other nations who held political power or 
controlled contested territory. Their methods were criminal and often-
times abominable, but the years of pent- up fears, private resentments, and 
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public humiliations fuelled the spontaneous rage.180 Despite the efforts of 
the Ukrainian Central Committee, the Ukrainian Catholic bishops, and 
the leaders of the Ukrainian community, peace could not be restored.

Regrettably, in light of the high stakes involved (post- war Polish con-
trol of the kresy vs local Ukrainian control of the Kholm Region, Western 
Volhynia, and Eastern Galicia), it was impossible to reconcile these two 
diametrically opposed goals without the application of mass violence. 
Because of the savagery involved, both sides could frame this conflict as a 
struggle between good and evil. Although the OUN- B and UPA killed 
more Poles than the Home Army killed Ukrainians, both groups were 
responsible for the violence that broke out in this area. In this war, no 
group was blameless or absolved from responsibility in killing civilians. 
Each group contained victims as well as perpetrators, and oftentimes vic-
tims became victimizers and victimizers became victims. Although there 
were many casualties from different political, ethnic, national, or religious 
persuasions, there were far fewer innocents.

Despite the wide range within these above- mentioned statistics, they 
possess two common denominators. First of all, in any given region where 
the Poles or Ukrainians were a minority of the population, its civilian 
population suffered more than its enemies. Second, in light of the panic 
this mass violence provoked in the Polish and Ukrainian communities, it 
produced more violence in terms of scope and intensity.

Atrocities, exaggerations, widespread unverified rumours, and hysteria 
on both sides mark the Polish- Ukrainian armed struggle of 1942–4. In 
response to the anti- Ukrainian actions taken in the Kholm Region, refu-
gees fled to Volhynia. Their accounts of the horrors they experienced pro-
voked extensive and brutal anti- Polish massacres in Volhynia. Thousands 
of Poles then fled Volhynia for Galicia, where they activated the Polish 
underground to prepare punitive measures against the Ukrainian popula-
tion. 181 The OUN and UPA struck back. Even after the war in Europe 
ended, the Polish- Ukrainian conflict continued in a new theatre of opera-
tions in southeastern Poland (Zakerzonnia), which contained a large 
Ukrainian minority. Once set into motion, this epidemic of mass violence 
could not be easily quarantined or totally eliminated.

Far more so than the first Polish- Ukrainian War of 1918–19, or the 
Polish- Ukrainian violence in interwar Poland, this second Polish- Ukrainian 
War, like the Croatian- Serbian War in German- occupied Yugoslavia in 
1941 to 1944, destabilized entire societies and poisoned the relationships 
between neighbours. At the Ukrainian- Polish borderlands, the war acceler-
ated the destruction of the local elites. In addition to the 200,000 Jews 
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massacred in this region, at least 100,000 Polish and Ukrainian non- 
combatants died during this struggle. It embittered and permanently di-
vorced Ukrainians and Poles from each other, decimated the Jewish 
population, and solidified the Ukrainian identity among the survivors in 
this region, but only for a short period of time.182 Many of the Ukrainian 
survivors would eventually be deported or killed after the war. The demo-
graphic Ukrainization of these borderlands after the war came at the ex-
pense of the Jewish and Polish populations living there.

Manipulation of the Ukrainian Identity

With the creation of the Soviet internal passport system in the early 1930s, 
every citizen at the age of sixteen living in urban areas declared his or her 
national identity based on that of his or her parents. In the case of “mixed” 
parentage, children could choose either one of their parents’ identities. 
Once entered into the Soviet system, changes in the passport’s “nationali-
ty” category could not take place.183

For most Soviet citizens, the documentation of national identities did 
not produce any adverse consequences in the 1930s. Many did not take 
this registration seriously. But when the German- Soviet War broke out, 
these passports produced life and death consequences. These documents 
divided the Soviet citizens into those the Nazis wanted to exterminate im-
mediately (such as the Jews, who possessed their own separate nationality 
category) and those who remained merely expendable.

Millions of Soviet citizens may have possessed a Ukrainian “nationali-
ty” in their passports but did not necessarily imagine themselves as mem-
bers of a community separate from the Russian- speaking Soviet public. 
Many of these men and women may have conflated all of the Eastern Slavs 
into a category “nashi” (our people), which included all East Slavs, but 
excluded Poles, Jews, and ethnic Germans. Millions of peasants (who did 
not gain access to passports until 1974) may have primarily identified 
themselves with their village or locality, not their ascribed identity. This 
should not be surprising. Ukrainization lasted only for a short period of 
time, and those who promoted it, usually the most nationally conscious, 
experienced arrest, imprisonment, execution, or exile. Despite its suppres-
sion, Ukrainization did raise the level of Ukrainian national conscious-
ness, although it is difficult to ascertain by how much or for how long.184

As the supreme arbiter of national hierarchies in RK Ukraine, Koch 
gave preferential treatment to the Ukrainian language and culture over the 
Russian. This forced Ukrainization alienated the Russian speakers in the 
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cities, who for the most part imagined Ukrainian as inferior to Russian 
and led many of them to identify the Ukrainian language and culture with 
the barbarism of the Nazi order. But Koch’s Ukrainization did not reflect 
the Ukrainization of the 1920s. Although the Germans allowed drama 
theatres and choir concerts in Ukrainian, they prohibited public recita-
tions of Taras Shevchenko’s poems in the Reichskommissariat, consider-
ing them inflammatory. The Ministry for the Occupied Eastern Territories, 
moreover, did not think that Ukrainians needed to learn German or attain 
an education beyond the fourth grade.185 Nazi racial ideologists clearly 
viewed Ukrainians as inferior beings and did not seek to raise their national 
consciousness, if only to oppose the communist regime they passionately 
wanted to crush.

When members of the several- thousand- strong OUN expeditionary 
groups arrived in Soviet Ukraine in  June 1941, just ahead or behind the 
invading German troops, they knew almost nothing about the day- to- day 
life of the local population and were shocked to encounter very little of the 
national consciousness they had experienced in Eastern Galicia.186 Although 
Ukrainians in the east spoke Ukrainian, they responded unenthusiastically 
to the integral nationalism Galician Ukrainians aggressively promoted.187 
Having survived the brutalities of collectivization, the famines, and the 
purges, they rejected the OUN’s adherence to authoritarianism and one- 
party rule. Central and Eastern Ukrainians, moreover, asked penetrating 
questions about the content of the social and political programs the OUN 
would introduce after the collapse of Soviet rule, questions that the new-
comers could answer only in vague terms.188 In light of Ukraine’s experi-
ences during the First World War, revolution, Civil War, collectivization, 
industrialization, famine, and the purges, this reaction remained unsurpris-
ing. In Reichskommissariat Ukraine, the nationally conscious elite (as 
well  as those who launched the Ukrainian Revolution of 1917–20 and 
Ukrainization in the 1920s) had been decimated long before the arrival of 
the Germans.

As a consequence of the above- mentioned spontaneous meetings be-
tween the Galicians and their eastern compatriots and the German losses at 
Stalingrad and Kursk, the leadership of the OUN- B began to reconsider its 
political program. At the Third Extraordinary Grand Assembly on 
21–5  August 1943, at the height of the Polish- Ukrainian conflict in 
Volhynia, the OUN- B condemned “fascist national- socialist programs and 
political concepts” as well as “Russian- Bolshevik communism” and pro-
posed a system of free peoples and independent states “[as] the single best 
solution to the problem of world order.” The organization’s new social and 
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economic program emphasized a mixed economy, worker participation in 
management, free movement of labour, and free trade unions. The OUN- B 
claimed that it would introduce civil liberties, including freedom of the 
press and speech, even respecting the rights of national minorities.189

Although these changes overturned the OUN- B’s earlier policy, repre-
sented by the slogan “Ukraine for Ukrainians,” the organization still 
viewed itself as the spearhead of the Ukrainian national liberation move-
ment. As a group representing a people without a state, its members were 
totally committed to the creation of an independent Ukrainian state ex 
nihilo from all the territories with Ukrainian- speaking majorities in East 
Central Europe. (In light of their ideological predispositions, its members 
did not recognize the Ukrainian SSR as an independent or as a Ukrainian 
state, certainly not as a political entity representing the interests of the 
Ukrainian majority.) In the course of the Second World War, the OUN- 
B’s political ideology changed from a highly authoritarian one, influenced 
by the prevailing European fascist ethos that sought to overturn the Treaty 
of Versailles, to one more moderate and somewhat more liberal, if not 
social- democratic.190 But the creation of a Ukrainian state remained the 
OUN- B’s primary goal; only the form of this future state’s government 
changed. The brutal armed struggle would continue until then.

The OUN- B defined itself as a national liberation movement. As such, 
it was similar in structure, ideology, and ethos to other twentieth- century 
national liberation movements, not unlike Vietnam’s Viet Minh, Algeria’s 
National Liberation Front, Ireland’s Sinn Féin and the Irish Republican 
Army, the Jewish Irgun and Stern Gang, or the Palestine Liberation 
Organization.191 All of these organizations fought to create independent 
states and all employed violence, oftentimes in immoral, senseless, or 
counterproductive ways against civilians.

Members of the OUN- B lived in an environment of illegality and con-
spiratorial activity. They were young and fanatical believers in the 
Ukrainian cause. They remained hostile to all real and perceived enemies, 
whether the occupying powers, competing national movements, other na-
tions, or potential traitors in their own midst. They embraced violence and 
often terrorism. Their enemies responded in kind. And most of these per-
ceived enemies (with the exception of the Jews) enjoyed access to larger 
armies and more guns.

Because the OUN- B was completely dedicated to constructing an inde-
pendent Ukrainian state from the territories claimed and/or occupied by 
Poland, the USSR, Romania, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary, the political 
elites and masses in these states formed after the First World War regarded 
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the Ukrainian nationalist movement (and the OUN- B in particular) as an 
existential threat that needed eradication.192 For them, the making of an 
independent Ukraine meant the unmaking of their own states. By raising 
the flag of the dispossessed and exploited Ukrainians, the OUN- B threat-
ened the stability and the territorial integrity of all of these East Central 
European states.

Under these circumstances, the OUN- B could not and would not intro-
duce, let alone implement, the new  August 1943 program during a bitter 
struggle against the largest army on the Eurasian continent and against the 
Poles in Western Volhynia. Inspired by the complex response the OUN ex-
peditionary groups received in 1941 Soviet Ukraine, this new policy came too 
late to attract the local population in Central and Eastern Ukraine to the 
Ukrainian nationalist cause.193 In any case, by mid- 1943 the geopolitical situ-
ation in East Central Europe favoured the Red Army. The OUN- B and UPA 
leadership would find it difficult to introduce these changes in the heat of war.

Soviet victories at Stalingrad and Kursk reinforced the idea that the 
USSR would soon defeat Nazi Germany. In preparation for this victory, 
the Communist Party’s propaganda machine promoted a dual identity 
among its non- Russian citizens. By combining the overall Soviet identity 
and a regional and/or republican identity, the ruling elite hoped to neutral-
ize the anti- Soviet resistance movements in the Soviet western border-
lands. In highlighting Soviet Ukrainian patriotism, which emphasized the 
independence and sovereignty of the Ukrainian SSR within the Soviet 
family of nations, the authorities implied fundamental changes in the sta-
tus of the republic and its citizens after the war.194

On 1 February 1944, the Supreme Soviet of the USSR allowed the re-
publics of the USSR to create republican military formations and to enjoy 
relations with foreign countries as well as to create ministries of defence 
and foreign affairs. The writer Alexander Korniichuk became Soviet 
Ukraine’s foreign minister, and Kovpak the first defence minister. Although 
Soviet Ukraine never formed independent military formations, it did be-
come a founding member of the United Nations in 1945, remaining a 
member even before its formal independence in December 1991.

In terms of these identities, the Soviet one preceded the other national 
identities, with the exception of the Russian, which remained the “more 
equal” one. As these Ukrainian territories re- entered the USSR, the Soviet 
state regained control of the Ukrainian cultural elite’s ability to represent 
their own Ukrainian identity and reality. While the Soviet state possessed 
a monopoly of violence, it could not always dictate its political vision of 
Ukraine from the top down. Often, as Serhy Yekelchyk recently pointed 
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out, it had to negotiate with the Ukrainian cultural elite over the parame-
ters of the Ukrainian identity.195 But these accommodations did not in-
clude parties of equals.

Collectivization, the Holodomor, and the Soviet terror of the 1930s de-
stroyed the old social fabric and helped reduce an individual’s solidarity 
with others, not only across national communities, but also within one’s 
own group.196 The German occupation and its brutal reprisals for helping 
partisans and Jews raised this wide- scale anomie to an unprecedented lev-
el. The war produced even more trauma. Each cataclysm built upon the 
previous one and each expanded the levels of social alienation. Neighbours 
not only divorced themselves from neighbours, but they may have also 
experienced a profound social distance within themselves.

The multinational, multicultural, multilingual, and multiconfessional 
communities across Ukraine, as in most of East Central Europe, lived to-
gether, but apart. With rare exceptions, members of each nation constituted 
a single society centred on itself and did not belong to a commonwealth of 
different communities. They may have lived next to each other physically, 
but they did not necessarily interact with each other psychologically. 
Without regular personal interactions between and among members of 
these various groups, it was difficult to establish trust, the expectation “that 
arises within a community of regular, honest, and cooperative behavior, 
based on commonly shared norms” with other communities.197 Trust is a 
necessary ingredient in all social relations, especially in multinational states. 
Without this mutual dependability, suspicions fester, especially during times 
of crisis and radical change. Political and economic downturns encourage 
people in one group to highlight their differences with other groups and to 
reinforce their suspicions that members of other communities conspire to 
work against their interests. In the small town of Berezhany (Brzeżany) in 
Eastern Galicia, for example, Ukrainians, Poles, and Jews did not fraternize 
with each other before the war, “so that when bad times arrived, there was 
no one to turn to.”198

This pattern of social relationships among these groups prevailed through-
out Eastern Galicia, Western Volhynia, and even Central Ukraine. Although 
many Ukrainians possessed negative feelings towards Poles and Jews, it is 
no less true that many of the latter also had hostile feelings towards 
Ukrainians. Each national community in Ukraine emphasized ethnic ste-
reotypes in defining their neighbours. In other words, each group could or 
would not empathize with the others, and when catastrophe stuck, as it of-
ten did even before the war, the response was “That’s not my problem” (Tse 
ne moia sprava).
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In reaction to the various social cataclysms and subsequent traumas 
they encountered, people built psychological barriers between their own 
group and other groups, even if they experienced similar traumas. Over 
time, these invisible ramparts became long, deep, and high Chinese walls, 
dividing groups by language, religion, and class. Keeping the strangers and 
“Barbarians” away from one’s physical and psychological perimeter be-
came a priority. In the course of the war, solidarity with fellow human 
beings, especially those outside one’s group, quickly evaporated.

Anomie

Reichskommissariat Ukraine built on the Soviet heritage of mistrust and 
enforced passivity which undermined solidarity with others. The prom-
ising social experiments of the 1920s, the New Economic Policy and 
Ukrainization, started to build a civil society in the first fifteen years of 
Soviet power, but Stalin’s collectivization, industrialization, famine, and 
massive purges shut down this process. The politics of national categoriza-
tion in the 1920s and the Stalinist politics of suspicion, denunciation, and 
a constant search for real and suspected enemies in the 1930s prepared the 
way for the Nazis. In the Ukrainian- speaking territories of East Central 
Europe, the official Polish and Romanian policies discriminating against 
Ukrainians and the subsequent repressions in the 1920s and 1930s, and the 
oppressive Soviet occupation, extensive deportations, mass arrests, and ex-
ecutions between 1939 and 1941 made cooperation with the Germans – for 
many – preferable to submission to the Soviets, Poles, or Romanians. As 
the largest national group in Europe without an independent state, many 
Ukrainians felt frustrated by the post- war and post- Versailles world and 
acted upon their resentments.

