


TheWorkers’ Movement and the National Question in Ukraine



Historical Materialism
Book Series

Editorial Board

Loren Balhorn (Berlin)
David Broder (Rome)

Sebastian Budgen (Paris)
Steve Edwards (London)
Juan Grigera (London)

Marcel van der Linden (Amsterdam)
Peter Thomas (London)

volume 229

The titles published in this series are listed at brill.com/hm

http://brill.com/hm


TheWorkers’ Movement and the
National Question in Ukraine

1897–1918

By

Marko Bojcun

leiden | boston



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Bojcun, Marko, 1951- author.
Title: The workers' movement and the national question in Ukraine : 1897-1918 / by

Marko Bojcun.
Description: Leiden ; Boston : Brill, [2021] | Series: Historical materialism book

series, 1570-1522 ; volume 229 | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: lccn 2021017589 (print) | lccn 2021017590 (ebook) |

isbn 9789004223707 (hardback ; alk. paper) | isbn 9789004466302 (ebook)
Subjects: lcsh: Communism–Ukraine–History. | Working class–Political activity–

Ukraine–History. | Ukraine–History–Revolution, 1917-1921. | Ukraine–Politics
and government–1917-

Classification: lcc hx315.45.a6 b65 2021 (print) | lcc hx315.45.a6 (ebook) |
ddc 335.4309477–dc23

lc record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021017589
lc ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021017590

Typeface for the Latin, Greek, and Cyrillic scripts: “Brill”. See and download: brill.com/brill‑typeface.

issn 1570-1522
isbn 978-90-04-22370-7 (hardback)
isbn 978-90-04-46630-2 (e-book)

Copyright 2021 by Koninklijke Brill nv, Leiden, The Netherlands.
Koninklijke Brill nv incorporates the imprints Brill, Brill Nijhoff, Brill Hotei, Brill Schöningh, Brill Fink, Brill
mentis, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, Böhlau Verlag and V&R Unipress.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, translated, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise,
without prior written permission from the publisher. Requests for re-use and/or translations must be
addressed to Koninklijke Brill nv via brill.com or copyright.com.

This book is printed on acid-free paper and produced in a sustainable manner.

https://lccn.loc.gov/2021017589
https://lccn.loc.gov/2021017590
http://brill.com/brill-typeface
http://brill.com
http://copyright.com


Contents

Acknowledgements vii
List of Maps and Tables viii
Transliteration and Dates ix
Abbreviations x

Introduction 1

1 State Power and the Development of Capitalism 9

2 TheWorking Class 36

3 Social Democracy and the National Question 62

4 February to October 1917 112

5 November 1917: Attempts at Reconciliation 168

6 December: The Failure of Reconciliation 212

7 The First Treaty of Brest Litovsk 262

8 Battles for Kyiv 279

9 Kyiv under Bolshevik Rule 309

10 The Pogroms inMarch and April 1918 331

11 Resistance to the Austro-German Occupation 344

12 Last Days of the Rada 364

Epilogue 393

References 395
Index 404





Acknowledgements

Ivan Maistrenko, Panas Fedenko and Vsevolod Holubnychy introduced me to
the 1917 Revolution in Ukraine. I had the good fortune to meet Maistrenko and
Fedenko inMunich in 1974. In their youth they took part in the Revolution and
wrote extensively about it. Around the same time I came across Vsevolod Hol-
ubnychy’s writings and met him in 1976 in Toronto. A Marxist economist and
historian, he was a rarity in the Ukrainian diaspora. I first glimpsed the signi-
ficance of the Ukrainian national question for the working class and peasantry
through the lives and works of these three people.

Edward Palmer Thompson deeply influenced me with his great historical
study, The Making of the English Working Class (1963). His work showed me
the value of approaching the workers’ movement through its origins in dif-
ferent social strata, nationalities and political traditions. This was a necessary
foundation for understanding its further evolution, the difficult quest for unity
in its own ranks and with the peasantry during the Revolution and Civil War.
I gained the confidence to investigate a relationship that Stalinist historians
dismissed as largely irrelevant and nationalist historians denied even existed:
namely that between theworkers’movement and theUkrainian national ques-
tion as a problem of the radical destruction and reconstruction of state power.

I would like to acknowledge and thank the people who supported me when
completingmyPhDdissertation in 1986,whichwas the first draft of the present
work: my parents, Anna and Roman Bojcun, my sister Alexandra, and my pre-
vious partner, the late Marta Danylewycz. Bohdan Krawchenko and Roman
Senkus at the Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies supported me in those
years as academics and political allies.

I thank Christopher Ford in London for sharing with me his wide know-
ledge of Ukrainian, English, Scottish and Irish labour history, and for repeatedly
urging me to publish my work. Zakhar Popovych in Kyiv assured me that I
have something new to offer to readers in Ukraine as well as other countries.
Maksym Kazakov and Lesia Bidochko, who translated this work into Ukrain-
ian, offered valuable critical observations and factual corrections which I have
incorporated into my finished work.

My thanks go to Halya Kowalsky for her personal support and her hard work
proofreading both the English and Ukrainian versions.

Finally, I thank Jane Greenwood, my partner in life who has given me her
unfailing support over many years, which has helped me to bring this work to
completion.



Maps and Tables

Maps

1 Hetmanate, the Ukrainian Cossack state, 1648 17
2 Ukrainian provinces of the Russian Empire 20

Tables

1 Branches of production in Ukraine, 1904 26
2 Imports and exports of Ukraine for 1909–1911 30
3 State taxes and expenditures in Ukraine, 1898–1910 (in millions of roubles) 32
4 Industrial plant workers in Ukraine, 1861–1917 44
5 Wage earners in Ukraine, 1897–1917 45
6 Industrial workers in Ukraine, 1910–1917 (in thousands) 48
7 Wage earners in Ukraine, January 1917 (in thousands) 51
8 Structure of the working class in Ukraine by national group, 1897 53
9 Distribution of Ukrainian workers, 1897 (in thousands) 54
10 Population of major cities by native language speakers, 1897 56



Transliteration and Dates

Transliteration is based on the Modified Library of Congress system. Ukrain-
ian names of towns, cities and provinces used before the Revolution have been
retained.

All dates are designated by the Julian calendar up to 31 January 1918; thereafter
they follow the Gregorian calendar, when 1 February by the Julian calendar
became 14 February by the Gregorian.



Abbreviations

Black Hundreds Union of Russian Peoples
Bund Jewish GeneralWorkers’ Union
cec Central Executive Committee of the Councils of Ukraine
cp(b)u Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Ukraine
cpc Council of People’s Commissars
Fareinigte United JewishWorkers’ Party
Folkspartei Jewish People’s Party
Kadets Russian Constitutional Democratic Party
mrc Military Revolutionary Committee
Poale Zion Jewish Social Democratic Party (Workers of Zion)
pps Polish Socialist Party
rcp Russian Communist Party
rsdwp Russian Social DemocraticWorkers’ Party
rup Revolutionary Ukrainian Party
Spilka Ukrainian Social Democratic Union
sup Socialist Ukrainian Party
tup Society of Ukrainian Progressives
udfp Ukrainian Democratic Farmers Party
ujf Union of Jewish Fighters
umrc UkrainianMilitary RevolutionaryCommittee of the Petrograd Soviet
upr Ukrainian People’s Republic
upsf Ukrainian Party of Socialist Federalists
upsi Ukrainian Party of Socialist Independentists
upsr Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries
urdp Ukrainian Revolutionary Democratic Party
usdwp Ukrainian Social DemocraticWorkers’ Party
utp Ukrainian Labour Party



© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, 2021 | doi:10.1163/9789004466302_002

Introduction

TheGreat Revolution is a historical fact of exceptional importance for the
Ukrainian people. Above all, the people discovered their identity in it …
every peasant and worker knows now that he or she is a Ukrainian …The
national identity of the urbanworkers has grown enormously. In 1917 they
came forward as Russians and today more than half identify themselves
as Ukrainians. This is an important conquest of the revolution and of our
difficult struggle.1

The exiled Socialist Revolutionary leader Mykyta Shapoval2 drew this con-
clusion during one of his speeches to Ukrainian workers living in Canada
in 1927. Although Ukrainians had failed to secure their independence in the
recent upheaval, Shapoval remained optimistic about the future. Tsarism had
been swept away. Among workers as well as peasants there was a new sense
of national awareness which the Soviet government could not ignore. Like
many other socialists and communists living in Ukraine and abroad, Shapoval
believed in 1927 that the Revolution had not yet run its full course.

Such optimism was dispelled soon afterwards by Stalin’s collectivisation of
agriculture, the 1932–33 Famine and the purges. Yet Shapoval’s claim about the
adoption of a Ukrainian national identity by the lower classes became all the
more credible in the following decades. Before the Revolution, the price that
peasants paid for their social mobilisation, their transition from agricultural to
industrial occupations, was assimilation into the Russian and Polish culture of
the towns and cities. Not all were assimilated nor did they submit to it without
resistance. But before 1917 they were fighting a losing battle. After the Revolu-
tion, however, the peasantry came into the cities and the working class more
andmore on their own terms. In 1897 44 percent of theworking class identified
themselves as Ukrainians, by 1926 it was 55 percent, by 1939 66 percent, and by

1 Mykyta Shapoval, Velyka Revoliutsiia i Ukrains’ka Vyzvol’na Prohrama (Prague: Vilna Spilka i
Ukrainskyi Robitnychyi Instytut, 1927), p. 251.

2 Mykyta Shapoval (1882–1931): poet, literary critic, agronomist and political activist; founding
member of the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries (upsr) and an organiser of the
November 1918 uprising against Hetman Pavlo Skoropadsky’s regime. Exiled in Czechoslov-
akia after the Civil War, he helped establish several organisations, including the Ukrainian
Workers’ Institute in Prague. Shapoval also co-edited the journal Nova Ukraina with the
Ukrainian Social Democratic leader Volodymyr Vynnychenko.



2 introduction

1959 69 percent. By 1970 three-quarters of the working class in the Ukrainian
Soviet Socialist Republic identified as Ukrainians.3

Rapid industrialisation in the twentieth century drew the rural population
to urban centres at an unprecedented rate and profoundly changed the ethno-
linguistic composition of urban society. Yet the adoption of a national identity
by members of the working class was a result not only of the peasant sources
of the class, but also of conscious political choice. The assertion of Ukrainian
national identity arose from the historic clash between classes of a stateless
people mobilised by industrialisation and classes with the levers of industrial-
isation and state power already in their hands. A decisive turning point in this
process when the choice of national identity began to bemade by themajority
of peasants and workers in Ukraine was 1917.