Between 1918 and 1939, many Ukrainians living in Galicia, Volhynia, 
and Bukovina embraced integral nationalism and its ultimate goal – the 
establishment of an independent Ukrainian state. Proponents of this high-
ly authoritarian ideology claimed that this end justified all means used to 
realize it; many – although not necessarily the majority – approved this 
interpretation. In his criticism of this immorality, Metropolitan Andrei 
Sheptytsky called this belief “a politics without God,” the attitude that 
“politics frees a person from the obligation of Divine Law and justifies 
crime.”199 But depending on the circumstances, true believers of integral 
nationalism were not necessarily more likely to absorb this moral break-
down and accommodate the occupiers than the non- believers.200
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In their assessment of the recent past, nationalist ideologists claimed that 
Ukrainians failed to establish their own independent state in 1917–20 for 
two reasons. First of all, the Ukrainians – led by moderate socialist and 
liberal parties, which negotiated various compromises – did not possess the 
necessary will to create an independent state. Second, the Ukrainian na-
tionalist governments which emerged during the revolutionary period did 
not – or could not – establish an effective army to vanquish their internal 
and external enemies. Despite the great hopes and expectations generated 
by the fall of the tsarist government, a new political order based on respect, 
dignity, justice, and equal rights did not emerge. Might still defined right.

All integral nationalists understood subconsciously – if not consciously 
– that in a world of competitive powers the Ukrainians needed a powerful 
ally, not a domineering protector along the lines of imperial Germany, 
which intervened in the internal affairs of the Ukrainian National Republic 
and quickly undermined its credibility with the peasants. These integral 
nationalists were revolutionaries who wanted to overturn the status quo in 
East Central Europe and to carve out an independent Ukrainian state from 
the territories claimed by Poland, Hungary, Romania, and the USSR. They 
aspired to turn their dreams into reality by means of their own political will 
and with their own forces; hence, their interest in military formations (the 
Carpathian Sich, Nachtigall, Rolland, the UPA, the Galicia Division, and 
the infiltration of the Schutzmänner). The acquisition of military training 
and arms, in whatever way possible, became their primary priority. They 
recognized that in light of European geopolitical realities, they needed ex-
tensive external help to do so. The Great Powers appeared far more hostile 
to new entrant states on the European continent than they did decades 
earlier. Inasmuch as Poland and the USSR, the two most powerful coun-
tries in East Central Europe, opposed this goal, the enemies of their ene-
mies (such as Germany) now became their only potential allies.

The OUN- B always insisted that no contradictions existed between 
their proclamations of the necessity of possessing “our own forces (“nashi 
syly”) and their willingness to accommodate themselves with Germany, 
but the reality was always murkier than they hoped. As revolutionaries 
who thought in geopolitical terms, Ukrainian nationalists assessed their 
goals within the framework of their geographic neighbourhood. Had the 
United States or the United Kingdom been closer or had the Allies viewed 
Poland or the USSR as their primary enemy, the OUN would have sided 
with them.201 Geography may not be destiny, but it certainly helps limit 
one’s political options.
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The OUN- B hoped to cooperate closely with Germany but did not 
blindly follow the Germans. They sought to rely on their own assessment 
of their own interests and with their own forces. When the Third Reich 
turned against the OUN in mid- summer 1941, the OUN- B went into the 
underground and introduced limited defensive measures against them. 
After Stalingrad, the OUN- B sought to rekindle the German- Ukrainian 
nationalist pre- war relationship, primarily because – even in retreat – 
Germany remained the strongest revisionist power in Europe. Pragmatic, 
not ideological, considerations drove the Ukrainian nationalists.

This attempt to establish a pragmatic relationship with the Germans did 
not necessarily imply “collaboration with the enemy,” if one defines col-
laboration, as does Jan Gross, as “an uneven partnership in which one par-
ty operates under duress or even worse, betrays the interests of its own 
group.”202 Defined in this manner, collaboration is the very opposite of 
resistance. Stefan Korbonski, one of the Home Army’s primary leaders in 
Warsaw, described how the Polish underground authorities set guidelines 
for the behaviour of all Poles under German occupation. At its very core, 
the basic instructions that the Home Army formulated demanded that the 
Polish population resist the occupying power at all times, either by passive 
or active means.203

Despite the best intentions of those resisting Nazi or communist occupa-
tion, very few could consistently apply this moral clarity during the war 
and occupation in the ethnically mixed Polish- Ukrainian borderlands, if 
anywhere at all. In face of a large insubordinate Ukrainian population in 
the kresy, what was the best possible way to deal with them? The Polish 
Home Army and Polish self- defence units cooperated officially and unof-
ficially with Soviet partisans, the Red Army, the Hungarian army, and the 
German authorities, at times simultaneously, against the OUN, UPA, and 
the local Ukrainian population. According to one OUN report written 
about the Polish underground in Volhynia in May 1942, the author wrote: 
“Everyone works against the Ukrainians. For the Poles, we are their great-
est enemies, even greater than the Germans.”204 The Poles might have re-
sponded in the same way and with the same tone in regard to the Ukrainians.

In wartime, all belligerents believed that the expediency of victory always 
trumped moral principles. Like other guerilla units fighting in Volhynia and 
East Galicia, OUN and UPA units also engaged in authorized and unau-
thorized efforts to coordinate their operations with the Germans against the 
Poles.205 This did not necessarily denote collaboration.

But collaboration or resistance did not constitute the only possible re-
sponses to foreign occupation. Other possible responses included passivity, 



 Second World War: The Killing Fields 247

withdrawal and/or neutrality, passive resistance, passive cooperation, alli-
ance seeking, or merely the wish to survive, oftentimes a contingent mix of 
these reactions. Not everyone could consistently or consciously resist 
over a long, brutal occupation. Most people do not and did not engage in 
heroics; most sought to do the best they could under trying and dangerous 
circumstances. In the wild East, anyone who stood out could be arbitrari-
ly detained or shot.

In the course of the war, the relationship between the OUN- B and the 
Germans (depending, of course, on whether the Germans in question 
were diehard Nazis like Erich Koch or more reasonable senior army and 
military intelligence officers) fluctuated. This was an uneven relationship, 
one that could easily change and unexpectedly decimate the leadership of 
the OUN and a significant number of its members. Locked into the frame-
work of their Nazi racial ideology, the Germans could not and would not 
help create puppet states, such as Slovakia or Croatia, on the eastern front, 
which would have temporarily satisfied the Ukrainian nationalists.

The overwhelming majority of Ukrainians most likely did not interpret 
this informal relationship with the Germans as collaboration. Having lived 
in interwar Poland or Romania, they did not see themselves as full- fledged 
citizens of Poland or Romania, nor were they treated as such. Once the Ger-
mans or Soviets rolled in, they did not believe that they had any obligations 
of loyalty to the states they despised and which despised them. Individuals 
and groups made choices based on their perceptions of the contrast between 
Soviet and German occupational policies in their localities, the strength of 
Ukrainian national identity and nationalism before the war, accumulated so-
cial strains, and the situation on the eastern (and western) fronts.206

In order to overcome Ukraine’s statelessness, the OUN- B aspired to be-
come allies of Germany as part of their long- term strategic calculations. In 
light of this organization’s overall weaknesses, cooperation with the 
Germans promised “higher payoffs than fighting” them.207 Just as Ukrainian 
nationalists hoped against hope that the German political leadership would 
help them in their struggle against the USSR, the Polish Government- in- 
Exile wished to become the USSR’s equal ally against Nazi Germany. Poles 
and Ukrainians assessed their political environments and took calculated 
risks allying themselves with one of the Great Powers or the other.

Most of the relationships between the Ukrainians and the Germans in 
Ukraine was not driven by ideological motivations. Most stemmed from 
individual and group efforts to respond to the traumatizations of the past 
and present, an effort to survive the most brutal war in human history. 
Whether at the official political level (OUN- B–German relations), at the 
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elite level (the Greek Catholic Church and the German occupational au-
thorities), or at the popular level (Ukrainian Schutzschaften), most 
Ukrainians had to deal with the Germans, whether they wanted to or not.

The Nazi occupation created the environment in which certain types of 
criminal behaviour flourished, and also special conditions for Ukrainians. 
The Nazi elite imagined that “the Ukrainians (and the Baltic nationalities) 
were particularly anti- Bolshevik and therefore anti- Semitic, and more-
over, sufficiently primitive to perform whatever dirty work was required.” 
In addition to persuasion, Nazis used coercion to encourage Ukrainians to 
assume the role of perpetrators.208

The police auxiliary units are a case in point. The Germans recruited 
approximately one million men from among the terrorized and starving 
population in the areas they controlled on the eastern front to reinforce 
their army and local police.209 Many joined to get food and a small salary, 
to survive. The Germans selected many of the Soviet Ukrainian POWs 
Hitler released in 1941 to serve as concentration and death camp guards 
and assigned the local Ukrainian police to participate in Jewish ghetto 
clearings and mass executions. The men who worked these “actions” com-
mitted heinous and unforgivable crimes against a defenceless civilian pop-
ulation. Even if they possessed some empathy with fellow human beings 
at the beginning of the war, these feelings quickly disappeared. Prolonged 
subjugation and the routinization of mass killings numbed their senses 
and intoxicated the powerless men with the thrill of invincibility, the “sen-
sation of trampling on an enemy who is helpless.”210 Ideological or politi-
cal considerations did not enter into the picture. These men served in these 
functions because they had little choice in the matter. As released POWs, 
they already wore the mark of Cain. Thus, according to Snyder, “some of 
the survivors of one German killing policy became accomplices in another, 
as a war to destroy the Soviet Union became a war to murder the Jews.”211 
With Soviet victory, they became the walking dead.

Through no fault of their own, they had surrendered to the Germans 
and experienced release when most of their Soviet compatriots did not. 
This permanently branded them. Having few outlets to survive, they served 
the Germans, who manipulated them. The Nazis “used persuasion and 
force to facilitate recruitment. They took advantage, too, of the Ukrainians’ 
opposition to and brutalization by Soviet rule.” In doing so, the Germans 
aspired to reduce the overall social inhibitions against mass murder. 
The June 1941 Soviet massacres of political prisoners not only “desensi-
tized the local population to the extermination of the Jews, but also re-
duced taboos inhibiting participation in the extermination process.”212 
Officially sponsored anti- Semitic ideologies, personal animosities against 
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the Jews, and Soviet and Nazi brutalizations undermined the social re-
straints of the past and led many to dehumanize others as they had been 
dehumanized. In the ferocious struggle to create an independent Ukrainian 
state, the OUB- B and the UPA killed large numbers of unarmed Jewish 
and Polish civilians and morally compromised their legacy.

The choices that people made during this turbulent time are far more 
complex than the narratives that neatly divide those who collaborated 
from those who did not suggest. Very few of those living under the condi-
tions of Soviet or German occupation could maintain an uncompromised 
moral clarity.

Conclusion

The experiences of death and suffering unleashed by the Second World 
War on the eastern front produced a far more extensive, “much deeper and 
more intensely personal,” impact than the first total war fought on 
Ukrainian soil – and perhaps even the Holodomor.213 Despite the enor-
mous variation in the scope and intensity of the violence directed against 
members of specific groups, every survivor suffered and endured an un-
bearable sense of loss and immeasurable trauma.

In Ukraine (as in all German- occupied territories) the Jews and Romani 
experienced near total annihilation. Both the Soviets as well as the Nazis 
exterminated anyone who stood out of the crowd, including large num-
bers of Ukrainian intellectuals and nationalists. Ukrainian nationalist 
groups avenged their enemies within their own camp, not to mention 
Poles, Jews, and members of the Soviet army and security forces. The 
Soviets did the same. Even before the Red Army reoccupied Ukraine in 
1943–4, Soviet partisans and intelligence agents recorded the behaviour 
and loyalties of the people under German rule. After the arrival of the 
Soviet army, the new administration eliminated the nationalists and those 
who worked in the German occupational administration, and purified the 
Soviet body politic.

Although Soviet authorities deported ethnic Germans and the Poles in 
successive waves between 1935 and 1941, they discovered new, potentially 
disloyal national minorities in the course of the war. In 1944 they expelled 
the entire population of Crimean Tatars (approximately 189,000) to 
Kazakhstan and Central Asia, as well as a large number of Armenians 
(9,621), Bulgarians (13,422), and Greeks (15,040) from the Russian 
Federation’s Crimea.214 In response to the ruthless guerilla war conducted 
by the OUN- UPA in Western Ukraine, Soviet security forces removed 
approximately 200,000 to 300,000 people between 1946 and 1950.215



250 Total Wars

Earlier – during the war – rumours spread that Soviet authorities would 
deport all Ukrainians living in Nazi- occupied territory. But these claims 
concerning Secret Order No. 0078/42, signed by Marshal Georgi Zhukov 
and Beria, on 22  June 1942, remain unsubstantiated.216 Although Nikita 
Khrushchev asserted in his “Secret Speech” at the Twentieth Party Congress 
in February 1956 that “there were too many Ukrainians, and there was 
nowhere to deport them to, but otherwise they would have been deport-
ed,” the accuracy of this statement remains unverified.217 Despite the docu-
ment’s problematic nature, it highlights the Soviet leadership’s anxiety 
about the overall loyalty of Ukrainians to the Soviet state.

Despite its ambivalence, Stalin’s circle did not ignore Ukrainian partici-
pation in the war, as it did with the Jews.218 Despite large- scale opposition 
against the Soviet regime, many more Ukrainians fought for the Soviets 
than against them. In 1941–5, 3.2 million Ukrainians enlisted in the Red 
Army, including 750,000 from the western regions (not necessarily volun-
tarily). Twice as many Ukrainians from Galicia, Volhynia, Bukovina, and 
Bessarabia served in the Red Army as contributed to anti- Soviet resistance 
in 1944–50.219 Of the 115,000 pro- Soviet partisans who fought in the 
Ukrainian SSR in the later stages of the war, approximately 57 per cent iden-
tified themselves as Ukrainians.220 In light of this mass (and in many cases 
enthusiastic) involvement in the Great Fatherland War, Ukrainians soon 
became an integral part of the new Soviet legitimizing myth of the war.221 
Soviet authorities “made a real effort to include Ukrainians rhetorically and 
physically in the war effort and in the partisan movement the Ukrainian 
partisans symbolically and physically contributed to the construction of a 
‘Soviet Ukraine’ which enabled the inclusion of Ukrainians as Soviet patri-
ots.”222 In the midst of the greatest crisis the Soviet Union ever confronted, 
the Soviet leadership sought to orient its Ukrainian population in a politi-
cally acceptable direction and demonized the Ukrainian nationalists.

In ferreting out their actual and potential enemies, the Stalinist leader-
ship also recognized that the vast majority of those who survived the 
German, Hungarian, and Romanian occupations did not cooperate with 
or join the Soviet partisan movement until late in the war. Most passively 
accepted German rule. In assessing the fragility of Soviet power in the 
western borderlands during the war, Stalin’s inner circle introduced a fun-
damentalist ideological course in the post- war period. In order to redirect 
the population’s understanding of their place in Soviet society, perceptions 
contaminated by the German occupation and by hopes for a better post- 
war world, the Soviet leadership had to reconfigure its borders and to pu-
rify its new and old citizens.