1 The Scope of theWork

This is a study of the formation of the working class in Ukraine and its relation-
ship to the national question. It examines the working class as a force in the
labour process and in politics from 1897 to 1918. It endeavours to explain how
the formation of the working class was shaped by the national question, what
interests workers had in its resolution and the kinds of solutions they pursued
through their mass organisations and political parties.

The study focuses on eight provinces (gubernia) of the Russian Empire in
which Ukrainians were a majority at the turn of the century.4 It excludes from
consideration the territories of Western Ukraine under Austro-Hungarian rule
until the end of 1918 and after that under Poland until 1939. It maps out a
broad view of the historical process: the succession of state powers on Ukrain-
ian territories, the emergence of the capitalist mode of production and the
formation of theworking class as a labour force and as a political force. It exam-
ines the debates about the national question among internationally prominent
Marxists of the era and analyses the positions taken by the Ukrainian, Rus-

3 Bohdan Krawchenko, Social Change andNational Consciousness inTwentieth CenturyUkraine
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1985), p. 206.

4 They are the Right Bank provinces (of the Dnipro River) of Kyiv, Podillia and Volyn, the Left
Bank provinces of Chernihiv, Poltava and Kharkiv; and the southern provinces of Kateryn-
oslav, Kherson and Tavria. In this study, the Right and Left Bank provinces are also referred to
as the northern tier provinces. At the eastern edge of the tier, Kharkiv shared characteristics
of economic development both with the other five, largely agrarian, northern provinces and
the industrialising south. Strictly speaking, the industrialising provinces were in the south-
eastern part of Ukraine but are referred to simply as the southern provinces or ‘the south’.
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sian and Jewish social democratic parties active in the Ukrainian provinces.
These themes provide a context for examining in detail the first ‘long year’ of
the Revolution from February 1917 to April 1918.

2 A Theory of the National Question

Throughout the study I use the terms ‘national question’, ‘national movement’,
‘nation’ and ‘nation state’. They refer respectively to the genesis, politicisation,
mobilisation and unification of nations. Used in such a way, they are merely
signposts, heuristic indicators of historical stages of national development. A
viable theory of national development, however, should explain how and why
the national question arises in the first place.

I have adopted andextendedKarlMarx’s use of the concept of thedivisionof
labour in order to explain the origins of the national question. Marx observed
in the development of capitalism an increasing separation and specialisation
of human labour: agricultural and industrial, menial and intellectual, andmale
and female labour. These separations in social labour were not peculiar to cap-
italism, but were the product of a much longer evolution of human society.
However, as the capitalist mode of production emerged it incorporated the
city-country, menial-intellectual and gender divisions of earlier modes of pro-
duction and accentuated them in an even sharper way.

For Marx the division of labour was the infrastructure of class society, while
private property was but a juridical expression and defence of the division
of labour peculiar to capitalism.5 The European social democratic movement
which inheritedhis ideas had a tendency to reduceMarx’s concept of class soci-
ety to its juridical expression, as the relationship between the owners of labour
and the owners of the means of production. This notion of ownership served
as a general indicator or the ‘last word’ on class under capitalism, but it was not
of much use for understanding class struggles other than economic ones. Nor
could it provide insight into the contradictions within the working class itself,
divided as it was by occupational privileges based on location, education and
gender.

How does all this apply to the national question? The division of labour did
not stop evolvingwith the advent of capitalism. Since the endof thenineteenth
century, capitalism as a global economic system has built an international divi-

5 KarlMarx and Friedrich Engels,TheGerman Ideology, Parts i and iii, edited andwith an intro-
duction by R. Pascal (New York: International Publishers, 1947), pp. 8–16, 21–7, 43–4.
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sion of labour. It is now characterised by the imposition of specific economic
tasks by the economically powerful metropoles upon the ever more distant
peripheral societies it draws onto the world market.6 Regions of the world and
their inhabitants have taken different paths of social and economic evolution
depending on the time they were linked to the world market, the resources
most readily exploitable in them and the relative strength of the state power
already in control of their territories.

For different historical reasons, the boundaries of states in peripheral soci-
eties seldom conform to the boundaries of compact ethno-linguistic groups.
As a rule they encompass several of them. Such groups within single states are
drawn into the process of industrialisation and urbanisation at varying rates.
These rates depend on the readily exploitable natural resources and human
labour in their vicinity, the influence of these groups’ leaders in the central state
institutions, the groups’ knowledge of the language of modern industry and
government, their possession of industrial skills andwork habits and their will-
ingness to assimilate into anewurban-industrial culture. Because the resources
available for industrialisationare limited, they are appliedonly in selectedparts
of the country. Invariably industrialisation will benefit the ethno-linguistic
group or groups that control the state power. Even if new industries are not loc-
ated on their own group’s traditional territory, they are in control of the state
mechanisms for centralising and redistributing a major portion of the surplus
product produced over the whole territory of the state.

Thus, the division of labour that has emerged on a global scale between the
industrialised and industrialising regions is reproduced once again within the
confines of the latter, the industrialising region. Here the division of labour
incorporates the potential attributes of a national identity (language, culture,
attachment to territory, etc.) that affect an ethno-linguistic group’s capacity for
socialmobility through the class structure of the industrialising region – that is,
the capacity to secure urban, intellectual and ‘male’ designated occupations in
the modernising economy. Thus it is the crystallisation of a division of labour
between established and incipient nations within an existing state, a process
that holds back the social mobility of the incipient nation and redistributes
the surplus product of the whole society inequitably in favour of the estab-

6 Marx studied the beginning of this process. In Capital, Vol. 1 (Moscow: Progress Publishers,
1977), p. 425, he writes: ‘A new and international division of labour, a division suited to the
requirements of the chief centres of modern industry springs up, and converts one part of
the globe into a chiefly agricultural field of production for supplying the other part which
remains a chiefly industrial field’.
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lishednation,whichpoliticises thesewell knownattributes of national identity
(language, culture, attachment to territory) and provokes national movements
among the incipient nations.7

One can therefore argue that labour in contemporary world society is
divided not only along gender, menial-intellectual and city-country lines, but
also along national lines. If one accepts such a view of the division of labour,
it follows that national movements, that is movements which contest this divi-
sion, are one of the expressions of class struggle. For class struggle is in the first
instance nothing more than a struggle over the division of labour and the dis-
tribution of wealth stemming from that labour.

I have proposed above in a most general way a concept of the historical
development of a division of labour between state-established and incipient
nations at three distinct levels: in the globalising capitalist economy, in the
industrialising region of the peripheral state andwithin theworking class itself.
In the chapters below I have applied this concept to the case of Ukraine and
examined how the workers’ movement and its social democratic parties dealt
with the national question from their inception in the late nineteenth century
up to and including the first year of the Revolution.

3 The Historical Debate

The historical literature on the Revolution and Civil War presents three dis-
tinct assessments of the efforts of the mass organisations and political parties
of the working class in relation to the national question and the movement
for independence. The first of these originated in the Ukrainian Social Demo-
craticWorkers’ Party (usdwp), one of theparties vanquished in theRevolution.
Volodymyr Vynnychenko, a prominent usdwp leader has argued that

in its great majority, our proletariat was denationalised and Russified by
force of historical circumstances. Because of this we did not have a broad
proletarian base… to support us … to demand resoluteness from us…We
rested on the peasantry, not on the poor strata but for the most part on
the well-to-do peasants whoweremore politicallymature and conscious.

Instead of going to our proletariat even though it had not awakened
nationally, instead of awakening it and drawing social resoluteness and

7 Michael Hechter, Internal Colonialism: The Celtic Fringe in British National Development
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), pp. 33–9.
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confidence from it … approaching it with a social programme and giv-
ing it national leadership, we turned away from it. We became scared of
it and even of the peasants who went after the proletariat. That was our
main mistake and shortcoming.8

Vynnychenko attributed the failure of thenational independencemovement to
attract working-class support mainly to the usdwp’s own limitations. On the
other hand, IsaakMazepa, another usdwp leader, stressedmore the subjective
and organisational immaturity of the Ukrainian speaking proletariat:

… the Ukrainian nation began to awaken andmuster its forces only a few
decades before the outbreak of the revolution. It is not surprising that
the trade union and political organisation of the Ukrainian proletariat
began considerably later than among the Russians and that the Ukrain-
ian intelligentsia approached its proletarianmasses very late in the day….
TheUkrainian proletariat proved young and disorganised. The revolution
came too soon for it.9

The leaders of the vanquished SocialDemocrats andothers, such as theUkrain-
ian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries (upsr), continued in exile to debate their
defeat in the CivilWar at the hands of the Bolsheviks. Their thinking about 1917
evolved from regarding it as a social revolution, as they had called it in 1917, to
remembering it also, and even more so, as a national liberation struggle. They
attributed the defeat of their state building efforts to an immature Ukrainian
proletariat, which denied them an adequate social base in the cities, and to a
Russian proletariat hostile towards any kind of Ukrainian state.

The second interpretation of working-class practice on the national ques-
tion, which became dominant among Soviet Ukrainian historians, originated
in a debate among the victors of the CivilWar at the end of the 1920s. After the
Civil War the Bolsheviks embarked upon a programme of ‘indigenisation’ or
‘Ukrainisation’, in order to broaden the social base of their regime from its nar-
row, mainly Russian and Jewish urban base. The ranks of the Communist Party
(Bolsheviks) of Ukraine (cp(b)u) were swelled by large numbers of Ukrainians
for the first time, among them former members of the usdwp and upsr, their
rivals in the CivilWar. This second interpretationwas advanced by the Stalinist
faction that fought ‘nationalist deviations’ appearing in cp(b)u as a result of the

8 Volodymyr Vynnychenko,Vidrodzhennia Natsii, 3 vols (Kyiv-Vienna: Dzvin, 1920), Vol. 2, p. 97.
9 Isaak Mazepa, Bol’shevyzm i Okupatsiia Ukrainy. Sotsiial’no-ekonomichni prychyny nedozri-

losty syl ukrains’koi revoliutsii (Lviv-Kyiv: Znattia to Syla, 1922), pp. 17–18.
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Ukrainian influx. It guided party thinking and historical scholarship thereafter,
until the collapse of the Soviet Union. It was made up of several interlocking
propositions: that the working class was the leading force in the Revolution;
that its Russian section led the other nations in the working class; that the
Communist Party led the working class as a whole; and that the national ques-
tionwas of insignificant concern in the order of problems faced by theworking
class.This set of propositionsprovided a clear framework inwhich Soviet schol-
ars from the 1930s onwards explained how the working class came to power in
the Revolution and Civil War, established a multinational state of its own and
resolved the national question in the process.10

One of its most serious consequences was the committal of all other parties
of the working class to historical oblivion. The Mensheviks, usdwp and Bund
were seldommentioned.When they were, it was to the tune of accompanying
epithets as to their ‘opportunist’, ‘bourgeois nationalist’ or ‘counterrevolution-
ary’ activities. Another consequence was the studious denial of the peasantry,
the class that had a greater social weight than theworking class and that deeply
affected the fortunes of all urban based state building projects.

The so-called state school of the history of the Revolution and Civil War
provides a third interpretation of the role of the working class with regard
to the national question. Ukrainian historians after 1991 were freed from the
restrictions of Stalinist historiography to approach the revolutionary period
1917–21 from a wide variety of perspectives, to focus on the full spectrum of
its participants. However, almost without exception they adopted the term
and concept of the ‘Ukrainian revolution’ and the explanatory framework of
national liberation struggle or movement. They rejected the concept and the
study of the social revolution of this period and considered the parties and
movements that addressed it as such as carriers of a foreign ideology. So, too,
they downplayed, if not denied, the links of the Ukrainian revolution to the

10 P. Hrytsenko, Robitnychi Fortetsi Sotsialistychnoi Revoliutsii (Kyiv: Naukova Dumka, 1965);
P.P. Hudzenko, Sotsialistychna Natsionalizatsiia Promyslovosti v Ukrains’kii rsr (Kyiv:
Naukova Dumka, 1965); I.O. Hurzhii, Zarodzhennia Robitnychoho Klasu Ukrainy (kinets’
xviii–persha polovyna xix st.) (Kyiv: Derzhavne Vydavnytstvo Politychnoi Literatury
ursr, 1958); Yu. Y. Kirianov, Rabochie Iuga Rossii 1914–fevral 1917 g. (Moscow: Izdatelstvo
Nauka, 1971); F. Ie. Los (gen. ed.), I.O. Hurzhii, I.T. Shcherbyna, O.I. Luhova (eds), Istoriia
Robitnychoho Klasu ursr, 2 vols (Kyiv: Naukova Dumka, 1967); O.O. Nesterenko, Rozvy-
tok Promyslovosti naUkraini. Chastyna ii (Kyiv: Vydavnytstvo Akademii Nauk ursr, 1962);
Ye. M. Skliarenko, Robitnychyi Klas Ukrainy v Roky Hromadians’koi Viiny (Kyiv: Naukova
Dumka, 1966); and Narys Istorii Profspilkovoho Rukhu na Ukraini 1917–20 (Kyiv: Naukova
Dumka, 1974).
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Russian, and of the turbulent growth of the national movement to the demo-
cratic gains made by the February 1917 overthrow of Tsarism.11

This school, which has dominated the field of enquiry into this period since
1991, identifies with the conclusions reached by moderate and conservative
participants in the Revolution and Civil War, with individuals like Dmytro
Doroshenko12 and organisations like the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Federal-
ists (upsf). In addition to its basic proposition that a national liberal struggle,
rather than a social revolution, lay at the heart of the upheavals of 1917–21,
this school also contends that the behaviour and choices of elite forces, rather
than of the masses of workers and peasants, determined the outcome of this
struggle. It concludes that Ukrainian elites of the timemade the wrong choices
by favouring radical social policies and downplaying the task of independent
nation state building; and, ultimately, that the Ukrainianmasses succumbed to
the demagogy of foreign, Bolshevik forces and so abandoned their leaders and
the struggle for their own nation state.

The state school’s propositions provoke several important questions that
this study seeks to answer. Were indeed the social revolution and the national
liberation struggle counterposed asmutually exclusive alternatives in the reas-
oning and the actions of participants in the Revolution and Civil War? If not,
then just howdid they understand the relationship between them in a broader,
unifying historical process? Finally, canwe speak of a social class as a subject, a
maker of history? In other words, did the working class demonstrate any capa-
city for independent reasoning and action, or shouldwe accept the proposition
of the primacy of elites in the revolutionary process of those times? In the fol-
lowing chapters I consider these three interpretations of a turbulent period of
Ukraine’s history as I attempt to disclose the relationship of theworking class to
the national question of that time on the basis of my own study of the original
sources.

11 A comprehensive review of Ukrainian historical writing about this period is provided by
Valeriii Soldatenko, ‘Novi pidkhody v osmyslenniu istorychnoho dosvidu i urokiv revoli-
utsiinoi doby 1917–20 rr. v Ukraini’, Naukovi pratsi istorychnoho fakul’tetu Zaporiz’koho
Derzhavnoho Universytetu, 24 (2008), pp. 93–203.

12 Dmytro Doroshenko, Moi Spomyny pro Nedavnie Mynule, 1914–20 (Munich: Ukrainske
Vydavnytstvo, 1969); Istoriia Ukrainy, 2nd edn (Augsburg: P. Pohasyi, 1947).
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chapter 1

State Power and the Development of Capitalism

Capitalism had a long, uncertain and fitful history in Ukraine until the end of
the nineteenth century. One of the reasons for its slow and uneven gestation
was an extended struggle between regional state powers for control of Ukrain-
ian territories and their eventual absorption by Russia, whose feudal system
survived until the mid-nineteenth century. This chapter examines the succes-
sion of Lithuanian, Polish, Cossack and Russian state powers, their influence
on the growth of the market and bourgeoisie in Ukraine and the particular
relationship established between the Russian state and European finance cap-
ital at the end of the nineteenth century in the division of the country’s social
product. The historic evolution of these economic and political forces is the
basis upon which conclusions are offered about Ukraine’s colonial predica-
ment on the eve of the Revolution. They are examined summarily in three
stages: from the fall of Rus to the 1648 Revolution; from the Treaty of Pereiaslav
in 1654 to the abolition of serfdom in 1861; and the period of rapid industrial-
isation before the First WorldWar.

1 The 1648 Revolution

Between the ninth and themid-thirteenth centuries a large section of present-
day Ukraine was ruled by the tributary state of Kyivan Rus. With its capital
anchored in the upper Dnipro Basin on the border between the northern
forests and the southern steppes, Kyivan Rus controlled the trade between
Scandinavia and Byzantium. Its power crumbled in the thirteenth century as
Crimean Tatars living on the Black Sea coast moved northwards, conquering
Rus principalities, sacking Kyiv and cutting off the old trade route along the
Dnipro River. The southern reaches of the Dnipro and all lands east of the
Rivers BuhandDnipro remainedunder their swayuntil the endof the sixteenth
century.1

1 Dmytro Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, 4th edn (Augsburg: P. Pohasyi, 1947), p. 20; Matvii
Yavorsky, Revoliutsiia na Vkraini v ii Holovnishykh Etapakh (Kharkiv: Derzhavne Vydavnyt-
stvoUkrainy, 1923), p. 5; IsaakMazepa, PidstavyNashohoVidrodzhennia (n.p.: Prometei, 1946),
Vol. 1, pp. 30–2, 50.
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From the north, the Lithuanian nobility began occupying Rus in the four-
teenth century, settling in Podillia, Kyiv and Eastern Volyn. In the fifteenth
century, the Polish kingdom expanded south eastward into Galicia and West-
ern Volyn. The boyars and princes of Rus who remained on their land joined
the ranks of the colonising nobilities. Lithuanian and Polish systems of tribu-
tary obligation were imposed on the rural commoners.2

Stimulated by mercantile opportunities with European cities in the six-
teenth century, the Polish nobility inWestern Ukraine stepped up its exploita-
tion of serf labour.3 The profits to be gained from long distance trade in agricul-
tural and forestry products through the Baltic Sea ports encouraged noblemen
to restrict peasants’ mobility and to exact more working hours on their land.
At the same time they extended their fields at the expense of traditional peas-
ant holdings. Although rent in money and kind were in widespread use else-
where by the sixteenth century, the Polish nobility preferred an original, more
oppressive and labour exacting system called panshchyna – corvée or labour
days.4

Social evolution in the Dnipro Basin below Kyiv followed a different path
after the fall of Rus. Here the indigenous people who withstood the Crimean
Tatar invasions, and even supported them to get rid of their own princes and
retainers,5 continued to live as armed communities of hunters, foragers, bee-
keepers and fishermen. Because the old Rus nobility was all but destroyed in
these parts the surviving communities governed themselves by the principles
of an earlier epoch. Households chose representatives to an assembly (viche)
which periodically re-allocated the use of the habitat, ruled on disputes and
elected the community’s leaders in war. The people of the Dnipro Basin res-
isted all feudal obligations and upheld a conception of independence they
remembered collectively as their ‘ancient rights and privileges’.

From the end of the fifteenth century the communities in the forest-steppe
were joined each summer by expeditions of young men from the Lithuanian
realm who came down the rivers to hunt, fish and take horses. As these exped-
itions became more frequent the nobility began applying taxes to the sale of
goods brought back each autumn to the northern towns and fortress outposts.

2 Mazepa, Pidstavy, Vol. 1, pp. 36–40, 47; M. Antonovych, Istoriia Ukrainy, 2nd edn (Winnipeg:
uvan, 1966), Vol. 2, p. 61; Yavorsky, Revoliutsiia naVkraini, p. 5; Perry Anderson, Lineages of the
Absolutist State (London: New Left Books, 1974), p. 280.