War is not a chess game, but a vast social phenomenon with an infinitely greater 
and ever- expanding number of variables, some of which elude analysis.

David Galula1

The Second World War killed tens of millions, devastated the world econ-
omy, forcibly moved millions across continents, and reconfigured Europe’s 
borders and national homelands, especially in East Central Europe. With 
the destruction of Germany, the Soviet Union created a new regional or-
der in Europe based on the principles of Marxism- Leninism and on 
Russian national interests. Forged in the first few years after 1945, Soviet 
control of East Central Europe lasted until the revolutions of 1989. Even 
with the disintegration of the Marxist multinational federations of the 
Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and Serbia into smaller units 
after 1989, most of the boundaries the Allies established in the immediate 
post- war period remained until early 2014, when Russia’s President 
Vladimir Putin started to challenge the international post- war order.2

The war’s horrendous death toll, post- war border changes, and popula-
tion transfers created a newer, more stable Europe, solidified by Cold 
War divisions. Its political architects imagined that the newly created 
equilibrium on the continent would reinforce their own political and so-
cial systems. “This war is not as in the past,” Stalin lectured Milovan 
Djilas, a prominent Yugoslav communist, in 1945. “Whoever occupies a 
territory also imposes his own social system … It cannot be otherwise.”3 
Territorial acquisition and border rectifications would enhance Soviet se-
curity; the expansion of this shield would guarantee the survival of this 
new political and social order not only in East Central Europe, but also 
in the Soviet heartland.

9  
Stalin’s Ukraine, 1945–1954
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War Losses

The war’s extensive mass atrocities triggered the construction of new fron-
tiers. Of the nearly forty million deaths in Europe, approximately 70 per 
cent occurred on the eastern front, where the Germans waged an extremely 
brutal war.4 Almost twenty- seven million Soviet citizens (including men, 
women, and children) died during this conflict. This estimate includes 
“servicemen and partisans who were killed in action or died of wounds, 
ordinary civilians who died of hunger or disease or were killed during air 
raids, artillery shelling and punitive actions, and prisoners of war and un-
derground fighters who were tortured and shot in concentration camps.”5 
Of these twenty- seven million, the armed forces of the USSR suffered a 
loss of 8.7 million men and women between 1941 and 1945. But the civil-
ians represented the overwhelming majority of the Soviet war dead, over 
18.3 million, according to this conservative account.6 Most of the civilians, 
as chapter 8 demonstrates, did not die as an accidental by- product of the 
war. The Nazis planned to annihilate the Jewish and Romani populations, 
and as Heinrich Himmler, the head of the dreaded SS, asserted, they ar-
ranged to bring the civilian population in the East “to a minimum.”7 In 
addition to these losses, the Germans forcibly drafted nearly five million 
Soviet men and women to work as slave labourers in Germany.8 Twenty- 
five million became homeless.9

The most brutal areas of the Soviet- German conflict in the East took 
place in Poland, Ukraine, and Belarus. Civilian losses in Poland reached at 
least 18 per cent of its pre- war population, and in Belarus around 25 per 
cent.10 By the end of the war, half of Belarus’s population experienced 
death, expulsion, deportation, or evacuation, the highest of any European 
country.11 The territory of the Ukrainian SSR constituted about half of the 
area of the Soviet Union under German occupation and experienced the 
destruction of 40 per cent of its natural wealth.12 If Belarus lost a higher 
percentage of its civilian population than any other European state or 
Soviet republic, Ukraine lost the highest absolute number.13

According to the best available analysis, the Ukrainian SSR experienced a 
total of 13.8 million human losses, including a net out- migration of 2.3 mil-
lion, a deficit in births of 4.1 million, and a loss of 7.4 million due to excep-
tional mortality, including the murder of approximately 1.7 to 1.8 million 
Jews. The Soviet occupation of Western Ukraine, the German- Soviet War, 
the German occupation, and Soviet repressions during the war produced 
these catastrophic results.14
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Although Ukraine lost approximately 15 per cent of its total population, 
demographers – according to Barbara Anderson and Brian Silver – cannot 
estimate the direct losses individual Soviet national groups experienced 
during the chaos of war.15 Soviet authorities did not provide a breakdown 
by nationality of Soviet casualties during or after the war. They identified 
the war’s victims as “Soviet” citizens. Because of the republic’s geographic 
position at the western borders of the USSR, Ukrainians (who comprised 
nearly 76 per cent of the republic’s population in 1939) must have suffered 
disproportionately more casualties within their own republic than any 
other national group, with the exception of the Jews in Ukraine and the 
Belarusans in Belarus. Despite Stalin’s post- war claims, in fact, more Jewish 
(above all), Belarusan, and Ukrainian civilians more likely had been killed 
on Nazi- occupied Soviet territory than Russians.16

In addition to deaths of  millions of civilians and military personnel 
from Ukraine between 1939 and 1945, this republic also experienced waves 
of deportations, evacuations, and forced labour conscriptions, which re-
moved millions from its soil. Not all of the deportees, evacuees, or con-
scripts survived the war, and, of those who did, not all returned home.17 
Migrants from other republics replaced them. The war and population 
transfers, as Anderson and Silver pointed out, resulted in a disproportion-
ate change in the sex ratios of many non- Russian nationalities in the west-
ern republics and “appears to have accentuated and accelerated the process 
of Russification” in the post- war period.18

The absence of large numbers of males forced the Soviet state to attract 
as many as possible from outside Ukraine, especially in administrative po-
sitions. With the enormous losses the Soviet Union experienced, the gov-
ernment and party concentrated on replacing men in the urban centres, 
not the countryside, which in turn drove the changes in the national com-
position of the Ukrainian SSR over the long term. Many of those who 
administered Ukraine before the war and who were evacuated in the sum-
mer of 1941 returned. The majority of newcomers and evacuees must have 
identified themselves as Russians. This expedient solution would bring 
more Russians into Ukrainian cities in the post- war period and reinforce 
the number of Russian speakers in them.

The brutal war produced radical demographic changes. While the num-
ber and percentage of those who identified themselves as Ukrainians in-
creased slightly between the 1939 and 1959 censuses, the number and 
percentage of Russians increased dramatically. In 1939, Russians constitut-
ed 13 per cent of the population of Ukraine (or 4,175,300). In 1959, as the 
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first post- war census recorded, they comprised 17 per cent (or 7,090,810). 
Ukraine’s Jews suffered the most extensive losses during the war and some 
migration to Poland after the war. They experienced a sharp decline in their 
percentage of the total population between the two censuses, from 5 per 
cent of the republic’s population (1,532,776) in 1939 to 2 per cent in 1959 
(840,311). In light of the war’s extermination of the Jewish population in 
Ukraine, the overwhelming majority of Ukraine’s Jews in 1959 must have 
arrived after the war ended or returned after their evacuation. The Polish 
population increased only slightly, from 357,710 in 1939 (before the war) to 
363,297 in 1959. (These censuses did not take into account the Soviet Union’s 
acquisition of a large number of Poles in 1939 and their repatriation to 
Poland in 1945–6.) The 392,458- strong German population in 1939 did not 
appear as a national category in the 1959 census.19

Besides the devastation unleashed by the war, the population of the 
Ukrainian SSR experienced other demographic convulsions between the 
Soviet censuses of 1939 and 1959. Border changes and coerced population 
exchanges within the Ukrainian SSR, between Ukraine and Poland, and 
between Ukraine and the rest of the USSR also helped transform the na-
tional composition of the Ukrainian SSR in the post- war period. In April 
1944, after the Red Army retook the Crimea, Stalin deported the entire 
Crimean Tatar population, most of them to Uzbekistan.20 The NKVD also 
removed the majority of Armenians, Bulgarians, and Greeks from the 
peninsula. Following in the footsteps of the deportations of the German 
and Polish populations in the 1930s, these wartime expulsions targeted 
national groups the authorities considered disloyal to the Soviet state. But 
the post- war population transfers overshadowed the ones conducted be-
fore and during the war.

Borders and Population Changes

With the victory over Germany in 1945, the Allied leadership reconstruct-
ed the borders of Germany and the countries of East Central Europe, 
boundaries which their predecessors had established between 1919 and 
1921 at the Treaty of Versailles and at the Treaty of Riga. By redefining the 
new frontiers, the Allied leaders sparked large- scale and coercive migra-
tions between contiguous countries, solidified the post- war contours of 
Central and Eastern Europe, and reconfigured the national compositions 
of these countries. Between 1943 and 1948, nearly thirty million Europeans 
were forced the leave their homes permanently.21



 Stalin’s Ukraine, 1945–1954 255

In negotiating the occupation and reconstruction of post- war Germany 
at Potsdam in the summer of 1945, Joseph Stalin, Harry S. Truman, and 
Winston Churchill (replaced by Clement Attlee after Churchill lost the 
2 July election) formally endorsed the expulsion of the Germans from East 
Central Europe, where they had lived for the past millennium. Within a 
short period, the newly established communist and coalition governments 
in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Yugoslavia, and Hungary, with the 
help of the USSR, forcibly deported at least twelve million and as many as 
fourteen million Germans to occupied Germany.22 Despite Potsdam’s of-
ficial promise that the transfer of populations would take place in an 
“ orderly and humane manner,” between 500,000 and 1.5 million Germans 
died during these merciless treks.23 Even the victorious Allies embraced the 
idea of collective guilt. 

As the predominant military and political force in East Central Europe 
after the war, the USSR transformed its map. Poland, which sided with the 
Allies and emerged as one of the war’s winners, came out “22 percent 
smaller than it had been before the war, while Germany, which lost the war, 
was 18 percent smaller.”24 The Soviets moved the borders of Poland 200 to 
300 hundred kilometres west to the Oder- Niesse Rivers. Poland incorpo-
rated the eastern areas of Germany and permanently lost its own eastern 
territories to Soviet Belarus, Soviet Ukraine, and Soviet Lithuania, almost 
half (47 per cent) of its pre- war territory.25 Soviet authorities then forced 
approximately 2.15 million Poles and 150,000 Jews to leave the territories 
annexed by the Soviet Union and relocate to Poland.26 The new Polish gov-
ernment moved the displaced Poles and Jews to the western areas the 
Germans evacuated. At the same time, approximately two million Poles – 
forced labourers, POWs, and previous emigrants – returned from the West. 
Most migrated to Poland’s newly acquired western lands.27 Because Poland 
had lost its eastern borderlands, “the west was all the most precious.”28

At the same time that Poland acquired a new Polish population, those 
who did not identify themselves as Poles were expelled. By 1946, Polish 
authorities forced approximately 482,000 Ukrainians to leave Poland for 
Soviet Ukraine.29 Two- thirds settled in the newly annexed Ukrainian ter-
ritories and one- third in southern and eastern Ukraine.30

The majority of Ukrainians who lived in Poland lived on the frontier 
areas between Poland and the Soviet Union. These territories included 
Podlachia, the Lemko Region, and the Sian Region, collectively known as 
Zakerzonnia, the Transcurzon Lands (the area behind the Curzon Line, a 
proposed armistice line between Poland and Soviet Russia during their 
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1919–20 war); it became – with some slight modifications – the Soviet- 
Polish border after the Second World War.

On the eve of the Second World War, these areas contained a large 
Ukrainian population (500,000 identified themselves as Ukrainians, with 
200,000 who belonged to the Roman Catholic faith, but spoke Ukrainian). 
The USSR did not annex this territory after the war, but facilitated a large- 
scale population exchange of Zakerzonnia’s Ukrainian population. Despite 
the Soviet- Polish (TWJK) “voluntary” population transfer agreement 
of September 1944, most of the Ukrainians in Zakerzonnia did not want to 
move to the Ukrainian SSR.31 But the Polish and Soviet governments 
wanted to uproot them en masse.

A weak OUN- B/UPA force in the area decided to stay and to help de-
fend the Ukrainian population. For the OUN- B and UPA, they under-
stood that if their compatriots left, it would be difficult to claim or defend 
this territory. If the Ukrainians disappeared, OUN and UPA would not be 
able, as Mao Ze Dong eloquently put it, to “move amongst the people as 
fish swim in the sea.” In the long run, the armed resistance would not sur-
vive. Not surprisingly, the OUN/UPA viewed all Ukrainians who volun-
tarily registered with the Poles to transfer to Ukraine as traitors and dealt 
with them by means of violence or threats of violence.32

Once the Soviet and Polish security forces forcibly evacuated the local 
population, OUN/UPA units burned down abandoned Ukrainian villag-
es (so that Poles transferring from Eastern Galicia and Volhynia could not 
get access to them) and came into conflict with the communist military 
units. In early 1947, they killed the Polish deputy defence minister, Karol  
Świerczewski.

Beyond defending the Ukrainian population in Zakerzonnia, OUN- B 
and UPA did not make any claims to Polish- majority areas in the newly 
reconstructed Poland. They recognized that these territories belonged to 
Poland and that the majority Ukrainian- speaking territories, such as 
Zakerzonnia, should belong to Ukraine. Unfortunately for the Ukrainians 
and the Poles, nationally mixed areas (such as Chełm/Kholm, Zakerzonnia, 
Wołyń/Volhynia, and East Galicia) always provoked irreconcilable con-
flicts over which group should rule the region in question. The new post- 
war Polish- Soviet border split the first two areas from the second two and 
both governments sought to homogenize the remaining populations.

The process of creating a nationally pure Poland culminated in the 
spring and summer of 1947 with the Soviet- sponsored military operation, 
Operation Vistula (Akcja Wisla) against the Ukrainian population of 
southeast Poland, an area which harboured extensive UPA resistance.33 
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During the largest post–Second World War military operation in Poland, 
the Soviet Union supervised the brutal transfer of the remaining 140,600 
Ukrainians in Poland’s southeast to the newly acquired Polish western 
territories34 (see map 9). Poland’s new elite justified its internal war against 
the Ukrainians by assuming the latter group’s “collective guilt.” 

As a consequence of these border changes, population transfers, and the 
Nazi extermination of the Jews, Poland became a nationally homogeneous 
state. According to demographic analyses of Poland’s first post- war cen-
sus in December 1950, Poles and Roman Catholics constituted 97 per cent 
of the population, a far higher percentage than in 1931.35 Although most 
Poles distrusted their new pro- Soviet government, they approved of these 
population transfers and the addition of the “recovered territories” in the 
west, helping entrench communist rule in East Central Europe.36

Ukraine also experienced extensive border changes. Soviet authorities 
had already incorporated Eastern Galicia and Volhynia from Poland and 
Bukovina and Bessarabia from Romania into the Ukrainian SSR before 
the end of the war and Transcarpathia from Czechoslovakia in 1945. (Only 
small numbers of Ukrainians remained in these countries after these 
boundary rectifications.) With the conclusion of the Second World War, 
Stalin and his colleagues united the majority of Ukrainians living in East 
Central Europe into a single Soviet republic, a highly popular move among 
those Ukrainians living in territories under Soviet control since 1920, but 
not necessarily among those annexed after 1939.37

These border changes, however, did not transform the Ukrainian SSR 
into a nationally homogeneous entity.38 After 1945 Ukraine remained na-
tionally diverse, but regionally homogeneous. In the post- war period, it 
contained four different sets of territories. The western Ukrainian territo-
ries, those areas the Soviet Union acquired from Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
and Romania in 1939–45, became more Ukrainian demographically.39 In 
the central, agricultural regions under Soviet control since 1920, the per-
centage of those who identified themselves as Ukrainians also increased in 
the 1939–59 period.40 Yet, the industrial eastern and southern regions un-
der Soviet control since 1920 became more Russian (with the exception of 
Zaporizhzhia and Mykolaiv/Nikolaev and the city of Kiev)41 (see map 10). 
As the authorities reconstructed one of the major industrial heartlands of 
the USSR after the war, they transferred many Russian and Russified cad-
res to Ukraine’s eastern and southern regions.