3 Michael (Mykhailo) Hrushevsky, A History of Ukraine (New Haven: n.p. 1944), p. 174.
4 K.K. Dubyna (gen. ed.), Istoriia Ukrains’koi rsr (Kyiv: Naukova Dumka, 1967), Vol. 1, p. 126;

Antonovych, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 2, pp. 62–3.
5 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, pp. 62–3.
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Over time participants in these expeditions spent the winter in the south to
avoid taxes and other feudal obligations. Eventually they settled there and
turned to farming.6

The burdens of panshchyna grew in Volyn and Galicia, and many serfs
escaped to settle frontier land in Central Ukraine. Some arriving at the fort-
ress outposts of the Polish crown on their way east were readily recruited by
resident nobles tomilitary service andmaintenance of their properties and for-
tifications. Like the emigrants from Lithuanian controlled territories, some of
the fugitives from serfdom continued moving further east and south into the
realm of the cossack host.7

Emerging at the end of the fifteenth century on the frontier between the
Lithuanian-Polish and Turkish realms, cossack society was the product of a
fusion between economically motivated migrants and fugitives from serfdom
and the earlier, pre-feudal order of Central Ukraine which had survived the
demise of Rus. A nomadicwarrior class that turned increasingly to farming and
trade, the cossacks led the reoccupation of lands depopulated by the Crimean
Tatar invasions. In 1552 they founded an army state on the lower rapids of the
Dnipro River (Zaporiz’ka Sich) and managed to push the Crimean Tatars back
to the Black Sea coast by the end of the sixteenth century. The Sichwas a rally-
ing point for communities in the Dnipro Basin, guardian of the river traffic and
a staging ground for maritime wars against Turkey and military expeditions
to Muscovy and Moldova. The nyzovi cossacks (those of the lower reaches of
the river) conducted trade and diplomatic relations with all of these states and
became an important factor in the balance of power between Turkey, Poland
and Russia. The Sich stood until 1775 when Catherine ii destroyed it and the
nyzovimigrated into the Kuban and Danubian Basin.8

Poland and Lithuania united into a Commonwealth in 1569. Poland formally
annexed Eastern Volyn, Kyiv and lands east of the Dnipro. The Polish nobility
set its sights on new land and followed in the footsteps of its fugitive serfs into
Central Ukraine. The most powerful nobles organised large transfers of sup-
plies and serfs to stake out new latifundia. They occupied uninhabited land
and, where necessary, threw cossack farmers off land they wanted. Compared
to their estates inWesternUkraine, the aristocracy’s newholdingswere enorm-
ous. TheWisnowiecki family was granted title to ‘almost half of Poltava’ by the

6 Mazepa, Pidstavy, Vol. 1, p. 49; Antonovych, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 2, pp. 4–6; Hrushevsky, His-
tory of Ukraine, p. 152.

7 Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine, p. 174; Antonovych, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 3, p. 6.
8 Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine, p. 157; Anderson, Lineages, p. 209.
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king and had 230,000 peopleworking on its properties. The Potocki family took
over threemillion acres. Title to new landwas granted also in Podillia, Kyiv and
Chernihiv.9

In order to secure sufficient labour for their frontier estates nobles offered
serfs exemptions from customary obligations for up to 20 years if they consen-
ted to move east. They also accepted fugitive serfs already in Central Ukraine
and defended them from their former masters. The nobility imposed limits
on the outlets of ale, applied taxes, mill rates, road and bridge tolls and took
one-tenth of all beehives and livestock, yet the system of taxes and obligations
between lord and commoner in Central Ukraine was still less onerous than in
Western Ukraine. Here rent inmoney and produce prevailed; ‘real serfdom’ did
not exist.10

Faced with a new wave of colonisers, many people living on the frontier
migrated further east and south. Others stayed on their land and tried to adapt.
They were the horodovi Cossacks (town Cossacks) who farmed land near the
fortress outposts and were valued by the Polish crown as an important milit-
ary reserve on the frontier. In 1555, three years after the foundation of the Sich,
the crown began to register horodovi as paid soldiers and exempted them from
all obligations to the nobility. The registered cossacks also retained the right to
elect officers and govern themselves. Many frontier townspeople, who in their
majority were fugitives from Western Ukraine, were eager to join their ranks
and benefit from the same rights and exemptions.11

Themigration of the Polish nobility now joined Central Ukraine to the mer-
cantile trade with Europe through the Baltic Sea ports. In contrast to the situ-
ation inWestern Ukraine, however, where themercantile connection served to
accentuate serfdom, in Central Ukraine it stimulated production that
employed a much larger proportion of free labour. Here the natural resources
for industry were more abundant. Unable to impose obligations to the same
degree as elsewhere, the nobility left serfs with a greater margin in time and
labour to apply to wage earning occupations. Moreover, almost 40 percent of
the peasants in Central Ukraine owned no land at all and a high proportion of
the population, by one estimate over 46 percent,12 enjoyed the status of town

9 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, p. 93; Anderson, Lineages, p. 285.
10 Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine, p. 175; Antonovych, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, pp. 16–17; Kon-

stantyn Kononenko, Ukraine and Russia: A History of Economic Relations between Ukraine
and Russia (1654–1917) (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1958), p. 9.

11 Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine, pp. 162–4; Antonovych, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, p. 28;
Mazepa, Pidstavy, Vol. 1, p. 52.

12 Mykhailo Braichevsky, ‘Pryiednannia chy Voziednannia?’, in Shyroke More Ukrainy: Dok-
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dweller. That is to say, many people with the rights of town dwellers actually
lived beyond the town walls. Thus the mobility of labour and its products was
greater than inWestern Ukraine.

Still another factor contributing to the spread of commodity production and
wage labour was the de facto ownership of means of production in land by the
earlier cossack settlers. Not only did industries in Central Ukraine employ less
serf labour than in the west, but they also sprang up as home industries on the
properties of cossack farmers. This contributed to a vital industrial environ-
mentwith a growingdomesticmarket and goodopportunities for longdistance
trade. The greatest number of wage earners were employed by enterprises that
producedmainly for export: iron foundries and glassworks, lumbermills, brew-
eries, distilleries, potash and saltpetre mines.13

While the Polish nobility grew rich from the grain trade, it did not consolid-
ate political power. The presence of the horodovi, close proximity of the nyzovi
and the fact that for every ‘obedient’ towndweller, therewere adozen ‘disobedi-
ents’, the fugitives of serfdom inWesternUkraine, all contributed to keeping the
nobility in check as ‘a small potentate caste superimposed over an ethnically
alien peasantry’.14

But the compromise of the crown with the horodovi way of life and their
employment as frontier soldiers conflicted with the ambitions of the landed
nobles, who wanted as much land and labour as possible under their con-
trol. They conspired with the town nobles to have the registered Cossack ranks
decreased and their privileges denied. The registerwas reduced to several thou-
sand. Nobles assumed leading positions in cossack regiments and sold lower
ranks to the highest bidders. They taxed the soldiers’ pay, forced them to per-
form supplementary labour on their land and enserfed their widows and chil-
dren. Cossackswere taxed for fishing and hunting, using roads and bridges, and
were prohibited frommaking beer and vodka.15

In addition to losing their land to the most powerful nobles, violation of the
original terms upon which the horodovi accepted membership in the crown’s
armed forces made them all the more violently disposed to the new ruling
classes. There were frequent armed rebellions, occupations of estates and

umenty Samvydavu z Ukrainy (Paris-Baltimore: piuf-Smoloskyp, 1972), p. 285. This group
included farmerswhowere not enserfed and fulfilledminor obligations to the townnobil-
ity as well as merchants and artisans.

13 Braichevsky, ‘Pryiednannia chy Voziednannia?’, pp. 287–8.
14 Anderson, Lineages, p. 284.
15 Mykhailo Hrushevsky, Istoriia Ukrainy-Rusy, 2nd edn, 10 vols (New York: Knyhospilka,

1954–58), Vol. 6, pp. 285–6.
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seizures of munitions and supplies. The most serious rebellions occurred in
1590, 1596, 1624, 1630, 1637 and 1638.16 It was not only the growing scope and
intensity of feudalism in Central Ukraine that provoked opposition but its very
existence. Many settlers who had escaped panshchyna were not happy to see
the nobles follow them east ‘like swarms of mosquitoes’.17 Another segment
of the population had not known tribute for over two hundred years. For the
nyzovi cossacks especially, the nobiliary colonisation was not to be comprom-
ised with, but simply resisted.

Towns in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth had no influence on state
legislation because they were not represented in the Sejm. The gentry con-
trolled the Sejm, ‘systematically exploited the urban centres for their own
advantage’18 and discouraged members of their class from settling in them.
According to the Magdeburg Charter, only Roman Catholics could serve on
municipal councils or join artisan guilds. Thus the autonomous political and
economic institutions of the towns were reserved for Poles and Germans.
Belonging to other faiths, Armenians, Jews and Ukrainians had no access to
them.19

As the only autonomous institution of the Ukrainians, the Orthodox Church
was subjected to official persecution and persistent attempts to assimilate its
clergy, laity and property into the Roman Catholic Church. Ukrainian
townspeoplemounted campaigns to defendOrthodoxy, recruiting thehorodovi
and later nyzovi Cossacks to them as well.20

Mounting antagonisms between the two main colonising groups in Central
Ukraine over land, religious and political rights, and the introduction of serf-
dom lie at the roots of the 1648 Revolution, ‘the most formidable peasant war
of the epoch in the East’.21 Sparked by a nobleman seizing land from Bohdan
Khmelnytsky, a registered cossack in Chyhyryn, a revolt of 500 men quickly
turned into an outright challenge to the entire structure of Polish rule in Cent-
ral Ukraine. In May 1648 an army of 70,000 peasants and cossacks defeated
the Polish army and took control of a large area on both sides of the Dnipro
River. Subsequent negotiations with Jan Kasimir, the newly elected king, res-

16 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, pp. 98–119.
17 Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine, p. 175.
18 Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine, p. 171.
19 Mazepa, Idstavy, Vol. 1, p. 44; Dubyna, Istoriia Ukrains’koi rsr, Vol. 1, p. 126; Antonovych,

Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, p. 68.
20 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, pp. 105–8, 111–12.
21 Anderson, Lineages, p. 210.
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ulted in the Treaty of Zboriv, which recognised part of this area (see Map 1) as
an autonomous Ukrainian cossack state, or Hetmanate, within the Common-
wealth.22

The leaders of the 1648 Revolution secured important political gains for the
Ukrainian population. According to the Treaty of Zboriv, all political offices in
the Hetmanate were reserved for persons of the Orthodox faith. The het’man
himself and all judicial and administrative positions were to be elected by the
ranks of registered cossacks whose numbers were raised to 40,000. The Polish
armywas to bewithdrawn from theHetmanate. But theTreaty also represented
a compromise between theRevolution’s leaders and thePolish ruling classes on
the burning social questions facing the peasants and rank and file cossacks. The
Crown administration was permitted to return to its offices and the nobility to
its land. Those not included in the new register, together with the peasantry as
a whole, were ordered to report to their masters and submit to previous oblig-
ations. Khmelnytsky thus parted ways with the anti-feudal aspirations of the
bulk of his army in exchange for privileges for the cossack leadership which
aspired to become an independent, progressive, yet nobiliary class.23

Subsequent edicts of Hetman Khmelnytsky ordering peasants and unre-
gistered cossacks to return to theirmasters had ademoralising and fragmenting
effect on the popular mobilisation. When the Sejm rejected the terms of the
Zboriv Treaty and war broke out again, Khmelnytsky did not have the kind of
support he had previously enjoyed. In September 1651 he was defeated at Bila
Tserkva after losing thirty thousand men and was forced to sign a new and less
generous treaty with the Poles. He then turned to other neighbouring rulers to
bolster his strength – the Crimean Tatar Khan, the Turkish Sultan, the Swedish
King and eventually to Oleksii, the Russian Tsar. In January 1654 representat-
ives of the Hetman and Tsar met at Pereiaslav and signed a treaty making all
territories under Khmelnytsky’s army’s control an autonomous Russian pro-
tectorate.24

The Revolution of 1648 was a struggle between two historic waves of set-
tlers in Central Ukraine. An anti-feudal revolution against the Polish crown and
landed nobility, it was waged under the ideological banners of Rus identity and
Orthodoxy. After Khmelnytsky triumphed over the Polish army he declared to
the emissaries of the Polish crown:

22 George Gajecky, The Cossack Administration of the Hetmanate, 2 vols (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Research Institute, 1978), Vol. 1, p. 1.

23 Mazepa, Idstavy, Vol. 1, pp. 73–4.
24 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, pp. 129–31.



16 chapter 1

I shall free the entire people of Rus from the Poles [liakhy] … all of the
commoners will help me in this task … I have become the independent
and supreme ruler of Rus! And Iwillmaintain two or three hundred thou-
sand soldiers.25

Yet the ideological unity of Khmelnytsky’s forces concealed divergent social
interests of peasants, smallholders and their political-military leaders. When
the leaders sought a compromise with the Polish ruling class over the social
order, they lost the support of their peasant and cossack base. The comprom-
ise itself began to be made not when Khmelnytsky suffered his first defeats
but at the height of his power. During the election of Jan Kasimir to the Polish
throne, which coincided with the 1648 uprising, cossack leaders sent emissar-
ies to the Sejm to argue for Orthodox rights, cossack ‘rights and privileges’ and
for a division in society where ‘a cossack is a cossack and a peasant remains
a peasant’.26 Kasimir responded by promising many favours in exchange for
the cossacks’ support and begged them to postpone furthermilitary operations
against his army. The peasantry and the cossack ranks had turned Khmelnyt-
sky’s revolt into a revolution. Thus, as ‘the independent and supreme ruler of
Rus’ Khmelnytsky secured the national and religious aspirations of the Ukrain-
ian masses, but he would not uphold their social struggle to free themselves
from feudal bondage.27

2 After Pereiaslav

The 1654 Treaty of Pereiaslav showed in another way that the anti-feudal aspir-
ations of the lower classes were being abandoned by the cossack leaders in
favour of their own nobiliary ambitions. Although the feudal order in Russia
was more developed and entrenched than in Central Ukraine, the leaders of
the 1648 Revolution were drawn into an alliance with Russia against Poland in
order to defend these ambitions.28

25 Mykhailo Hrushevsky, Istoriia Ukrainy-Rusy, Vol. viii, Chapter xii.
26 Mazepa, Idstavy, Vol. 1, pp. 73–4.
27 Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine, p. 283.
28 Discussions about the relative importance of national, religious and social motives in the

1648 Revolution are to be found inHrushevsky, IstoriiaUkrainy-Rusy, Vol. 8, p. 118;Mazepa,
Idstavy, Vol. 1, pp. 73–82; and Mykyta Shapoval, Sotsiolohiia Ukrains’koho Vidrodzhennia
(Prague: Ukrainskyi Sotsiolohichnyi Instytut v Prazi, 1936), p. 26.
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map 1 Hetmanate, the Ukrainian Cossack state, 1654
© dmytro vortman, 2019
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As a protectorate of Russia, theHetmanate encompassed Poltava, Chernihiv,
Kyiv and the eastern edge of Podillia. Poland held onto almost the entire Right
Bank despite a continuous war with peasants and cossacks from both sides of
the border that lasted into the eighteenth century.Manypeasants fled theRight
Bank and settled in the Hetmanate and further east in what became Kharkiv,
Kursk and Voronezh provinces.

The nobility and gentry split into three camps: the supporters of Khmelnyt-
sky who were for the most part descendants of the indigenous nobles of Rus;
the Polish nobles who fled Ukraine during the Revolution; and those who fled,
but returned later to claim their property under the terms of the Zboriv Treaty.
As early as 1654, leading cossack officers petitioned the Tsar for official title to
lands vacated by the nobility. The Tsar looked favourably on their petitions as
he was eager to build a landed aristocracy capable of dealing with anti-feudal
opposition, which was mounting in Russia at the time and would peak in 1670
in Stenka Razin’s revolt. The cossack elite appropriated large tracts of land and
parcelled out portions to its lower officers in return for army service. It granted
permission to peasants from the Right Bank to occupy plots in the regimental
districts of the Hetmanate.29

Yet the 1648 Revolution left a strong imprint on the peasants’ consciousness.
Believing that all feudal ranks and obligations had been abolished ‘by the cos-
sack sword’, peasants considered occupied land as their own. Except for an
annual tax to the state treasury to maintain the army and diplomatic corps,
they honoured no other obligations in the early years after 1648. As long as land
remainedplentiful and theRevolution stuck in thememoryof thepeasants, the
old and thenewnobility could do little to bring rural labour under their control.
It was only after all available land was occupied and the cossack nobility began
seeking title to land already settled by the peasantry that dues and obligations
made an appearance again. Free settlers became known as sharecroppers and
started to pay rent. Over time other obligations were added, including road
repair, sentry duty on estates, hay making on the noble’s fields and work on
his dams and millponds. From 1701, a tax in oats and two days labour per week
for the noble were demanded.30

Serfdom in theHetmanate at the endof the seventeenth centurywas consid-
erably less exacting on the peasants than it was in Poland or Russia, but it was
already reasserting itself. In 1648, the Zemskyi Sobor in Moscow had codified
and universalised serfdom throughout Russia in an agreement with the Tsar

29 Braichevsky, ‘Pryiednannia chyVoziednannia?’, p. 305; Doroshenko, IstoriiaUkrainy, p. 151.
30 Kononenko, Ukraine and Russia, p. 5.
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thatmade him an absolutemonarch. Lawswere passed in 1658making peasant
flight a felony.31 These political decisions paved theway to complete serfdom in
Russia. The peasantry in the Hetmanate withstood their implementation until
the end of the seventeenth century and only after Hetman Mazepa’s defeat at
Poltava in 1709 were they applied there in force. Serfdom was extended to the
lands of the Zaporozhian host in the lower Dnipro Basin in the latter half of
the eighteenth century when the Russian nobiliary colonisation of the steppes
took place.32

The reintroductionof serfdomandaccession of the cossack elite to the ranks
of the landed nobility ruptured the social alliance which upheld the political
autonomy of the Hetmanate. During the latter half of the seventeenth century,
Khmelnytsky’s successors retained a gooddeal of political autonomy from their
protector state, but it declined slowly and steadily as the pendulumof power in
the region swung to the east and Russia boldly annexed Polish controlled territ-
ories to the west of the Hetmanate in three great Partitions of pre-1772 Poland.
The leaders of the Hetmanate tried to extricate themselves from the protector-
ate status by launchingwars against Poland,making allianceswith the enemies
of Poland and Russia and attempting to unite Central with Western Ukraine.
The Tsars intervened decisively against these attempts, whittling away at their
domestic authority, introducing their own garrisons to the towns and cities,
changing laws and diverting taxes to the imperial treasury. Russia’s victory over
Mazepa and the Swedes in 1709was the occasion for a radical diminution of the
Hetmanate’s autonomy. After Hetman Skoropadsky died in 1722, the Tsar pro-
hibited the election of a successor. Attempts weremade to revive the authority
of the hetman’s office, but it was abolished finally in 1764 by Catherine ii and
the entire administrative structure of theHetmanatewas dismantled by 1783.33

The Russian Empire annexed sections of Western Ukraine in the course of
the Partitions of Poland in 1772, 1793 and 1795. The nobiliary colonisation of the
south, ‘the largest single geographic clearance in the history of European feudal
agriculture’34 sealedRussian control of the lowerDnipro Basin, the steppes and
the Black Sea coast. In this way, the greater part of Ukrainian ethnographic ter-
ritories came under the control of the Russian Empire by the end of the eight-
eenth century. The remainder was taken by Austro-Hungary from the ruins of
the Polish state (see Map 2).

31 Anderson, Lineages, pp. 203–4, 339–41.
32 Mazepa, Idstavy, Vol. 1, pp. 95–6.
33 Ibid, Vol. 1, pp. 93–102; O.I. Luhova, ‘Pro stanovyshche Ukrainy v period kapitalizmu’,

Ukrains’kyi Istorychnyi Zhurnal, March 1967, p. 16.
34 Anderson, Lineages, p. 345.
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Alongside the loss of its national autonomy and the resurgence of serfdom,
the third long-term consequence for Ukraine of annexation by Russia was
registered in the pace of industrial development and formation of the bour-
geoisie. After 1654 Poland controlled the economically developed sections of
Right BankUkrainewhich continued to serve as her richest agricultural posses-
sions. In themore recently colonised lands of the Hetmanate, home industries
had appeared during the latter half of the seventeenth century. A regionalmar-
ket in agricultural produce and artisanwares took shape.Trading links between
the Hetmanate and mercantile centres on the Baltic Sea coast were secured.
During Khmelnytsky’s term in office, the state treasury began imposing export
and import duties at its borders. However, these early signs of a nationalmarket
faded as theHetmanate lost its political autonomy. In 1714 theTsar decreed that
all exports should pass through Russian borders on their way abroad. In 1720 all
foreign trade conducted in the Hetmanate was reserved for Russianmerchants
and Russian currency became the sole medium of domestic exchange. Laws
passed in 1752 freed imports to the Hetmanate from duties. In 1754 all duties on
imports and exports collected at the Hetmanate’s borders were abolished.35

At the end of the eighteenth century when sections of Western Ukraine
were annexed by Russia from Poland, German merchants had already estab-
lished a strong presence in the region. They sold manufactured goods there,
bought up rawmaterials andarranged transit for theirwares onto theLeft Bank.
The younger and economically weaker class of Russian merchants could not
compete effectively in the newly annexed region without a measure of state
intervention on its behalf. In 1822 a protectionist tariff helped the nascent Rus-
sian bourgeoisie gain a better grip on the situation. Large duties were imposed
on foreign goods and some were barred from entering the country altogether.
Export, on the other hand, became easier. These duties and tariffs undermined
the trade between German manufactured goods and Ukrainian potash, tar,
saltpetre, glass and other semi-finished products. This in turn reduced the
volume of production of the latter products, placing Ukrainian industries in an
unfavourable competitive position domestically with similar productsmade in
other parts of the Empire that had free access onto the Ukrainian market.36

35 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, p. 153; Vsevolod Holubnychy, Try Liektsii pro Ekonomiku
Ukrainy (Munich: VydavnytstvoUkraina i Diiaspora, 1969), p. 3; Luhova, ‘Pro stanovyshche
Ukrainy’, p. 17.