The war’s casualties and the post- war population transfers established 
different clusters of “tipping points,” that critical mass needed to maintain 
the Ukrainian language and culture or to abandon it.42 These demographic 
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changes and the introduction of new institutional arrangements provided a 
limited social and political menu of options. The masses could make choic-
es after 1945, but only from the list the Soviet authorities provided them.

The Second World War brought immense population changes to Ukraine. 
With the expansion of the Ukrainian SSR to the west, Kiev now occupied 
a critical geopolitical position in the centre of Ukraine. As a consequence 
of its location and post- war reconstruction, Kiev’s population grew, surg-
ing ahead of Kharkiv, Donetsk, and Odessa. Not only did Kiev enhance its 
position as Ukraine’s “primate city” in the post- war period, it also attract-
ed a majority Ukrainian population by 1959, increasing it in subsequent 
censuses.43

Soviet Post- War Policies

The war’s end raised an important, if unspoken, set of questions. How 
would the Soviet post- war political leadership govern a large, multina-
tional state and economically reconstruct it? How would it integrate the 
Western Ukrainian and Western Belarusian territories annexed from 
Poland, Romania, and Czechoslovakia, not to mention Estonia, Latvia, 
and Lithuania, into the USSR? How would it fuse the various pre- war 
institutions and political cultures in these areas into a coherent, workable 
Soviet whole? In what ways would the party maintain ideological purity 
and focus after the most devastating war in human history? These ques-
tions would prove difficult to answer.

For most Soviet citizens, the end of the “Great Fatherland War” inspired 
hope for the future. Many assumed that the authorities would reward their 
horrible sacrifices of the 1930s and 1940s, especially the brutalities of col-
lectivization, the famine, and the war. Many looked forward to a less re-
pressive and ideologically driven post- war regime.44 But Andrei Zhdanov, 
the head of the Communist Party’s ideology section, sought to redirect 
this anticipation. He led the party’s post- war assault on all alleged devia-
tions from socialist realism in the arts, literature, and cinema. Zhdanov and 
his successors sought to strengthen Soviet “civic emotions” (which includ-
ed love and gratitude to Stalin and to the Soviet state for their “gift” of life 
and well- being) and public rituals (which involved Stalinist celebrations, 
political education, demonstrations of patriotism and hatred of the enemy 
in the workplace and in the streets, and electoral campaigns and election 
day itself). These party leaders believed that the public’s expression of 
these emotions and constant participation in these communal rituals served 
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as an indicator of a person’s level of integration into the Soviet political 
system (not necessarily a true reflection of his or her beliefs). Although 
Soviet citizens found a number of subtle ways to undermine these pro-
cesses of integration, their public accommodation to them helped shape 
the post- war Soviet and non- Russian national identities.45

Shortly after the war, the authorities also raised everything Soviet and/
or Russian above everything non- Soviet or non- Russian. Everything “pro-
gressive” in the world originated in Russia. These exaggerated claims re-
flected the ruling elite’s apprehension about the potential attraction of 
foreign, especially Western, ideas and living standards to the millions of 
Soviet citizens, especially Ostarbeiters, POWs, and soldiers, who had en-
countered them in Europe. According to the Moscow writer Konstantin 
Simonov, “The contrast between the standard of living in Europe and 
among us, a contrast which millions of military people encountered, was 
an emotional and psychological shock.”46 Even in relatively poor countries 
of East Central Europe, such as Romania and Poland, the ordinary person 
lived better than most in the Soviet Union. Zhdanov and his colleagues had 
to neutralize the psychological impact of these mass experiences before 
they undermined the Soviet political order. The end of the war would not 
bring an ideological demobilization or a permanent reconciliation with the 
United States and Great Britain. In the international realm, the class strug-
gle would continue under new conditions and with new alliances. In the 
domestic realm, the class struggle reappeared in the newly annexed Soviet 
territories in the west.

Fighting the UPA

Although the Red Army recaptured the Ukrainian- speaking regions of the 
western borderlands in 1944, the communist control of these areas ex-
tended only to the cities, railroad lines, and strategic military bases. Only 
after the final victory over Germany in May 1945 did the Soviet govern-
ment send larger Red Army detachments to fight the Ukrainian Insurgent 
Army (UPA). But because these military units included many Ukrainians 
in its ranks, special Interior Ministry (NKVD) troops quickly replaced 
them. By August 1946, the anti- guerrilla units in Western Ukraine includ-
ed thirty- four thousand NKVD troops, augmented by the same number 
of local militia, and a few thousand district policemen. Although the mili-
tary rarely participated in counter- insurgent operations, the authorities 
stationed several Red Army divisions in Western Ukraine, just in case.47
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The Bandera faction of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists 
(OUN- B), a deeply rooted underground network enjoying popular sup-
port, organized the largest anti- Soviet resistance movement in East Central 
Europe. (The Polish Home Army disbanded on 19 January 1945, after the 
Red Army cleared Poland of most German military forces.) At the peak of 
its strength in 1944, OUN- B’s Ukrainian Insurgent Army attracted be-
tween twenty- five thousand and forty- thousand guerrillas and a much 
larger group of active supporters who procured supplies, collected intel-
ligence, distributed propaganda, and provided medical services, number-
ing perhaps 400,000 men and women in all.48

It is difficult to characterize the typical Ukrainian insurgent, but from 
the limited records that the UPA commanders created, which survived the 
conflict, and which were discovered in the archives after 1991, one can 
establish a provisional profile of the men and women (predominantly 
men) who entered the ranks of the Ukrainian guerilla movement in 
Volhynia in 1943–4.49 Of the ten thousand guerillas in UPA- North, in the 
“Bohun” military district, records concerning 1,445 men and women sur-
vive. Of these, the overwhelming majority (1,133) came from Volhynia; 
the rest from outside the region. As a territorially based guerilla move-
ment, UPA units often remained close to the areas its rank and file lived in.

Who joined UPA in Volhynia between July 1943 and January 1944? The 
overwhelming majority (98.3 per cent) of the 1,445 men and women iden-
tified themselves as Ukrainians. Over 90 per cent were born in the rural 
areas or small towns, and a greater part (75 per cent) completed a fourth- 
grade education or less (the educational opportunities in Volhynia for 
Ukrainians in the 1930s and 1940s were limited). Before joining the UPA, 
nearly all of its members engaged in agricultural pursuits and most (70 per 
cent) were young, between the ages of eighteen and twenty- eight. Three- 
fourths were unmarried and, if married, without children. The majority 
never experienced life in uniform.50

Most had enlisted in the UPA after the Soviet victories at Stalingrad and 
Kursk, during the Polish- Ukrainian conflagration in Volhynia in 1943–4. 
All opposed the return of the pre- war Polish regime as well as the Soviets. 
Although the overwhelming majority came from families with small, sub-
sistence landholdings, they opposed the collective farm system. They had 
much to lose when the Soviets would return and reinstitute collectiviza-
tion, introduced in this region between 1939 and 1941. Significantly, a ma-
jority (57.9  per cent) did not possess any previous military experience 
before joining UPA, which suggested that they did not have any formal 
relationships with the German occupiers. Of the 42.1 per cent who had 
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served in the military, the majority (59.4 per cent) had worn Polish Army 
or Red Army uniforms. Of those who acquired training with arms, only 
25 per cent had served in the German police, the Wehrmacht, the SD, or 
German fire brigades; the rest (the older ones) fought in the tsarist army or 
the army of the Ukrainian National Republic.51

The UPA’s rank and file attracted new recruits for a wide variety of rea-
sons. Many joined to defend their homes, small plots of land, and families 
from the Poles and Soviets, who engaged in an informal (if not formal) 
alliance after July 1941, at least in this region. Not all who joined this anti- 
Soviet effort shared the OUN- B leadership’s view of the world; many 
Soviet draft evaders and deserters from German units joined the guerillas 
out of desperation. The fear of arrest and deportation also stoked anti- 
communist feelings. Many had openly expressed their hostility towards 
the Soviet regime during the German occupation or worked with the 
Germans in one capacity or another and had no alternative. If they did not 
leave during the German retreat, they now had to hide and/or to fight to 
preserve themselves.

Once young Ukrainian peasants joined UPA, they entered the world of 
the damned. Unless they surrendered to the Soviets and cooperated fully 
with them, there was no going back. They could not return to their villages 
or resume their lives as peasants. Only a total victory would assure their 
ultimate physical survival. “Victory or Death” became their mantra after 
mid- 1943.

Although small OUN- B and UPA units reached Stalino, Sumy, and 
other parts of Eastern Ukraine, the Ukrainian resistance concentrated its 
activities in Galicia and Volhynia, its home base. OUN- B and UPA estab-
lished contacts with nationally conscious Ukrainians in central, northern, 
and southern Ukraine during the German occupation and sought to raise 
the local population’s political awareness.52 Most Ukrainians in Eastern 
Ukraine, even if they possessed a highly developed national consciousness, 
recognized that once the Germans lost Stalingrad the struggle for an inde-
pendent Ukraine became a hopeless cause.

The German atrocities in Reichskommissariat Ukraine and the victorious 
return of the Red Army outweighed memories of the Holodomor, the 
purges, and the deportations of the 1930s. In the people’s prioritization of 
memories, the most recent horrors of the German occupation took prece-
dence over those of the Soviet past. The Soviet state, moreover, would never 
recognize the trauma of the Holodomor. But it constantly condemned Nazi 
evils and commemorated Soviet victory over the fascists on a regular basis, 
reinforcing the differences between the memories of those who experienced 
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the Romanian occupation in Transnistria and the German rule over the 
Galician District and those who survived the war in Reichskommissariat 
Ukraine or in the German Military District to the east. Although all of these 
men, women, and children had encountered similar losses and traumas dur-
ing the conflict, the Soviet regime authorized only one public memory of 
the war and consigned the other one to the private sphere, hoping it would 
die out with the older generation. 

Since most UPA members came from Galicia and from a peasant back-
ground, they thrived on the terrain most hospitable to them, areas which 
the Soviet military and NKVD did not control completely. The steppes 
did not work; the forests, mountains, and swamps of Western Ukraine did. 
Unlike the Ukrainians from Eastern, Southern, or Central Ukraine (who 
survived Erich Koch’s Reichskommissariat Ukraine), Galician Ukrainians, 
who experienced a more lenient German occupation (in relative terms) in 
the General Government, developed a different set of memories and came 
to a different set of conclusions about the return of the Soviets. Ukrainians 
who survived life in the General Government remembered the Russian 
occupations during the First World War, the famine of 1932–3 in Eastern 
Ukraine, and the Soviet repressions and efforts to introduce collectiviza-
tion in the newly annexed areas in 1939–41. Despite efforts by the Soviet 
regime to institutionalize a common memory of the “Great Fatherland 
War,” the memories of these negative Russian and Soviet experiences took 
precedence over the memories of the humiliations and indignities they 
may have experienced under German occupation.

Inasmuch as the OUN- B and UPA could not outfight the Soviet army, 
they initiated hit- and- run actions. In the first few years after the war, they 
planned to remain in place until the international correlation of forces 
changed in their favour. The leadership as well as a significant majority of 
the OUN- UPA rank and file expected the outbreak of another world war. 
In their view of the world, the anti- Nazi British- American- Soviet alliance 
represented a temporary marriage of convenience. Once the war ended, 
each state would reassert its pre- war interests, which would lead to an 
armed conflict between the British and the Americans, on the one hand, 
and the USSR, on the other. The Western Allies would push back the 
Soviets and then the Ukrainian nationalists, army ready, would re- establish 
an independent Ukrainian state. This strategic logic on the part of the 
OUN- UPA leadership inspired their recruits, much in the same way that 
fervent communists believed in the inevitability of Soviet victory even in 
the darkest days of the war. Each group believed that the forces of history 
were on their side. Many members of the OUN and UPA fervently 
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believed that they had to confront the Soviet regime only for a short period 
of time until the outbreak of a new war between the USSR and the Western 
powers. Although a completely logical assessment of the conflicting ten-
sions within the anti- German alliance, they could not know how the war 
exhausted these democracies and that their wary voters would not support 
an effort to overturn the Soviet domination of East Central Europe shortly 
after the surrender of the Germans and the Japanese. The illusion of 
Western intervention nourished OUN’s and UPA’s true believers until the 
late 1940s.

Although UPA’s leaders came from the urban middle and lower middle 
classes, the rank and file came from the countryside. Most of the peasants 
who voluntarily or involuntarily joined the guerrillas came from families 
with two to five hectares, households which opposed collectivization.53 As 
members of a traditional agrarian society, they wanted to protect their 
modest households, fixed landholdings, and unmovable crops from the 
Soviets and “to be left alone.”54 

The fear of the reintroduction of collectivization fuelled anti- communist 
sentiments more than any other anticipated Soviet action.55 The Soviet com-
mitment to collectivize agriculture challenged local farming traditions. 
These peasants, less educated, more conservative, and more religious than 
urban residents, possessed small landholdings, their primary livelihood.56 
They had struggled against adverse economic conditions and against wealthy 
Polish landowners for nearly a century after Austria’s emperor emancipated 
them in 1848. They would not give up easily. Many of the peasants in the 
UPA ranks supported the Greek Catholic Church and opposed its forcible 
merger with the Russian Orthodox Church in 1946 (see below).

Ukrainian peasants supported the armed nationalist cause as long as 
they believed the guerrillas would protect them from the Soviets. But the 
UPA could not win against the largest army in Eurasia. Between 1944 and 
1946, these guerrillas killed over 16,000, mostly civilians, no comparison 
to the huge losses (114,200 killed and 130,715 arrested) they suffered in the 
same period.57 These losses (which included a large number of innocent 
bystanders and draft evaders) shocked the local population, making UPA’s 
active and passive supporters realize that they could not defeat the Soviets 
without external intervention, which – despite the West’s increasing Cold 
War rhetoric – would not be forthcoming.

With a mixture of limited agrarian reform and massive repressions, the 
Soviet government undermined the alliance between the nationalists and 
the peasants and the peasant solidarity in the countryside. With the start of 
collectivization in 1948–9, the UPA may have regained some of its earlier 
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popularity, but guerrilla attacks on collective farms and the destruction 
of  communal property deprived the peasants of their livelihoods and 
turned them against the insurgents.58 This scorched- earth policy became 
counterproductive.