36 O.P. Ohloblyn, ‘Problema ukrains’koi ekonomiky v naukovyi i hromads’kyi dumtsi xix–xx
v.’, Chervonyi Shliakh, October–November 1928, pp. 166–7; I. Redkina, ‘Do pytannia pro-
letars’koi revoliutsii na Ukraini’, Litopys Revoliutsii, June 1926, p. 336; M. Volobuiev, ‘Do
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In the case of the glass industry, the rising unit cost of production after 1822
opened domestic markets to cheaper Russian products. A similar predicament
befell the Ukrainian textile industry which had made a promising start using
locally grown rawmaterials, includingmerinowool.Heavy clothwas being pro-
duced in Chernihiv and Volyn, finer weaves in Kyiv, Podillia and Poltava, rugs
in Kharkiv and silks in the vicinity of Okhtyrka. A series of customs ordinances
that reduced import duties on English wool during the early 1840s brought the
Ukrainian industry into serious decline. Between 1842 and 1847, production of
woollens in Kyiv province dropped by 44 percent. As a result Russian textile
merchants all but controlled the wholesale markets in Ukraine by the mid-
1850s.37 State intervention onbehalf of Russian trading capital also contributed
to the decline of alcohol production in the 1860s and of coalmining in theDon-
bas in the late 1870s.

In the larger towns and cities, the first position in the economy occupied by
Russian capital was trade.

During the mid-eighteenth century, most trade in Kyiv was in the hands
of local merchants. But in 1782 foreigners were permitted to settle in Kyiv
…A struggle ensued between local and Russian entrepreneurs that ended
with the defeat of the former in the mid-nineteenth century. Local mer-
chants retained control of less lucrative sectors – the fish trade, bakeries,
market gardening and leatherwork – and were forced to reside in the
worse sections of the city.38

By the time manufacturing fever gripped the Empire in the 1830s Russian cap-
italists had assumed leading positions in the trade and manufacturing sectors.
According to Mykhailo Volobuiev, 44.6 percent of industrialists in Ukraine in
1832 were Russians, followed by Ukrainians (28.7 percent) and Jews (17.4 per-
cent). Among merchant capitalists, 52.6 percent were Russians, 22.2 percent
Ukrainians and 20.9 percent Jews.39 By the mid-nineteenth century Ukraini-
ans and Jews, who made up the original layer of the capitalist class in Ukraine,
remained only in branches of production closely associated with agriculture:

problemy ukrains’koi ekonomiky’, in I. Maistrenko (ed.), DokumentyUkrains’kohoKomun-
izmu (New York: Prolog, 1962), p. 142.

37 Kononenko, Ukraine and Russia, p. 118; Volobuiev, ‘Do problemy ukrains’koi ekonomiky’,
p. 170.

38 Luhova, ‘Pro stanovyshche Ukrainy’, pp. 17–18.
39 Volobuiev, ‘Do problemy ukrains’koi ekonomiky’, p. 154.
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soap, tobacco, sugar refining, lumber, milling and distilling. In themanufactur-
ing sectors of iron, steel and machine building there were practically none.40

3 Industrialisation

The greatest single obstacle to industrialisationwas serfdom. It limited the pro-
ductivity and mobility of labour as well as the disposable cash income of the
peasantry.The lower productivity of serf labour in industry becameapparent in
the first half of the nineteenth centurywhen firms employing freewage labour-
ers grew more rapidly than the semi-feudal factories of the nobility and made
inroads into branches of production they once dominated.Whereas serf labour
predominated in the production of sugar, alcohol, textiles, lumber, paper, glass
and saltpetre, wage labour was employed primarily in paraffin, soap, leather
goods, canvas and tobacco industries. Between 1828 and 1861 the share of enter-
prises owned by the nobility declined dramatically from 53.8 percent of their
total number to 5.8 percent, mainly as a result of ‘more capitalist’ firms taking
over glass, paper, metals and textile production. Serfs remained in widespread
use only in sugar refining. On the eve of the Reform, there were approximately
85,000 industrial workers in Ukraine.41

The abolition of serfdomwas intended, above all, to free labour for industry
and open up the market in manufactured goods to the peasantry.42 However,
the 1861 Reform did not provide a sufficient stimulus for the development of
industry or themarket because theTsarist regimemade toomanycompromises
with the landed nobilitywhen itwas drafted. According to one of its provisions,
peasants were obliged to remain on the properties of their former masters as
paidworkers for up to seven years if themasters so desired. The landed nobility
in Ukraine who built up agricultural businesses in grain and sugar and needed
large reserves of cheap seasonal labour took advantage of this provision more
than did the large landowners in Russia where commercial agriculture was less
profitable.TheReformalso assuredahighprice for landoffered to the emancip-
ated peasants. Extended payments limited their disposable income for many
years after 1861, preventing them from buying manufactured consumer goods

40 Luhova, ‘Pro stanovyshche Ukrainy’, p. 21.
41 I.O. Hurzhii, Zarodzhennia Robitnychoho Klasu Ukrainy (kinets xviii–persha polovyna

xix st.) (Kyiv: Derzhavne Vydavnytstvo Ukrainy, 1958), pp. 13–15; Matvii Yavorsky, Istoriia
Ukrainy v Styslomu Narysi (Kharkiv: Derzhavne Vydavnytstvo Ukrainy, 1928), pp. 190–1.

42 Kononenko, Ukraine and Russia, pp. 12–13; Anderson, Lineages, p. 348.
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in appreciable quantities and holding back both industrial production and the
penetrationof themarket into the countryside. Between 1861 and the late 1870s,
industrialisation faltered in Ukraine.43

TheRussian Empire stood in last place among the Europeanpowers in terms
of its level of industrial development. It did not possess the domestic capital
necessary for rapid industrialisation andwas falling behind the British, French,
Belgian and German economies in the scramble for foreign markets and raw
materials on its owneastern and southernborders.The relativeweakness of the
Russian bourgeoisie in the European constellation and its lack of an economic
strategy made state intervention imperative. In order to secure investments
for railroads, mining and manufacturing industries, the government turned to
agriculture, the Empire’s most developed economic sector. Imposing a state
monopoly on foreign grain sales in 1870, it collected and exported up to five
million tons a year to European markets, underwriting long-term investments
from European banks with its profits. In this way the world market was used to
channel the domestic capital flow from agriculture to industry, exchanging the
country’s grain for European machinery and technique.

The Ukrainian region played a part on both sides of the equation. It sup-
plied most of the grain for export and attracted a good deal of foreign capital
to the anthracite coal, iron ore andmanganese fields in the south. On the basis
of southern mining, foreign capital began building Ukraine’s heavy industrial
complex during the 1880s and 1890s.

The post-Reform slump ended when French, German, Belgian and British
capital began flowing into the Empire. In 1870, foreign corporations had 26.5
million roubles invested in the Empire. The figure climbed to 97.7 million in
1880, 214 million in 1890, 911 million in 1900 and to 1,832 million roubles in 1917.
On the eve of the Revolution, foreign companies controlled over half of all cap-
ital in industrial corporations and just under half in the banking and credit
system.44

Approximately 450million roubleswere invested in theUkrainianprovinces
before theWar, an amount exceeding foreign investments in the Central Indus-
trial Region of Russia and the Urals combined. French and Belgian companies
accounted for 50 percent and 33 percent of this amount respectively, followed
by German firms (10 percent), British (5 percent) and American (1 percent).
These companies controlled 98 percent of all mining concerns, 90 percent of
all metallurgical production, 88 percent of the machine building industry and

43 Kononenko, Ukraine and Russia, p. 100.
44 Ibid, p. 159.
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81 percent of chemical plants. By 1913, they had also taken over sugar refining
and tobacco curing.45

Foreign investors alsoplayedamajor role in transportation. Back in the 1860s
two thirds of all cargo loaded at Azov and Black Sea ports was being delivered
from the interior by chumaky, teamsters on oxen drawn carts. By 1876, when
17,652 versts of railway line had been laid down in the Empire, the Ukrain-
ian provinces had a mere 587 versts.46 It was not until 1872 that Odesa and
Moscow were connected by rail. Kyiv and Odesa were connected in 1876.47
Intensive railroad construction started in Ukraine in the 1880s under pressure
from French capitalists who financed the building of railways throughout the
Empire and had invested heavily in the exploitation of southernUkraine’smin-
eral resources. Their priorities in Ukraine were to connect Donbas coal and
Kryvyi Rih iron orewith the smelters, rollingmills andmachine building plants
in Katerynoslav and Kharkiv. The Black Sea ports were more important to for-
eign capitalists in Ukraine than were those on the Baltic Sea. Although the
Russian government was mindful of the particular interests of its own bour-
geoisie, it had no choice but to accede to the demands of French and other
foreign investors and approve railroad construction in Ukraine.48

Industrialisation in the south began in earnest after these railways were
built. The demand for coal by railways and by iron and steel industries soon
made the Donbas the major producer in the Empire. Its share of imperial out-
put in 1913 was 70.2 percent, followed by the Dombrova Basin in Poland (19.2
percent), Siberia (6.2 percent) and the Urals (3.1 percent). Similar develop-
ments occurred in the mining of iron ore and manganese. Ukraine produced
one half of the manganese exported from the Empire before the War. By 1913,
72 percent of the iron ore mined in the Empire came from Ukraine as did 73.4
percent of all pig iron, 63.7 percent of the steel, 52.9 percent of the agricultural
machinery and 35 percent of all locomotives.49

45 Yu. Kulyk, ‘Do rozvytku kapitalizmu na Ukraini’, Chervonyi Shliakh, June–July 1923, p. 115.
Kulyk estimates foreign investment before theWar at around 414million roubles. See also
Volobuiev, ‘Do problemy ukrains’koi ekomoniky’, p. 180; Holubnychy, Try Liektsii, p. 6.

46 One verst equalled 1.067 kilometres.
47 Patricia Herlihy, ‘Ukrainian Cities in the 19th Century’, in Rethinking Ukrainian History,

editedby IvanRudnycky and J.P.Himka (Edmonton:Canadian Institute of UkrainianStud-
ies, 1981), p. 147.

48 F. Ie. Los (gen. ed.), Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu Ukrains’koi rsr, 2 vols (Kyiv: Naukova
Dumka, 1967),Vol. 1, pp. 102–3;Ohloblyn, ‘Problemaukrains’koi ekonomyky’, p. 172;Mykola
Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu (Kyiv: Prosvita, 1907), p. 76.

49 Basil Dmytryshyn, Moscow and the Ukraine 1918–1953: A Study of Russian Bolshevik Nation-
ality Policy (New York: Bookman Associates, 1956), pp. 184–5; N.N. Popov, Narys Istorii
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table 1 Branches of production in Ukraine, 1904

Production value
in 000s of roubles

Percentage of total value of
production in all branches

Food processing 505,482.2 66.1
Mineral processing 84,483.7 11.1
Metallurgy and machine building 60,442.6 7.9
Shipbuilding 541.6 0.05
Other metal manufacturing 5,010.8 0.7
Railroad workshops 22,543.4 3.0
Machine repair 1,388.5 0.2
Chemical industry 18,514.6 2.4
Other mineral processing 15,600.6 2.0
Paper 11,389.4 1.5
Mechanised woodworking 10,604.3 1.4
Processing of animal products 11,035.6 1.4
Woollens 9,461.3 1.2
Hemp and linen 6,567.7 0.9
Cotton goods 475.0 0.05
Other textiles 733.6 0.1
totals 764,274.9 100.0

source: k. kononenko, ukraine and russia: a history of economic relations
between ukraine and russia (1654–1917) (milwaukee: marquette university
press, 1958), p. 122.

AsTable 1 indicates, the leading branches of industry inUkraine in 1904were
food processing (accounting for 66.1 percent of the total rouble value of indus-
trial production), mining (11.1 percent) and metallurgy and machine building
(7.9 percent). Manufacturing of consumer goods such as paper, textiles, and
wood products was not developed at all. In 1913 the leading industrial branches
remained the same as in 1904. However, there had been important changes
in their proportional weight: mining had expanded its share of production to
43.9 percent, machine building rose marginally to 10.4 percent and food pro-

Komunistychnoi Partii (bil’shovykiv) Ukrainy (Kharkiv: Vydavnytstvo Proletaryi, 1930),
pp. 4–5; A.I. Epshtein, Robitnyky Ukrainy v Borot’bi za Stvorennia Material’no-tekhnichnoi
Bazy Sotsializmu 1928–32 (Kharkiv: Vydavnytstvo OrdenaTrudovoho Chervonoho Prapora
Derzhavnoho Universytetu im. O.M. Horskoho, 1968), p. 10.
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cessing declined to 36.2 percent. These branches accounted for 90.5 percent of
all industrial production and employed 86.7 percent of the industrial working
class.50

The late arrival of industrialisationwas notwithout its benefits. Initial stages
of industrialisation in Western Europe could be ‘skipped’. Foreign corpora-
tions introduced the latest European technique and organisation, building the
largest and most modern plants in the world. The high concentration of the
industrialworkforcewasoneof the consequences of the tardiness of industrial-
isation in Ukraine. According to 1902 government statistics, there were 252,222
workers employed in 4,776 of the largest factories; in 91 of these (or 1.9 percent
of all factories covered), 110,319 or 44 percent of all workers were employed.
Katerynoslav province had the highest concentration of all with 76.3 percent
of its workers in 4.5 percent of its factories.51

Foreign investors enhanced their control over industrial production in
Ukraine by establishing territorial syndicates and cartels. Prodamet controlled
almost all metallurgical plants. Eighty percent of all coal mines were organised
into theProdugol syndicate.TheUrozhai syndicate united 72percent of all agri-
culturalmachinery productionwhile Prodarud controlled 80 percent of Kryvyi
Rih ore mining. These syndicates were formed between 1902 and 1908 at the
congresses of Mining Industrialists of Southern Russia which took place annu-
ally in Kharkiv. Much earlier in 1887, a sugar refiners’ syndicate was organised.
Thus by the early years of the twentieth century practically every important
branch of industry in Ukraine was controlled by a syndicate or cartel. Most of
them were directed from Paris, Brussels and other European capitals by the
head offices of the investing companies. Their main purpose was to compete
with European controlled syndicates based in other industrialising centres of
the Empire.52

Vsevolod Holubnychy53 has argued that selective investment by European
capitalists in different parts of the Empire and the subsequent territorial organ-
isation of industrial production through syndicates and cartels prevented the
economic integration of the Empire into an ‘All-Russian’ market during the
period of rapid industrialisation. Rather, such investment and organisation by

50 O.O. Nesterenko, Pozvytok Promyslovosti na Ukraini. Chastyna ii (Kyiv: Vydavnytstvo Aka-
demii Nauk ursr, 1962), p. 380.

51 S. Ostapenko, ‘Kapitalizm na Ukraini’, Chervonyi Shliakh, January–February 1924, p. 127.
52 Holubnychy, Try Liektsii, p. 7.
53 Born in Bohodukhiv, Ukraine in 1928, died in New York City, USA in 1977, foremost Marx-

ist economist and historian of theUkrainian diaspora, foundingmember of theUkrainian
Revolutionary Democratic Party, editor of Vpered, a Ukrainian workers’ paper.
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European capitalists unleashed strong tendencies of regional economic differ-
entiation and competition between distinct territorial economies that were
marked off from one another by the interdependence of their constituent
branches and the geographic radius of price competitiveness of their commod-
ities. These tendencies contributed to the formation of six industrial regions
in the Empire: Petrograd-Baltic (machine building, textiles and chemicals);
Moscow (textiles and metallurgy); Urals (mining and metallurgy); Baku-
Grozny (petroleum); Poland (textiles and metallurgy); and Ukraine (mining,
metallurgy, machine building, chemicals and food processing).While theMos-
cow and Petrograd regions were long connected through trade, the newly
industrialising regions became tied to the old centres and with one another
only later, in the process of competition in certain commodities. The Urals
and Ukrainian regions competed fiercely for control of metal sales onMoscow
and Petrograd markets. Polish coal producers fought English imports and later
Ukrainian producers for a share of these same markets.54

The extent of market integrationbetweenUkraine and the rest of theEmpire
wasnot far advancedbefore the industrial revolution.TradebetweenUkrainian
and Russian provinces, for example, did not exceed 1–2 percent of production
and consumption on both sides. Banks played an insignificant role in the eco-
nomy as organisers andmediators of investment. The only common integrative
force was currency – the Russian rouble.55 Although integration did acceler-
ate in the early period of industrialisation, as the foregoing discussion about
the inroads of the Russian bourgeoisie into the sectors held by their Ukrainian
and Jewish competitors suggests, it was confrontedby even stronger centrifugal
tendencies when foreign capital moved into the Empire and began organising
itself territorially.56

The only countervailing force to these centrifugal tendencies was the Rus-
sian state whose economic policies attempted to consolidate an All-Russian
market dominated by the northern bourgeoisie. Mykhailo Volobuiev writes
that

the pre-revolutionary Russian economy … was united on an antagonistic
and imperialist basis. But in view of the centrifugal forces in the colonies
that it oppressed, it was a complex of national economies.57

54 Holubnychy, Try liektsii, pp. 3–6.
55 Ibid, p. 4.
56 Ibid.
57 Volobuiev, ‘Do problemy ukrains’koi ekonomiky’, p. 185.



state power and the development of capitalism 29

The representatives of BanquedeParis et des PaysBas, Credit Lyonnais, Soci-
été Generale pour L’ Industrie en Russe, Société Generale de Belgique, Nadel-
mackers et Fils and Deutsche Bank and Co. formed the most powerful contin-
gent of the bourgeoisie in Ukraine. Russian merchants and industrialists who
hadmoved into the region in the late eighteenth andearly nineteenth centuries
and displaced the original layers of the bourgeoisie were themselves relegated
by foreign firms to a secondary role in the new constellation of capital.58

4 Trade, Taxation and Capital Repatriation

Ukraine’s level of industrial development before theWar is revealed also in the
content and balance of its trade on the foreign market and with other parts
of the Empire. Karlo Kobersky, an economist of the interwar years, prepared a
composite table of imports and exports for the years 1909–11 which is repro-
duced here as Table 2. It shows that exports from the nine provinces were
divided almost equally in rouble value between those destined for the foreign
market (46.4 percent) and for other parts of the Empire (53.6 percent).

Processed food (mainly sugar), metals and semi-finished metal products
accounted for over two thirds (67.7 percent) of exports to other parts of the
Empire. Grain accounted for one fifth (20.5 percent), much of which was
already milled or processed as pasta. Ukraine did not export much grain to
other parts of the Empire. The Russian provinces, for example, grew most of
the wheat and rye their populations consumed.59

TheUkrainian region participated in theworldmarket chiefly as an exporter
of grain, processed food, cattle and animal by-products. These goods made up
97.7 percent of the rouble value of all exports abroad. Britainwas themain pur-
chaser of Ukrainian grain until 1908when cheaper Argentinean, American and
Canadian grain came onto European markets.

The bulk of Ukraine’s exported grain was sold to Germany, Holland and
countries of the Near East.60 Imports to Ukraine were less evenly divided than
exports as far as their sources were concerned. The foreign market supplied

58 Holubnychy, Try Liektsii, p. 4; see also V.I. Lenin, ‘The Socialist Revolution and the Right of
Nations to Self-Determination’, in CollectedWorks, Vol. xix (New York: International Pub-
lishers, 1942), p. 126.

59 KarloKobersky,Ukraina v SvitovomuHospodarstvi (Prague:Ukrainska Strilets’kaHromada
v S. Sh.A., 1933), pp. 16–17; Mykola Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu Ukrainy (Kyiv: Prosvita, 1908),
p. 23.