The longer the Soviets stayed in the western regions, the more time they 
invested in implementing their counter- insurgency doctrine, honed dur-
ing the Civil War and in the 1930s. Its major components included the 
repression of “class enemies,” agrarian reform, deportations, occasional 
amnesties of guerrilla fighters, and the creation of pro- Soviet volunteer 
militias. These efforts produced results.59

Between 1944 and 1952 Soviet military and security forces killed over 
153,000 alleged OUN/UPA operatives, arrested over 134,000, and exiled 
over 203,000 of their family members from Western Ukraine.60 Of the in-
surgents killed in this period, two- thirds died between February 1944 and 
31 December 1945. During this lopsided conflict, Soviet forces allegedly 
lost less than 10 per cent of the insurgent casualties.61

To stop the local Ukrainian population from supporting the UPA, the 
NKVD started to deport entire villages to Siberia, as well as all relatives of 
the insurgents in the spring of 1944. Most were sent to hard- labour camps 
in Siberia to work in tree- felling operations (essentially a death sentence for 
anyone sentenced to a ten-  or twenty- five year incarceration). In addition 
to the expulsion of families of suspected OUN/UPA members between 
1944 and 1952, the Soviet authorities also removed alleged kulaks, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, and former members of the Polish Home Army.62 During this 
period, the new ruling elite resettled many Western Ukrainian peasants and 
young people to Eastern Ukraine’s steppe region and the Donbass, and 
many Ukrainians from Eastern Ukraine to Western Ukraine. Many volun-
tarily resettled Ukrainians from Poland’s Zakerzonnia also ended up in 
Western Ukraine. In addition to these population transfers, the NKVD en-
gaged in mass trials and executions of suspected OUN/UPA members.

In the midst of these repressions, the Soviet Ukrainian government de-
clared seven amnesties between 12 February 1944 and 30 December 1949. 
The government hoped to peel away their ideologically less- committed en-
emies (such as the above- mentioned draft evaders and deserters) from the 
true believers.63 In many respects, these efforts succeeded. From February 
1944 to July 1946, for example, 114,809 fugitives surrendered, the majority 
claiming to have avoided mobilization into the Red Army.64 In response to 
these amnesties, “the OUN killed hundreds of former insurgents, their 
relatives, and the guerrillas who were merely suspected of intending to 
 desert.”65 The underground sought to prevent the local population from 
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cooperating with the Soviet government by “publicly killing those who 
collaborate[d], intimidating others who might seek to work with the gov-
ernment.”66 As in most guerrilla wars, those who swore to protect the local 
population now had to kill some of its members to preserve the very exis-
tence of its own organization. Without the organization, they reasoned, 
there would be no armed resistance to the Soviets. This merciless conflict 
would not conform to any ethical standards. In less than a decade after the 
Soviet return to Western Ukraine, the government’s repressions, reforms, 
amnesties, and constant pro- government propaganda attracted “the passive 
part of the population and intimidate[d] rebel supporters into neutrality.”67 
The ruthless Soviet application of force and incentives in the context of 
nearly ten years of Soviet/German/Soviet occupations exhausted the local 
population’s passive endorsement of the guerrillas.

Without Western intervention, members of Ukrainian society, including 
the peasants, concluded that armed resistance represented a lost cause. 
They understood that the Soviets had more troops, were better armed, and 
that – in light of the Russian occupations of 1914–17, the Holodomor, the 
Soviet occupation of 1939–41, and the prison massacres of 1941 – they 
were more powerful and more effective than the Poles and could be more 
lethal than the Germans. They then reluctantly withdrew their passive and 
active support of the OUN and UPA. 

Recognizing that the political dynamics favouring them had changed, the 
UPA leaders ceased guerrilla operations at the end of 1949. They could no 
longer implement their “exhaustion strategy of sapping the energy, resources, 
and support” of the Soviet government.68 On 5 March 1950, Soviet security 
forces discovered UPA commander- in- chief Roman Shukhevych’s hiding 
place by means of an elaborate NKVD counter- intelligence operation. 
Operatives surrounded the house, but Shukhevych recognized the entrap-
ment, started shooting, then committed suicide.69 Although armed resistance 
in Western Ukraine continued until 1953–4, it slowly petered out.70

Although the Communist Party operated within a rigid ideological frame-
work that limited its options, its anti- guerrilla campaign in the newly an-
nexed territories embraced flexible and innovative methods. Its successful 
covert operations, skilful intelligence- gathering operations, ruthless inter-
rogations, and well- timed amnesties produced results.71 “Operation Motria,” 
for example, represented an astonishingly successful Mission Impossible–
type counter- intelligence mission against a high- ranking female OUN offi-
cial in Bukovina.

As the result of an NKVD operation in rural Chernivtsi Oblast in 
late December 1944, the security forces captured two prominent OUN 



266 Total Wars

officials in Bukovina: Artemiziia Hryhorievna Halytska (code name: 
“Motria”), a member of the OUN since 1937, and Myroslav Ivanovych 
Haiduk. Motria did not wish to be taken alive and attempted to commit 
suicide by shooting herself in the head. She survived and the NKVD took 
her to a hospital in Chernivtsi, where she again attempted to kill herself. 
Although physically weak, she steadfastly refused to participate in any 
interrogations.

In order to make her reveal the names of her many subordinates, the 
NKVD counter- intelligence unit launched an audacious plan. Posing as 
members of the OUN- B, they raided the hospital and took her to an un-
derground location, where, representing themselves as representatives of 
the central OUN leadership, they thoroughly debriefed Motria about the 
contacts between the OUN in Bukovina and the central OUN leadership, 
information which Haiduk provided. As a result of this grand NKVD de-
ception, the seriously wounded OUN leader revealed the names of hun-
dreds of members of the underground. As a result, the Soviet security 
forces arrested 123 of them.72

Inasmuch as the Soviet regime had few enthusiastic supporters in the 
western borderlands in the first post- war years, its agents employed cun-
ning, deception, amnesties, and mass violence, often simultaneously, to 
subdue the local population. The Soviets as well as the insurgents pressed 
the local population to take sides in public. When forced to choose be-
tween government violence and guerrilla violence, the peasants increas-
ingly sided with the stronger opponent, the Soviet state, so as to break the 
vicious cycle of violence and chaos.

If the potential benefits of opposing the Soviets in the early post- Soviet 
period outweighed the costs, by the late 1940s the costs of opposing the 
Soviets exceeded the potential benefits, which depended on the outbreak 
of a new conflagration and a successful Anglo- American invasion of the 
USSR. By the late 1940s, after employing these elementary rational calcu-
lations, the peasants concluded that they had to save themselves and their 
families by giving up the struggle against Soviet rule and submitting to the 
collective farm system. 

Collectivization

Having largely won the counter- insurgency struggle against the UPA by 
the late 1940s, the Soviet government introduced the mass collectivization 
of agriculture at the end of 1948.73 Modelled on the Soviet Union’s collec-
tivization campaign of the 1930s, the post- 1948 drive sought to master the 
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countryside completely without providing an interlude of economic mod-
eration, as did the New Economic Policy of the 1920s.

Transcarpathia, the most isolated of the newly acquired Ukrainian ter-
ritories, became the first to complete its collectivization drive by the spring 
of 1949.74 Due to the party’s weakness in the countryside and to the ob-
struction of the nationalist underground, it took another two years for the 
overwhelming majority of peasant households in Bukovina and Galicia to 
join collective farms. By early 1951, Soviet authorities claimed that 95.1 per 
cent of all households in the countryside belonged to these new rural or-
ganizations. In light of the extensive armed resistance by the UPA and the 
overall passive resistance by the Ukrainian population, the Soviets em-
ployed widespread violence to consolidate their control of the country-
side.75 As in Volhynia, both sides engaged in violence. Not surprisingly, 
the stronger force won.

Abolishing the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church

In the course of the war, the status of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) 
within the USSR changed “from a probationary servant to junior partner of 
the state.”76 The ROC sought, with the government’s help, to expand its 
authority at the expense of its religious rivals. The government also strove 
to eliminate its real, potential, and imagined adversaries. This confluence of 
interests in regard to the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church would help 
define the relationship between the world’s first atheistic state and the 
Russian Orthodox Church until the end of the Soviet era, if not beyond. In 
the course of the war, Soviet political authorities and the ROC forcibly dis-
solved the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church (which resurrected 
itself during the German occupation in Eastern Ukraine after its 1930 sup-
pression by the Soviet government). The more powerful Ukrainian Greek 
Catholic Church in Western Ukraine provided a bigger challenge.

In addition to the 4.3 million Greek Catholics who lived in those areas 
the USSR formally annexed in November 1939, 2 million Roman Catholics, 
1.5  million Orthodox Christians, and 800,000 Jews also resided there.77 
With the decimation of the Jewish population during the war and the in-
voluntary repatriation of the Poles and surviving Jews after the war, the 
Soviet authorities perceived the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church as the 
greatest threat to their totalitarian aspirations.

Like all Catholic institutions in Nazi- occupied Europe, the Greek Catholic 
Church had to manoeuvre deftly between its moral demands and institu-
tional imperatives in a fluid and oftentimes chaotic political environment. 
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The overwhelming majority of its faithful lived in Galicia, a part of the 
General Government. The German authorities favoured the Greek 
Catholic Church over the Polish Roman Catholic Church, which they 
actively persecuted. In this brutal and morally corrosive environment, 
Metropolitan Andrii Sheptytsky, the most respected Ukrainian in Galicia, 
had to negotiate among German demands, moral claims, and short- term 
and long- term Greek Catholic and Ukrainian interests. Inevitably (and 
conveniently), the Soviets interpreted his and his Church’s cooperation 
under occupation with the Germans as collaboration.78

As early as the first Soviet occupation of Galicia in 1939–41, Stalin’s em-
issaries covertly started the process of converting the Ukrainian Greek 
Catholic Church to Orthodoxy but did not officially tip their hand. During 
the Soviet reoccupation of Galicia and the occupation of Transcarpathia in 
1944, the state security and party apparatus assembled the materials neces-
sary to “prove” that the Greek Catholic Church had “collaborated” with 
the Nazi occupation authorities and their “allies,” the OUN and the UPA.79 
In the first months after the return of Soviet power, the Ukrainian Greek 
Catholic Church did not experience persecution, primarily because of the 
Communist Party’s concentration on winning the war and its efforts to 
initiate a diplomatic relationship with the Vatican, which increasingly ex-
pressed anti- Soviet positions.80 In this period, the Communist Party of 
Ukraine urged the Church to help undermine UPA resistance and per-
suade the insurgents to accept the three amnesties the Soviet government 
offered in 1944–5.

Only after the death of Metropolitan Andrei Sheptytsky on 1 November 
1944 did the Soviet government and ROC’s Patriarch Alexius begin to 
pressure the Greek Catholic bishops and priests to break with Rome and 
to join the Russian Orthodox Church.81 Joseph Slipy, Sheptytsky’s suc-
cessor, and his colleagues unanimously rejected this demand. In  April 
and May 1945, the NKVD detained Slipy, five other bishops, and several 
prominent priests who refused to convert.

Shortly after the arrest of the church hierarchy, Alexius and the NKVD 
stage- managed the creation of an “initiative” group for Greek Catholic–
Russian Orthodox reconciliation. Headed by the Reverend Dr Havril 
Kostelnyk, the pastor of St George’s Greek Catholic Cathedral in Lviv, 
this group advocated a merger with the Russian Orthodox Church. 
By August 1945, 255 of the 1,997 Uniate priests had joined the initiative 
group; by March 1946 this number reached nearly 1,400, mostly due to 
government pressure, coercion, or blackmail.82 The authorities continued 
to take into custody priests who refused to convert, accusing them of 
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participation in the OUN/UPA resistance and collaboration with the 
Germans. Between 1945 and 1950, 344 Uniate priests were sentenced, typ-
ically to ten years’ imprisonment, and several died during the pre- trial in-
vestigations. The police detained them in the context of the conversion 
campaign. For the authorities, their refusal to convert trumped any alleged 
anti- Soviet activities.83

With the symbolic support of the majority of the church’s priests, 
Kostelnyk’s initiative group organized a synod in March 1946, formally 
abandoning the Ukrainian religious institution’s ties with Rome (which 
had existed since 1596), and officially returned “to the Holy Orthodox 
faith of our forefathers.”84 During this process, all of the imprisoned Greek 
Catholic bishops refused to accept this “reunion.”

The OUN also denounced the synod’s decision. Although the OUN 
leaders did not enjoy close ties to the church, they defended it in the im-
mediate post- war period.85 In July 1946 they threatened to execute those 
converted priests who would not repudiate their decisions and killed doz-
ens. On 20 September 1948, the OUN assassinated Kostelnyk.86

In response to this ecclesiastical and secular resistance, Alexius estab-
lished his own Orthodox hierarchy in Western Ukraine. He and the Soviet 
authorities applied their coercive measures in other areas and achieved 
comparable results. Similar religious mergers took place in Carpatho- 
Ukraine and in the Prešov/Priashiv region of Czechoslovakia. Many of 
the faithful boycotted the ROC, and priests secretly continued to conduct 
Catholic services. The Greek Catholic Church remained active in the un-
derground until its re- legalization under Mikhail Gorbachev in 1989.

The Greek Catholic Church possessed strong roots in the local popula-
tion and their allegiance to Rome. Stalin understood that these Christian 
believers would be difficult to integrate into the new Soviet order. Unlike 
the Ukrainians nurtured in an Orthodox environment, those raised in the 
Greek Catholic Church possessed a very significant internal component in 
differentiating themselves from the Russians. This psychological marker 
could easily be activated against the Soviet state. In the party leader’s anal-
ysis of the problem, the bitter struggle with Ukrainian nationalism neces-
sitated the abolition of the Greek Catholic Church in Western Ukraine.87 
Whereas the tsarist authorities failed to do so in 1914–15, Stalin did not.

Rebuilding the CP(b)U

In addition to fighting the UPA, collectivizing agriculture, and dissolving 
the Greek Catholic Church, the communist authorities also rebuilt and 
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reassessed the Communist Party of Ukraine. The CP(b)U, possessing 
637,000 members (63 per cent Ukrainian) in 1940, suffered enormous loss-
es during the war.88 With military demobilizations and party cadre trans-
fers, the party’s total membership reached nearly half of its pre- war level 
(320,000) by January 1946.89 That year, 90 per cent of the party’s current 
members entered its ranks within the last six years. Inasmuch as Soviet 
propagandists identified the defence of the socialist fatherland with Great 
Russian patriotism during the war, party recruitment in this period attract-
ed more Russians than Ukrainians.90 Nevertheless, by 1950, 59 per cent of 
the Communist Party of Ukraine’s total membership identified themselves 
at Ukrainians.91 In the course of the war, the CP(b)U emerged as an en-
tirely new and untested party in need of a thorough re- evaluation.

In Stalin’s Kremlin toast during the 25 May 1945 official victory cele-
brations over Nazi Germany, he honoured the Russian people, “the out-
standing nation in the USSR,” and started a post- war campaign to associate 
Ukrainian nationalists with the hated German occupation. As in the 1930s, 
the authorities employed the pejorative term “Ukrainian nationalist” very 
loosely, even attacking public expressions of the very Soviet Ukrainian 
patriotism they had promoted earlier.

In  July 1946, the Soviet Central Committee blamed the CP(b)U’s 
Central Committee for failing “to devote the proper attention to the selec-
tion and ideological- political education of cadres in the fields of science, 
literature, and art.”92 Many of the men and women in these important posi-
tions expressed a “hostile bourgeois- nationalist ideology” and attempted 
to reintroduce Ukrainian nationalist concepts, including Hrushevsky’s in-
terpretation of the history of the East Slavs. In response, the Ukrainian 
Central Committee promised to rectify all “errors and shortcomings” and 
condemned over one hundred Ukrainian intellectuals.93 These attacks in-
tensified in 1951 and continued into the first half of 1953. Unlike the 1930s, 
however, mass arrest and terror did not follow. Perhaps this lull repre-
sented a respite before Stalin unleashed a new wave of purges on the heels 
of a public trial exposing the “saboteurs” who were posing as doctors.

The CPSU’s Central Committee directed this crusade not only against 
Ukrainians, but also against other national groups, especially the Jews. 
In September 1948, the central party unleashed a furious wave of denun-
ciations against Zionism, the state of Israel (founded on 14  May 1948), 
and  Soviet “unpatriotic” Jews throughout the USSR. This so- called 
“ anti- cosmopolitan” campaign of 1948–9 promoted public expressions of 
xenophobia, anti- Semitism, and strident Russian nationalism. Stalinist 
condemnations of “disloyal” Jews reached fever pitch with the so- called 



 Stalin’s Ukraine, 1945–1954 271

Doctor’s Plot in early 1953. The authorities accused nine prominent Soviet 
physicians (six of whom were Jews), who ministered to the Soviet elite, of 
“heinously” undermining the health of their patients and preparing to kill 
them. Pravda, the Communist Party’s daily newspaper, claimed that the 
“doctor- poisoners” worked for the American and British intelligence ser-
vices. Luckily for them and for the entire Jewish community, which ex-
pected deportation from the Soviet Union’s largest cities, Stalin died on 
5 March 1953, just before their show trial was scheduled to start.94

In contrast to the 1920s and 1930s, when Jews were over- represented in 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and the Communist Party of 
Ukraine, in the post- war period all Soviet institutions limited their entry 
into the party, the universities, and specialized schools. The post- war CPU 
increasingly became a party containing only Russians and Ukrainians.

Population Transfers and Education in Western Ukraine

With the war’s end, primary and secondary schooling emerged as one of 
the Soviet state’s first priorities in the newly annexed western provinces.95 
During the 1944–5 academic year, 1,018,290 students attended primary 
and secondary schools in these provinces, four hundred thousand less 
than the number during the 1940–1 school year.96 According to the 
Ministry of Education of the Ukrainian SSR, the mass transfer of Polish 
students to Poland, the absence of enough teachers, and the harmful activi-
ties of “the Ukrainian- German nationalists” contributed to the decline of 
student enrolment.

In establishing the Soviet model of education in Western Ukraine, the 
political authorities vetted the local teachers and found them wanting. 
They discovered two- thirds of all the teachers “unqualified” and demand-
ed they attend “ideological” retraining classes. Between 1945 and 1951, 
Kiev sent almost 35,400 teachers to Western Ukraine from Eastern Ukraine. 
By 1947, teachers from Western Ukraine comprised only 54 per cent of the 
total number of teachers in this region. Nevertheless, 93 per cent of ele-
mentary and secondary school students received instruction in Ukrainian.97

In monitoring the teachers and the curriculum, the Soviet state would use 
the educational system as a tool to create a new Soviet man, homo Sovieticus. 
From Moscow’s perspective, the older generation was ideologically con-
taminated before and during the war. Children, especially the younger 
ones, represented a blank slate. By taking youngsters out of the home for 
several hours, then providing after- school activities for them, the Soviet 
state would have the prime opportunity to inculcate its values to a new 
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generation and transform the problematic Western Ukrainian society over 
the long run.98 “Those who own the youth,” after all, “own the future.”99

Concomitantly with these ideological declarations, the authorities dra-
matically expanded Russian- language education in Western Ukraine for 
Ukrainians and for the burgeoning Russian population. Prior to 1939, 
very few Russians lived in this region.100 Now, according to the census of 
1959, the number of Russians was 246,000, or about 6 per cent of the total 
population of Western Ukraine.101 Not only did the Russians and Russified 
Ukrainians from Eastern and Central Ukraine constitute a good number 
of post- war administrators and leading communist cadres in this region, 
they also comprised most of the recently arrived skilled workers and tech-
nicians. By 1947, the authorities created 249 Russian- language schools 
(out of 7,430 public schools) in Western Ukraine.102

Soviet authorities created twenty- two institutions of higher education in 
Western Ukraine. At first most provided instruction in Ukrainian. But un-
der the leadership of Leonid Melnikov, the head of the Communist Party of 
Ukraine (1949–53), most of these institutions converted to Russian, even 
though the majority of students came from Ukrainian- speaking homes in 
Western Ukraine. Only the teachers’ colleges and agricultural institutes of-
fered Ukrainian- language instruction.103

Stalin’s Death and After

Stalin’s death on 5 March 1953 shocked most Soviet citizens. After thirty 
years of his rule, many people closely identified him with the Soviet state 
and the Communist Party, not just because of his officially generated “cult 
of personality.” The majority throughout the USSR, including most 
Ukrainians, sincerely considered the passing of “our great leader and teach-
er, our real father and friend” a sorrowful occasion.104 Not only Stalinist 
zealots, but also many that he repressed, such as Alexander Solzhenitsyn 
(a political prisoner at the time), expressed great loss over his passing, if 
only for show.105

If Stalin’s death produced uncertainty for the people, it provoked an 
even greater crisis for the political elite. The Soviet leaders feared that the 
multinational state spanning eleven time zones Stalin had helped create 
would collapse. In their first speeches and in the mass media, members of 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union’s Presidium demanded “unity” 
and the need to strengthen the friendship of peoples of the USSR.106 
Editorials and articles published in the Ukrainian SSR echoed this over-
arching theme, still praising Stalin’s role in the development of Soviet na-
tionalities policy.107
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Of all of Stalin’s potential successors, Lavrenty Beria – the long- time 
head of the NKVD – understood the necessity to liberalize the relation-
ship between Moscow and the non- Russian republics. Possessing fewer 
allies in the Central Committee than either Georgi Malenkov or Nikita 
Khrushchev, his primary competitors, he had to acquire more in order to 
protect himself and to jockey for total power. He concentrated his efforts 
on Ukraine, especially Western Ukraine.

At the Nineteenth CPSU Congress in early October 1952, five months 
before Stalin’s death, Beria emphasized the centrality of the nationalities 
issue and the need for the Soviet regime to recognize the equality of the 
non- Russians with the Russians.108 He highlighted the problems in many 
recently acquired western borderlands, especially in Western Ukraine, 
where Russians and Ukrainians from Central and Eastern Ukraine admin-
istered the Western Ukrainian population and alienated them. Beria sought 
to win over the Ukrainian political and cultural elites to his moderate poli-
cies, undermining Khrushchev’s authority over his former clients. Beria 
realized that in an age of worldwide decolonization, Soviet nationality poli-
cies had to respect the national diversity of the USSR and to offer its na-
tional groups, especially those on the western borderlands, carrots as well 
as sticks. Beria also understood that the Ukrainians would – and should – 
play an important role in the administration of the USSR.

Weeks after Stalin’s death, Beria prepared a highly critical report to the 
party’s Central Committee on the situation in Western Ukraine, advocat-
ing an end to the post- war policies promoting Russification. He called for 
the promotion of self- identified Ukrainians into the political and govern-
mental leadership and the increased use of Ukrainian in the public sphere. 
His statement helped remove L.G. Melnikov, a Russian and the head of the 
Communist Party of Ukraine, and replace him with Oleksii Kyrychenko, 
the CPU’s second secretary, the first Ukrainian head of this regional party 
in its thirty years of existence.

In the spring of 1953, Beria took an even bolder action in extending na-
tional rights in Western Ukraine. He transferred the leader of the Greek 
Catholic Church, Metropolitan Joseph Slipy, who was serving an eight- 
year sentence in a Mordovian prison camp, to Moscow. His emissaries ini-
tiated secret negotiations with Slipy concerning the possible normalization 
of Soviet relations with the Vatican and the legalization of the Greek 
Catholic Church in Western Ukraine.109 Beria’s moves on this issue sought 
to reverse the Stalinist policy of forcibly incorporating the Ukrainian 
Greek Catholic Church into the Russian Orthodox Church in 1946, a 
policy Khrushchev implemented when he headed the CPU.110 The power-
ful interior minister understood how seriously this policy had alienated 
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the Greek Catholic Ukrainian population of Western Ukraine from the 
Soviet regime. He imagined that overturning this policy might win him 
some support from the Western Ukrainian population and might smooth 
their integration into the Soviet system. After Beria’s arrest in June 1953, 
the authorities ended the talks and sent Slipy back to prison.111

As Beria’s moderate policies in East Germany rapidly unravelled in June 
1953, Khrushchev used the East German crisis to mobilize opposition to 
Beria within the Presidium. Once Khrushchev rallied his colleagues against 
Beria and arrested him on 26 June 1953, the party’s first secretary contin-
ued Beria’s policies. The three hundredth anniversary celebrations of the 
Treaty of Pereiaslav and the “gift” of the Crimea to the Ukrainian SSR 
raised Ukrainians and the republic to a new, unprecedented level within 
the Soviet hierarchy.

At the deliberations of the emergency plenum of the Central Committee 
of the CPSU on 2–4 July 1953, party leaders accused Beria of many far- 
fetched crimes, such as being a long- term foreign intelligence agent. But of 
all of his “counter- revolutionary activities,” Beria’s efforts “to undermine 
the friendship of the peoples of the USSR, the very foundation of the 
multi- national socialist state and the most important condition for all the 
successes of the fraternal Soviet republics” received constant and repeated 
condemnation.112 Khrushchev and his colleagues in the Presidium be-
smirched Beria’s initiatives towards the non- Russians because they recog-
nized he could possibly win their support and outmanoeuvre Stalin’s old 
guard. Beria, after all, emerged as the first post- Stalinist leader to propose 
policies recognizing the dignity and equality of the non- Russians. After 
Beria’s arrest, the party’s leadership adopted most of Beria’s proposed re-
forms concerning the non- Russian republics without crediting him.

At the July plenum in Moscow, Z.T. Serdiuk, the first secretary of the 
Lviv Oblast Committee of the CPU, first mentioned the Treaty of 
Pereiaslav, which Hetman Bohdan Khmelnytsky’s Cossack Host signed 
with Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich in January–April 1654.113 In the midst of a 
major uprising against the Poles, this treaty transferred the allegiance of 
the Cossacks from the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth to Muscovy. 
“We are standing on the eve of a historic event,” Serdiuk asserted, “the 
three hundredth anniversary of the union of two peoples – Russian and 
Ukrainian. Russians and Ukrainians hand- in- hand fought for centuries 
against our enemies, and here Beria wanted to sow strife.”114 At the ple-
num, no one else commented on Serdiuk’s observation. Nevertheless, the 
CPSU soon embraced this forthcoming anniversary in order to reassert 
the “friendship of peoples” within the USSR and to propagate a new, re-
branded, and more inclusive nationalities policy.



 Stalin’s Ukraine, 1945–1954 275

Reports in the Soviet Ukrainian press about this holiday appeared short-
ly after Serdiuk’s speech. According to the evolving paradigm encompass-
ing this anniversary, the history of Ukraine was intimately intertwined with 
that of Russia. “Only thanks to the help of the great Russian people the 
workers of Ukraine overthrew the landlords and the capitalists, and estab-
lished a Soviet government. Only with the great friendship of all Soviet 
peoples did Soviet Ukraine blossom and reunite all Ukrainian lands in a 
single state.”115 The treaty now became a teleological model not only for the 
progressive and mutually enriching history of Russian and Ukrainian rela-
tions from Kiev Rus to the period of acquisition and incorporation to the 
present, but also for the relationship between the Russians and all the non- 
Russians. According to organizers of this celebration, Pereiaslav represent-
ed a permanent “reunion” of the Russian and Ukrainian peoples, not a 
“union” or a temporary military alliance.

On 12 January 1954, newspapers throughout the USSR published the 
full joint CPSU- Soviet government decree concerning the anniversary. 
This decree placed the Ukrainians at centre stage within the Soviet pan-
theon of nations, codifying a new hierarchy within the old paradigm of the 
“friendship of peoples.” It presented the history of Ukraine, from Rus to 
the present, in broad, sweeping strokes. Each historical event conformed 
to the overarching theme, the ever- evolving friendship between the 
Russian and Ukrainian populations, “two great kindred Slavic peoples.”116 
These quotes highlight the idea that Ukraine possessed a long history with 
Russia and that these ties were, are, and will be permanent and inviolable.

Not only were celebrations scheduled throughout the USSR, but also in 
the new People’s Democracies established by the Soviet Union in East 
Central Europe after the war.117 Radians’ka Ukraina announced that even 
Poland would celebrate the Treaty of Pereiaslav, an agreement which 
helped undermine the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth in the seven-
teenth century and which led to Poland’s partitions in the eighteenth.118

To highlight the importance of the treaty, the Presidium of the Supreme 
Soviet of the USSR approved the transfer of the Crimean Oblast from the 
RSFSR to the Ukrainian SSR on 19 February 1954. This peninsula, com-
prising an area of 27,000 square kilometres (10,425 square miles), adjoined 
Ukraine, but always belonged to the RSFSR. Now, in light of its location 
and close economic ties with Ukraine, this oblast would come under the 
authority of Kiev. M.P. Tarasov, the chair of the Presidium of the RSFSR 
Supreme Soviet, claimed that on the occasion of the tricentennial celebra-
tions this transfer “will help further strengthen the fraternal ties between 
the Ukrainian and Russian peoples and conforms to the over- all interests of 
the Soviet state.”119 Kyrychenko, the first secretary of the Communist 
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Party of Ukraine and Khrushchev’s protégé, asserted that with the incor-
poration of the Ukrainian- speaking lands of East Central Europe into the 
Ukrainian SSR in the first half of the twentieth century, Soviet Ukraine 
emerged as one of Europe’s largest states. “Territorially, Ukraine is larger 
than France, almost twice as large as Italy and considerably richer than ei-
ther of these countries … The sovereign Ukrainian Soviet state has emerged 
in the international arena,” Kyrychenko reminded his audience.120

Beyond the grandiloquent speeches, the facts remained. Moscow de-
cided to transfer the Crimea to the Ukrainian SSR; Kiev formally endorsed 
it. Khrushchev played the central role in “conceiving the idea and timing 
its implementation.”121 Although Khrushchev at this point in time did not 
completely control the CPSU, his colleagues agreed to allow him to take 
the lead in concentrating public attention in the direction of the Ukrainian 
SSR and the Ukrainians.122 In doing so, Khrushchev re- established his 
control over the Ukrainian party and provided his clients in that republic 
with the proper rewards.

Khrushchev, most likely, would not have initiated these pro- Ukrainian 
policies on his own. Beria provoked Khrushchev, who quickly came to 
understand the importance of the Ukrainian political elite in the context of 
the post- Stalinist succession struggle. Khrushchev outmanoeuvred Beria 
in the first half of 1953 and Malenkov by 1955. Although Beria did not 
initiate the process of de- Stalinization single- handedly (most of his col-
leagues in the Presidium agreed that some changes were necessary after 
Stalin’s death, but they disagreed over which ones), he led the charge to 
provide the local non- Russian elites with more autonomy.

Building on Beria’s criticisms of the violations of Soviet nationalities poli-
cies, the extensive anniversary celebrations represented a serious attempt to 
reintegrate the Ukrainians into the Soviet framework. Surpassing all other 
celebrations of the incorporations of non- Russian groups into the Russian 
Empire or into the USSR, the Ukrainians would be somewhat more equal 
than the other peoples of the USSR, but less equal than the Russians. 
The Ukrainian SSR would serve as the USSR’s “second Soviet republic.” 
Ukrainians – in effect – became the junior partners of the Russians in admin-
istering the USSR.123 To highlight this new relationship, the Communist 
Party leadership transferred the Russian Federation’s Crimean Oblast to the 
Ukrainian SSR, the largest territorial shift from one republic to another in 
the history of the USSR.

At this point in time, the Crimea was no prize. The peninsula still bore 
the scars of war with a shattered infrastructure and an unreconstructed 
economy. Its 1959 population was 50 per cent lower than its 1939 popula-
tion. In light of the war’s casualties, war evacuations (the Germans), and 
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Soviet deportations (the Crimean Tatars, Bulgarians, Greeks, and 
Armenians), Crimea lost its rich, multicultural composition and became a 
predominantly Russian- speaking, unicultural one.124 If the Ukrainian SSR 
acquired nearly nine  million Ukrainian speakers from Poland, Romania, 
and Czechoslovakia between 1939 and 1945, it also received nearly 700,000 
more Russian speakers with its 1954 Crimean gift. Even Stalin might have 
approved.125 Despite the absorption of large numbers of Ukrainians into the 
Ukrainian SSR in late 1939, the percentage of Ukrainians remained the same 
in both the 1939 and 1959 censuses – between 76 and 77 per cent of the total 
population. The war swept away most of Soviet Ukraine’s new citizens.

By early 1954, the territory of the Ukrainian SSR reached the peak of its 
expansion and would emerge in this form after the 1 December 1991 ref-
erendum on independence. Lenin, Stalin, and Stalin’s successors built on 
the vision first dreamed in the nineteenth century and on the Ukrainian 
national movement’s achievements in 1917–20. Finally unified in 1954, 
this land mass possessed a population divided by regions with different 
cultural, linguistic, national, and religious ways of interpreting the world. 
The Soviet state sought to integrate these divergent orientations into a 
single, centralized ideology allied with Moscow, not to create nationally 
homogeneous non- Russian republics.

Conclusion

Although Stalin fought all real or perceived manifestations of “Ukrainian 
nationalism,” he persuaded Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill to 
accept the Ukrainian SSR and Belarusian SSR as founding members of the 
United Nations. Despite the fact that the Ukrainian SSR did not possess 
true sovereignty and did not play a role independent of the USSR, it be-
came an internationally recognized political entity.

The Soviet Ukrainian Republic’s participation in this international orga-
nization reprised the paradoxes generated by its establishment in 1918 and 
its entry into the USSR. The Soviet Union remained a unitary state with 
a federal facade. But this political entity, a symbol of the apparent insti-
tutionalized equality among Soviet nations, took on a life of its own, 
 especially with the post- war increase in the levels of urbanization and edu-
cational standards throughout the USSR. These socio- economic develop-
ments coincided with the worldwide decolonization process, as Europe’s 
African and Asian overseas colonies, most with populations smaller than 
Ukraine’s, started to gain their independence. China, long castrated by the 
Western powers, became a united and truly sovereign state under the aus-
pices of the Chinese Communist Party. In the post- war period, Soviet 
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Ukrainian diplomats at the UN, alongside their colleagues from the USSR 
and Soviet Belarus, vociferously defended (despite the obvious ironies in-
volved) the right of national self- determination and decolonization.126

Soviet Ukraine’s joining the USSR as a “sovereign” republic in 1922 and 
the United Nations in 1945 raised the question of the meaning and the 
implementation of the term.127 In the context of the Soviet Union, what 
did Ukraine’s national sovereignty represent? To what extent did “socialist 
sovereignty” and the international concepts of sovereignty and national 
self- determination (especially in the era of mass decolonization) converge 
and diverge? After Stalin’s successors wound down his reign of terror, this 
question begged a thoroughgoing response.



In mental life nothing which had once been formed can perish – that everything 
is somehow preserved and that in suitable circumstances … it can once more be 
brought to light … on condition that the organ of the mind has remained intact 
and that its tissues have not been damaged by trauma or inflammation.

 Sigmund Freud1

Each of the total wars and revolutions in the first half of the twentieth 
century generated enormous and unprecedented human losses, igniting 
large- scale political crises within empires, countries, and regions across the 
world. These states of emergency, Peter Gourevitch emphasized in a dif-
ferent context, “pry open the political scene, throwing traditional relation-
ships into flux. Groups, institutions, and individuals are torn loose from 
their moorings, their assumptions, their loyalties, ‘cognitive road maps.’ 
Circumstances become less certain, and solutions less obvious. Crises thus 
render politics more plastic.”2 In this political freefall and subsequent so-
cial chaos, new openings, opportunities, and possibilities emerged, if only 
for a short period, forcing people to reassess their identities and their po-
litical relationships. Each of these massive social conflagrations weakened 
or completely shattered civil society’s capacity to resist the encroachment 
of various authoritarian regimes, their introduction of rigid political cate-
gorizations based on national, state, and social identities, and their sweep-
ing social engineering projects, launched to “improve the human 
condition.”3 The total wars in East Central Europe, more so than the ones 
in the West, triggered new borders as well as a radical set of psychological 
readjustments and social realignments.4

The total wars and revolutions of the twentieth century represented the 
“critical junctures” in the development of modern Ukraine.5 Between 1914 

Conclusion



280 Total Wars

and 1954 the Ukrainians and non- Ukrainians living there endured an un-
paralleled and almost uninterrupted cycle of constant mobilizations and 
demobilizations, divisions into separate and oftentimes antagonistic na-
tional groups, and mass violence. Each of these major turning points pro-
duced widespread psychological unmoorings, as people lost their sense of 
place in the world. The First World War, the subsequent revolutions and 
Civil War, and the famine of 1921–2 initiated the first of four great psycho-
logical traumas during the past century. Industrialization, de- kulakization, 
collectivization, the famines of 1928–33, and the purges ushered in the sec-
ond. The Second World War, the Holocaust, and the famine of 1946–7, 
which generated millions of deaths, deportations, and voluntary and invol-
untary population transfers and migrations, inaugurated the third. The 
collapse of the USSR, Ukraine’s independence, and its uneven adaptation 
to the standards of the international political economy precipitated the 
fourth mass behavioural disorientation.

As empires collapsed and fell in 1917 and 1918, the new states emerging 
throughout East Central Europe and the Russian Empire not only redrew 
their borders, but also challenged the loyalties of the men and women who 
lived within them. New states introduced new policies which favoured 
some of their citizens and discriminated against others. This process of 
political breakdown, social disorder, and political reassembly forced the 
peoples of Ukraine to examine the fundamental nature of their land, its 
borders, and who constituted their compatriots. Although Ukraine repre-
sented a homeland for Ukrainians, it also served as a homeland for many 
non- Ukrainians, making the process of Ukrainian nation building and 
state building difficult and contentious. This conflict over which groups 
and which ideology had the right to define Ukraine raised the brutal level 
of violence this region endured to unprecedented heights. In the first half 
of the twentieth century, mass violence diffused new ideas, options, and 
alternatives, and acted as the primary agent of change in East Central 
Europe. Over the long run, the unintended consequences emerging from 
one crisis often helped to ignite the next.6 Each catastrophe enhanced 
Ukraine’s role as a geopolitical pivot and as a cleft state.

Geopolitical Pivot

In an age of long, total wars, Austria- Hungary, Russia, Poland, Romania, 
Germany, and the USSR struggled to control Ukraine’s land and, most 
importantly, its natural resources, especially its bountiful grain supply. 
Each grain- consuming state in Europe wanted to secure a food base to 
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provide the necessary calories to its population, its military and civilians 
alike. Foodstuffs became a significant factor in this new type of conflict – 
just as important as oil, if not more so.

With the start of the First World War, the Triple Entente and the Triple 
Alliance possessed both grain- producing and grain- consuming territories. 
In the Allied camp, the British and the French were grain importers; the 
United States – an economically self- sufficient country – supplied them 
during the war. Germany, the most populous grain- consuming state in 
Central and Western Europe, also desperately needed grain, but did not a 
possess a friendly source.

Although the Austro- Hungarian and Russian empires included large 
grain- producing regions which fed enormous armies, geographic and po-
litical circumstances transformed those regions from assets into liabilities. 
In the case of Austria- Hungary, Hungary remained the Dual Monarchy’s 
major agricultural zone. As antagonisms between Hungary and Austria 
intensified during the war, Hungarian officials obstructed efforts to feed 
the Austro- Hungarian armies and diverted their grain to nourish their 
own towns and cities. Britain’s naval blockade prevented Austria from ac-
quiring more grain from overseas and Austrian cities began to starve long 
before those in Germany or Russia.

The Romanov Empire also experienced problems with its food supply, 
but not at first. Once the Ottoman Empire declared war on Russia in 
November 1914 and closed the Bosporus and the Dardanelles, Russia could 
no longer import Allied supplies or export grain to Europe. Nevertheless, 
Russia experienced a lopsided and unsustainable economic boom during 
the war, radically expanding its urban labour force by at least one million 
by January 1917.7 By employing the railways, the authorities could initially 
feed their troops and urban populations far better than any of the war’s bel-
ligerents, even without the proper storage facilities. But in the course of the 
long conflict, the railway system also experienced serious problems. The 
mismanagement of train routes and timetables, not just the deterioration of 
the rolling stock, caused enormous bottlenecks.8

In the course of the war, the southern grain- producing zones of the em-
pire, such as the Ukrainian provinces and Turkestan, could no longer ad-
equately feed the northern grain- consuming industrial zones, such as 
Petrograd and Moscow. In response to the drop in their standard of living, 
peasants reduced sowing grain for the market. In light of the rapid increase 
in the population of the urban centres, the demand for food in the cities 
outstripped available supplies, and inflation skyrocketed. Starvation in the 
cities and hunger among front- line troops undermined the war effort, and 



282 Total Wars

helped ignite the revolutions of 1917, which heralded the German, Austro- 
Hungarian, and Ottoman victory over the Russian Empire. In and of it-
self, the food crisis did not make the Russian Empire collapse. Instead, the 
food crisis highlighted the autocracy’s political failures, “with the war 
serving to radicalize and extend existing political fissures.”9 Tsarist Russia 
could not satisfy the economic and, most importantly, the political de-
mands of modern war.10

The war and the severe economic downturn delegitimized the Romanov 
dynasty, replacing it with a Provisional Government. The new regime’s 
continuation of an unpopular war in the face of pressing social demands 
radicalized millions. Many of these angry and frustrated men and women 
then embraced what they earlier may have considered extremist solutions, 
such as nationalism or Bolshevism. Shortly after the Bolsheviks took power 
in November 1917, Lenin insisted that his political party end the war with 
the Central Powers in order to save Soviet Russia from certain collapse. The 
second Treaty of Brest- Litovsk (signed on 3 March 1918) accomplished this 
mission, but at a very high price. Although the final agreement brought the 
Great War to an end on the eastern front, the powerful German army also 
created a new world order in the east. The treaty tore Finland, the Baltic 
provinces, Poland, Ukraine, and Transcaucasia from Soviet Russia: 3.37 mil-
lion square kilometres (1.3 million square miles) of territory with a total 
population of sixty- two million.11 With the stroke of a few pens, the new 
Soviet revolutionary state lost 34 per cent of its population, 32 per cent of 
its agricultural land, 85 per cent of its beet- sugar regions, 54 per cent of its 
industrial infrastructure, and 89 per cent of its coal mines, much of it con-
centrated in the new Ukrainian National Republic.12 Not only did Germany 
gain control of East Central Europe from the Arctic Ocean to the Black 
Sea, it also acquired access to new and vast resources of petroleum and 
wheat after negotiating separate agreements with Romania and Ukraine. In 
planning to feed their own burgeoning urban populations and military 
forces, Germany and Austria- Hungary hoped to win the war against the 
British, French, and Americans on the western front.

Within the context of total war, Germany’s, Russia’s, and Austria’s 
“food problems” became internationalized and Ukraine’s agricultural out-
put, beet- sugar production, industry, and coal mines took centre stage in 
the conflict between Russia and the Central Powers. The brutal efforts to 
control this area and to acquire Ukraine’s harvests drove the aggrieved 
peasants to rebel against their subordinate status, resist outside interven-
tion, and reconsider their identities and political loyalties. In the revolu-
tionary period, the Ukrainian national movement promised them “home 
rule,” “national self- determination,” and more land.
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In competing with the Ukrainian nationalists, the Communist Party es-
tablished a new political organization, the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist 
Republic, within the same boundaries as the Ukrainian National Republic 
and even created a separate, semi- autonomous communist party for the 
region. Although the Central Rada first delineated the borders of Ukraine 
and gained partial international recognition at the two Treaties of Brest- 
Litovsk, Soviet Ukraine consolidated these lines of demarcation, institu-
tionalized them, and included the Donbass and other industrial centres 
within them. For the first time in its modern history, the region’s agricul-
tural and industrial areas belonged to a single administrative unit, congru-
ent with the territory where the majority of Ukrainians lived. Many 
Russians, Jews, Germans, and Poles also resided there.

The communists created Soviet Ukraine, but would not have done so 
had the Ukrainian movement and the Rada failed to mobilize the popula-
tion in the turmoil generated after the tsarist regime fell. Bolshevik leaders 
did not intend their Soviet state- building project to nurture separatism. 
After their mission to ignite a world revolution failed, they sought to estab-
lish “socialism in one country” within a multinational political entity. By 
recognizing the national diversity within the USSR, the new authorities 
believed that they could best propagate their revolutionary message at 
home and abroad.

In the course of its seventy- five years in power, the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union conducted both “nation- building” as well as “nation- 
destroying” operations on its Russian and non- Russian populations.13 
These all- encompassing experiments reflected the Communist Party’s pro-
foundly transformative mission, to move the diverse peoples of the Soviet 
Union through all of the stages on the Marxist timeline of historical devel-
opment to the final communist stage.14 In light of the Soviet Union’s eco-
nomic backwardness, the party designed enormous and radical economic 
and social schemes necessary to accelerate the process. These ambitious 
plans would provoke opposition, but the party would crush them. The 
forces of “history,” after all, favoured the communist interpretation of the 
past, present, and future.

The USSR sought to overcome the social inequality and the economic 
backwardness of its past in order to triumph over the Western capitalist 
powers and to create this brave new world. The new revolutionary state 
inaugurated ambitious modernization projects, provided health care to the 
masses (which resulted in lower birth and death rates), improved the role 
of women, abolished religious institutions and created a secular order, 
transformed its agricultural economy into an industrial one at an enormous 
human cost, and dramatically expanded its urban populations. Within a 
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short period of time, the Soviet authorities turned a highly illiterate society 
into a highly literate and well- educated one. While 51 per cent of all Soviet 
men and women nine years old and older attained literacy by 1926, 81 per 
cent did so by 1939, if these statistics are accurate.15 By 1970, the majority 
of the Soviet population, including those in the Ukrainian SSR, lived in cit-
ies and urban centres.16

Despite the Bolshevik commitment to the ideology of proletarian inter-
nationalism, both Lenin and Stalin understood that national identities 
would not immediately disappear, not even under socialism. The Great 
War and the worldwide revolutions and civil wars that followed in its wake 
demonstrated that a rising tide of nationalism, not class war, had swept the 
world.

In responding to this challenge, Bolshevik leaders sought to construct a 
new type of state. As it emerged in the early 1920s, the USSR comprised a 
set of overlapping national- territorial and economic- administrative units, 
connected by the party, a network of union- wide institutions, and five- 
year economic plans.17 Although the new political entity appeared as an 
empire containing many nations, its political leadership defined it in anti- 
imperial terms. The Communist Party of the Soviet Union, which pos-
sessed a permanent monopoly on power, served as the state’s administrative 
coordinator, ideological watchdog, and political enforcer.

In addition to setting up the national- territorial structure of the new 
state, the Bolsheviks promoted a limited national consciousness of its non- 
Russian populations and established for them many of the institutional 
foundations of the nation- state, such as precise territories, standardized 
languages, and national elites and cultures.18 As long as these “forms” of 
nationhood would not conflict with the goals of a unitary central state, this 
strategy (which Terry Martin dubbed “The Affirmative Action Empire”) 
sought to disarm nationalism.19 Communist Party leaders, in effect, want-
ed to depoliticize national identities within the USSR, identities which the 
Great War, the revolutions of 1917, and Civil War mobilized and politi-
cized.20 Although the non- Russian republics would not possess any more 
autonomy than any administrative unit in the RSFSR, the Soviet state rec-
ognized and even celebrated each republic’s non- Russian nationhood. As 
Richard Pipes first predicted in 1954, this structure would produce unfore-
seen circumstances.21

The Bolsheviks wished to do more than to depoliticize national identi-
ties. They sought to prepare the Soviet Union for the communist stage of 
history by promoting a policy which Francine Hirsch called “state- 
sponsored evolutionism.” This strategy possessed several short- term goals: 
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to overcome the tsarist imperial legacy of the past, to “assist” the potential 
victims of Soviet economic modernization, and to differentiate the Soviet 
state from the “imperialistic empires” it ideologically opposed. To propel 
the entire population of nearly 150 million “through the Marxist timeline 
of historical development, to transform feudal era clans and tribes into 
nationalities, and nationalities into socialist- era nations – which, at some 
point in the future would merge together under communism” – comprised 
its long- term mission.22 Soviet leaders imagined that they would imple-
ment this policy by means of persuasion. If logical arguments and negotia-
tions would not work, violence and terror would follow.

This state- sponsored evolutionism possessed two interactive stages. In 
the first, the authorities would introduce a highly diverse multi- ethnic 
population to the categories of nations and nationalities. Simultaneously, 
in the second, they would assimilate those nationally categorized groups 
into the Soviet framework.23

Due to the ideological challenge of Nazi racial theories and to the potential 
threat of Japanese and German encirclement, this dual- integration process 
accelerated in the 1930s.24 In light of the centrifugal orientations in the non- 
Russian republics, the Soviet state then gave primacy to the Russians and in-
termingled the ideology of proletarian internationalism with Russian state 
interests.25 In response to Japan’s and Germany’s resurgence in the 1930s, the 
Soviet state persecuted “diaspora” nationalities, such as the Germans and the 
Poles, and hardened official attitudes towards the Ukrainian SSR and its po-
litical elite.26 Here, the Soviet authorities limited the national content of this 
homeland, which bordered the hostile West.

In constructing the USSR, the Communist Party imagined that it could 
control both the form and the content of national identities within the first 
socialist state. But by the 1930s, these national forms and contents also 
changed. Although the national- territorial divisions of the USSR re-
mained, the Soviet state de- emphasized the role of the Ukrainian language 
and culture, and completely remoulded the Soviet Ukrainian political and 
cultural elites. The Holodomor, the purges, the Second World War, and 
the post- war population exchanges played an important role in pruning 
the Ukrainian body politic of those who emphasized dividing the world 
into “us” and “them” along national, not class, lines.27 In assessing the 
state of Ukrainian national attitudes at the end of the 1930s, Sylvia Gilliam 
concluded that in Eastern Ukraine the regime promoted a “cultural pride 
devoid of aspirations of national independence.”28 In light of the mass ar-
rests and executions of the Ukrainian political and cultural elites, this re-
sult is not surprising. The brutality of the Second World War reinforced 
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these trends. Until Mikhail Gorbachev’s selection as the party’s secretary 
general in 1985, the Soviet post- war political order sustained and even ex-
panded this effort to create neutered national identities.

National identity, much like nationalism, is a “state of mind” which can 
be activated and deactivated internally depending on the situation, the po-
litical environment, the contacts with others, and the opportunities and 
incentives available.29 The form and content of national identity are closely 
intertwined. But national consciousness can emerge even without its forms 
(officially recognized territories, languages, elites, and cultures), although 
with great difficulty.30

The Soviet Ukrainian Republic became a quasi- sovereign state within 
the Soviet Union and one of its founding member- states. Although the 
central authorities curbed this limited sovereignty by the end of the 1920s 
and early 1930s, the Soviet Ukrainian state remained a “subversive institu-
tion” (as Valerie Bunce phrased it) throughout its seven decades of exis-
tence, due primarily to its organization as a multinational republic and as 
the homeland for all Ukrainians.31 Ukrainization and the radical industrial-
ization program reconfigured the Russian- , Polish- , German- , and Yiddish- 
speaking towns and cities of Ukraine into Ukrainian-  and Russian- speaking 
ones. These policies created an urban, Ukrainian, and educated elite, a far 
larger and more assertive ruling group than any in the past in this region. A 
small number of its most prominent members advocated their own version 
of national communism and home rule. By the late 1920s, Stalin vocifer-
ously objected to their vision of the Ukrainian SSR within the USSR and to 
their defence of the peasantry.

Collectivization, the Holodomor, and the purges also reinforced Ukraine’s 
geopolitical importance as a republic bordering the contentious Polish 
frontier and as the Soviet Union’s primary granary. In order to transform 
the USSR into a garrison state to ward off potential German, Polish, and 
Japanese attack, the Soviet state had to import Western technology and 
arms and invest in heavy industry, but did not possess access to long- term 
foreign credits.

To compensate for this financial deficiency, the USSR had to expand its 
sale of grain on world markets. But as the overproduction of grain sank 
world grain prices during the 1920s and the Great Depression, the Soviet 
political leadership decided to squeeze more grain from the peasantry, 
launching a war against the kulaks, then against all who worked the fields. 
By herding the peasants into collective farms and setting procurement 
goals for future harvests, the party hoped to create larger harvests more 
efficiently and to extract more from the countryside. But the peasants, 



 Conclusion 287

even in fertile Ukraine, could not meet these highly arbitrary targets set by 
bureaucrats in Moscow, Kharkiv, or Kiev. Forced collectivization, high 
grain procurements, and brutal Soviet punitive actions led to famine and 
the death of over four million men, women, and children.

Whereas the USSR justified its efforts to subjugate the countryside in the 
context of a worldwide class struggle, Nazi leaders openly boasted that 
Ukraine would serve as Germany’s primary food colony. Hitler asserted in 
1939 that “I need Ukraine, so that no one is able to starve us again, like in 
the last war.”32 He and his subordinates hoped that Ukraine “would pro-
duce enough food not only to feed the army, but to supplement the food 
supply within the Reich.”33 To prevent German starvation, the Nazis 
planned to deprive the non- German populations of East Central Europe 
and the USSR of food. They targeted those “useless eaters” who lived in the 
cities. Nazi Germany’s food crisis accelerated the implementation of the 
Final Solution against the Jews and the deliberate starvation of the Soviet 
and Polish urban populations.34

With Germany’s successful invasion and occupation of Ukraine in 1941, 
Nazi political and military leadership did not take into account Germany’s 
and Austria’s frustrating interventions in Ukraine in 1918.35 Nazi ideolo-
gy, which celebrated Germans as “the superior race,” foreclosed the op-
tion of dealing with the local Ukrainian population on the basis of respect. 
The occupational regime did not dismantle the hated collective farms 
Stalin erected, but continued to extract grain from them for their own 
purposes. The military, officers as well as rank- and file- soldiers, internal-
ized Nazi racial theories and humiliated and abused the local population, 
needlessly alienating them. The Ostarbeiter program estranged them even 
more. Not surprisingly, in light of such behaviour, the Germany army in 
Reichskommissariat Ukraine could not secure sufficient quantities of food 
to cover its own needs, much less feed Germany.36

In the era of total war, Ukraine’s geographic location and its natural re-
sources, especially foodstuffs, enhanced its role as a critical geopolitical 
pivot. Without Ukraine’s grain, no European state which did not possess 
the resources to feed its own armies over a long period could win control 
of East Central Europe or aspire to world power.

Divided State

The total wars and revolutions of the twentieth century also reinforced 
Ukraine’s national divisions. By mobilizing millions of heretofore politi-
cally uninvolved Ukrainian speakers in the First World War, Russia and 
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Austria inadvertently converted their peasant conscripts into political ac-
tors and introduced their soldiers and civilian populations to a new total 
war mentality. Each of the subsequent wars and revolutions built on this 
psychological foundation and mobilized national and social identities.

The total wars (in their traditional state vs state and internal war incar-
nations) not only generated enormous human losses and border changes, 
but also mobilized national identities. If most residents of the Ukrainian 
provinces entered the twentieth century with multiple identities, most at 
century’s end embraced a single exclusive one. The First World War and 
revolutions ignited this process. States introduced procedures to assess 
their citizens, categorizing them and dividing them into friends and foes.37 
Their political establishments and security organs did not tolerate nation-
al, cultural, or religious connections to outside powers, and during the 
world’s conflagrations, they demonized their internal and external ene-
mies, dehumanized them, abused them, and exterminated them.

The First World War, the revolution, the civil and national wars, and 
foreign occupations devastated the population in the Ukrainian- speaking 
territories of the Russian and Austro- Hungarian empires. In the late 1920s 
and 1930s, the mass violence unleashed by collectivization, mass deporta-
tions, the Holodomor, and the purges decimated the Ukrainian population 
of Ukraine and the USSR, and to a lesser extent the German and Polish 
populations.

In the course of the Second World War the Germans killed by bullets, 
bombs, gas, or starvation 6.5 to 7.4 million men, women, and children (most 
of whom identified themselves as Ukrainians), including nearly 1.7 million 
Jews.38 The Soviets removed hundreds of thousands from the Crimea and 
from the newly annexed territories of Eastern Poland and Romania. On 
the shifting frontiers between the German and Soviet armies, in Volhynia, 
the OUN/UPA and the Polish Home Army fought a very brutal war 
which did not spare the Polish, Jewish, and Ukrainian populations.

The war’s political and demographic shifts set the stage for a new post- 
war environment. Ukraine remained nationally diverse, but regionally ho-
mogeneous, divided into five different sets of territories. Each group 
established different clusters of “tipping points,” that critical mass needed 
to maintain the Ukrainian language and culture, abandon it, or modify it. 
The differences between Western Ukraine/Central Ukraine and Eastern 
Ukraine/Southern Ukraine grew stronger even before the USSR Supreme 
Soviet’s transfer of the Crimea (with its predominantly Russian popula-
tion) from the RSFSR to Ukraine in 1954. Southern Ukraine, a highly 
nationally mixed region since the eighteenth century, lost large numbers of 
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its national minorities in the 1930s and during the war. With its incorpora-
tion into the Ukrainian SSR in 1954, the Crimea acquired an inherently 
Russian identity that outlasted the demise of the Soviet Union.39

Even after their incorporation into the USSR, Bukovina, Galicia, and 
Transcarpathia retained a “unity in negation.” These Ukrainian- speaking 
territories did not experience long- term Russian rule; they had developed 
within the framework of the evolving Habsburg constitutional order (al-
though Transcarpathian Ukrainian and Rusyn speakers did not enjoy the 
same political environment as did the first two crownlands).40 Under the 
Habsburg umbrella, these economically impoverished territories pro-
duced a vibrant and pluralistic civil society.

Acquired by Romania, Poland, and Czechoslovakia, these three 
Ukrainian-speaking territories remained divorced from the Soviet politi-
cal sphere, which between the wars endured “some of the most radical 
socio- economic changes known to history, and in the 1930s it experienced 
systematic,  extensive terror that threatened to eradicate Ukrainian nation-
al culture completely.”41 The Ukrainians from these territories possessed 
highly differentiated levels of national consciousness and different intensi-
ties of feelings of religious cultural superiority or inferiority regarding the 
Russians and Poles.42 This Western Ukrainian legacy remained for decades 
afterwards, undermining Soviet efforts to integrate these territories politi-
cally as well as psychologically.43

In the first half of the twentieth century, Ukraine symbolized one of 
Europe’s most volatile social laboratories, a borderland which suffered 
human slaughter on a ruthless and unprecedented scale.44 The political and 
social experiments performed here transformed the peasant, rural, and il-
literate way of life to a highly urban and educated one in less than a cen-
tury. Within this timeframe, Ukraine – a multicultural region with a 
majority Ukrainian- speaking population – became primarily a bicultural 
(Ukrainian/Russian) state with a majority of its population identifying 
themselves as Ukrainians, although not necessarily Ukrainian speakers in 
their personal and professional lives.

The brutality of the Second World War solidified these trends, and the 
Soviet post- war political order sustained and even expanded this effort to 
create neutered national identities. In the post- war era, new socio- economic 
currents and party policies simultaneously promoted greater integration 
and greater fragmentation throughout the USSR and the Ukrainian SSR.45

Most importantly, how the citizens of Ukraine perceive their own past, 
current status, and future of their political community will determine the 
expansion or contraction of the Ukrainian nation. The incentives for 
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individuals to identify themselves as Ukrainians in an increasingly global-
ized and alienating world remain in flux, as they did in the past and as they 
will in the future. Mass perceptions of group worth, economic backward-
ness, feelings of equality with (or inferiority to) the Russians, and stan-
dards of personal and national dignity fluctuate and remain difficult to 
measure and map in a fluid social environment; they remain “incessantly 
open to interpretation and renegotiation.”46 As in the past, unforeseen cri-
ses may produce unexpected responses.

Mass violence, a dynamic interplay of negotiations of the meaning of its 
indigenous national identities, contradictory state policies, and the ever- 
shifting international political order made and remade Ukraine in the first 
half of the twentieth century. Wars, revolutions, radical social dislocations, 
and tensions between the elites and the masses as well as tensions within 
these groups in this period helped pave the painful road to modernity. 
These events and trends reinforced Ukraine’s role as a pivotal cleft state, its 
rifts long institutionalized within the framework of the Soviet Ukrainian 
state. At the start of the twenty- first century, many in Western Ukraine 
perceived that their future lay with the European Union and the West; 
many in the eastern provinces envisaged closer ties with Russia. But this 
cleftness is not necessarily a permanent feature of Ukraine’s political anat-
omy. Russia’s invasion of the Crimea in late February 2014 and its subse-
quent annexation of this peninsula have radically changed the political 
dynamics between Russians and Ukrainians in Ukraine and between the 
citizens of Ukraine and Russia.

As this narrative illustrates, past trends do not necessarily predict future 
outcomes. Although the assertion that tomorrow is uncertain “is obvi-
ous,” according to James C. Scott, “so is the capacity of human actors to 
influence this contingency and help shape the future.”47 The past and pres-
ent provide a foundation for the future, but more often than not, these 
tectonic plates shift unexpectedly and reshape the political environment in 
unanticipated ways, especially when cataclysmic events and new ideas 
arouse the masses. As independent Ukraine’s political and cultural elites 
struggle to acclimate themselves to the demands of a ruthless international 
political and economic order, the Ukrainian project – the wager to rein-
force the psychological boundaries between Ukrainians and Russians, to 
join pan- European institutions as an equal partner, and to acquire direct 
access to the larger world – still remains a work in progress.48 The 2014 
Euromaidan Revolution and the current Russian war against Ukraine may 
have accelerated these processes.
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Znak, 1990); idem, Zapomniana wojna. Walki o Lwów i Galicj̨e Wschodnią 
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