60 Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu Ukrainy, pp. 19–22.
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table 2 Average annual imports and exports of Ukraine, 1909–1911

exports

Product Percentage
of total
export

Percentage
of export
abroad

Percentage of
export to other
parts of Empire

Agricultural 50.1 84.4 20.5
Cattle and animal by-products 7.1 7.3 6.9
Wood products 0.6 1.3 0
Processed food (including sugar) 27.8 6.0 44.6
Mining products 1.6 1.0 2.1
Raw and semi-finished metal 1.3 0 1.1
Other 1.5 0 2.6
total 100.0 100.0 100.0
percentage of total export 100.0 46.4 53.6

imports

Product Percentage
of total
import

Percentage
of imports
from abroad

Percentage of
imports from other
parts of Empire

Timber and wood products 3.6 0.01 4.6
Manufactured goods 39.0 0.7 51.4
Petroleum and mining products 7.2 2.4 8.3
Machines and metal goods 7.5 28.0 1.5
Fish 6.0 5.3 6.5
Hides and leather goods 6.7 3.2 7.4
Alcoholic beverages 5.5 2.7 6.3
Textiles 5.9 4.0 6.6
Chemical products 1.6 7.1 0
Colonial products 7.2 25.6 1.6
Other 9.7 21.0 5.6
total 100.0 100.0 100.0
percentage of total import 100.0 22.5 77.5

source: karlo kobersky, ukraina v svitovomu hospodarstvi (prague: ukrain-
s’ka strilets’ka hromada v s.sh.a., 1933), p. 14.
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22.5 percent and other parts of the Empire 77.5 percent. Manufactured goods
made up 51.4 percent of the total rouble value of imports from other regions
of the Empire, with petroleum, textiles, hides, alcoholic beverages and fish
accounting for another 35.1 percent. The high proportion of imperial products
in the total value of imports did not signify, however, more integration of
the Ukrainian region with the Russian region proper because many of these
products came from Poland, Baku and the Urals.61

Ukraine enjoyed a positive balance of trade in the period 1909–11 with
average annual surpluses of 323.1 million roubles. Vis-à-vis other parts of the
Empire, the surplus stood at 60.7 million roubles; on the foreign market it
totalled 262.4 million roubles. According to the estimates of the economist
A. Koporsky, the trade surplus in 1913 stood at 413.2 million roubles. M.I. Halyt-
sky’s calculation for 1913 is evenhigher – 528.1million roubles.Whoever is closer
to the actual figure, it seems clear that Ukraine not only had a healthy trade sur-
plus before theWar, but that it was growing from year to year.62

This trade surplus provides some indication of theUkrainian region’s poten-
tial to accumulate capital. The question to be asked is how much of it was
re-invested and howmuch left the region? The principal routes for capital out-
flow were state taxes and repatriation of profits by foreign investors.

The balance of state taxes and expenditures in Ukraine between 1898 and
1910 presented in Table 3 shows that the central government consistently col-
lected more taxes than it spent there. The annual deficits grew from 168.7
million roubles in 1898 to 284.8 million in 1910. Northern Tavria was the only
province where more taxes were spent than collected; this was due mainly to
government contracts to build the Black Sea fleet. In all other provinces, the
opposite tendencyprevailed.The industrialising provinces of Katerynoslav and
Kherson stood in the next best position with 57.9 percent of all taxes collected
being spent there, followed by the Left Bank provinces (56.2 percent) and the
underdeveloped Right Bank (53.6 percent).63

Expenditures by central state institutions and the armed forces as well as
payments on the state debt should be taken into account as costs assumed
by the entire imperial tax base. Yet even when these costs are calculated for
Ukraine in proportion to its share of the population and then added to taxes
already spent there, they fail tomake up for the deficit.Mykola Porsh calculates
that a shortfall of 115 million roubles remained in 1903 after these additional

61 Kobersky, Ukraina v Svitovomu Hospodarstvi, pp. 25–6; Holubnychy, Try Lektsii, p. 5.
62 Holubnychy, Try Liektsii, pp. 14–15.
63 Mykola Porsh, Ukraina v Derzhavnomu Biudzheti Rosii (Katerynoslav: Kameniar, 1918),

p. 22.
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table 3 State taxes and expenditures in Ukraine, 1898–1910
(in millions of roubles)

Year Taxes collected Taxes spent Balance

1898 352.1 183.4 168.7
1899 369.1 198.4 170.7
1900 361.3 213.8 141.5
1901 375.1 218.9 156.1
1902 424.4 227.9 197.5
1903 449.8 242.9 206.9
1904 443.0 253.1 189.9
1905 443.2 250.6 192.6
1906 518.5 260.8 257.7
1907 512.5 294.3 218.2
1908 449.3 304.9 194.8
1909 538.3 320.3 218.4
1910 607.1 321.3 284.8
total 5,894.8 3,289.6 2,605.2

source: mykola porsh, ukraina v derzhavnomu
biudzheti rosii (katerynoslav: kameniar, 1918), p. 16.

expenditures (20 percent of the cost of maintaining central state institutions,
the army and servicing the debt) were added to expenditures already made in
the nine provinces. That is to say, these 115million roubles in 1903were invested
or consumed in other parts of the Empire.64

Petrograd, on the other hand, spent four times as much as the taxes it col-
lected in its province during the period from 1879 to 1897. At the same time, the
central industrial and agricultural provinces of Russia claimed 118 percent of
their tax base, Poland 98 percent, the Baltic region 76 percent andUkraine only
48 percent.65 In the first decade of the twentieth century, Ukraine’s share of
state expenditures climbed to 55.7 percent of taxes collected on its territory, but
this was far from a qualitative improvement over the previous period. Between
1868 and 1891, 17 percent of all state taxes were collected in Ukraine and 9.5
percent of them spent there. For the period from 1906 to 1910, the respective

64 Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu Ukrainy, pp. 27–8.
65 Ibid, p. 4.
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percentages were 22.1 percent and 13.2 percent.66 Thus it may be argued that
the central government recovered through taxation as much as, and probably
more than, the Ukrainian provinces gained through their positive balance of
domestic trade with other parts of the Empire.

Little is known about repatriation of profits by foreign companies, the
second main route of capital outflow. In the two decades before 1917, approx-
imately 7 billion roubles left the Empire in this way, more than three times
the total foreign capital invested in banks, municipalities and industry.67 If
these proportions are applied to foreign capital invested only inUkraine,which
totalled 450 million roubles before the War, the outflow of capital may have
been as high as 1.35 billion roubles.

Porsh’s calculations of the 1903 gross domestic product provide some clues
about the actual extent of capital outflow. He estimates that 1.18 billion roubles
out of a total of 1.6 billion were used up in consumption and replacement of
fixed capital. This left a surplus of 420million roubles, of which approximately
200million left Ukraine as tax deficits and 100million asmortgage and interest
payments on loans made in Russian and foreign controlled banks, income of
absentee landlords and dividends paid out to foreign investors. Porsh estimates
these dividends at between 20 and 25million roubles. Thus 120million roubles
in surplus value remained in the nine provinces for reinvestment there, approx-
imately one quarter of the total surplus generated in 1903.68

5 Conclusion

Several important facets of the national question emerge from this historical
overview. The leaders of the 1648 Revolution failed to establish an independent
nation state and ruling class. Ukraine was subsequently annexed by Russia and
experienced a resurgence of feudal relations. After the abolition of feudalism
in 1861 the Russian state collaborated with European capitalists to industrial-
ise Ukraine and share in its surplus product. As a result of these developments,
industrialisation in Ukraine at the end of the nineteenth and in the early twen-
tieth centuries was directed by foreign bourgeoisies to its east and west. The
European bourgeoisie’s strength lay in its capital resources. The Russian bour-

66 Porsh, Ukraina v Derzhavnomu Biudzheti, pp. 16–18; Ohloblyn, ‘Problema ukrains’koi
ekonomyky’, p. 173.

67 M.I. Suprunenko (gen. ed.), Istoriia Ukrains’koi rsr, 7 vols (Kyiv: Naukova Dumka, 1977),
Vol. 5, p. 10.

68 Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu Ukrainy, p. 8.
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geoisie in Ukraine had comparatively less investment capital, but it enjoyed
political and fiscal support from the Russian state. The indigenous bourgeoisie
that originated in the period of mercantilism before Russian state annexation
did not playmuch of a role in industrialisation at all. Clearly, Ukraine was not a
colonial dependency typical of late nineteenth-century European imperialism
that simply supplied raw materials to industrialised metropoles and imported
their manufactured goods. Though such trade was important, Ukraine’s gross
domestic product also grew on the strength of its own heavy industry and cap-
italist agriculture, and semi-processed goods constituted a large portion of its
exports to other parts of the Empire. Moreover, its domestic production was
beginning to diversify and its branches of industry were being organised into
an increasingly self-sufficient and interdependent territorial economy.

The principal brakes uponUkraine’s economic development, however, were
the disproportionate growth of heavy industry over the manufacturing sector,
the continual extraction of its annual surpluses and the underdevelopment of
its domestic market for consumer goods. Ukraine was producing 70 percent of
the Empire’s raw materials before theWar, but only 15 percent of its manufac-
tured goods.69 Had not so much surplus left the country via taxation deficits
and the repatriation of profits on invested foreign capital, a manufacturing
sector would have had ample capital resources to expand. Yet the underdevel-
opment of the manufacturing sector should not be exaggerated. After all, the
Ukrainian region was one of six industrialising centres of the Empire with a
15 percent share in the Empire’s manufacturing output. Ukraine’s ample nat-
ural resources and its formidable mining and heavy industries merely lead one
to conclude that the manufacturing sector had enormous potential to grow far
more than it did and that this potential was being stifled by the flight of capital.

Karl Kautsky summed up Ukraine’s predicament before the War in the fol-
lowing way:

Capitalism develops in only one dimension for the Ukrainian people – it
turns them intoproletarians,while the other dimension– the flowering of
the productive forces, the accumulation of surplus andwealth – ismainly
for the benefit of other countries. Because of this, capitalism reveals to
Ukrainians only its negative, revolutionising dimension… It does not lead
to an increase in their wealth.70

69 Epshtein, Robitnyky Ukrainy, p. 10.
70 Cited in Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu Ukrainy, p. 11.
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In viewof theweakness of the indigenous layer of the bourgeoisie inUkraine
at the turn of the century, it is difficult to imagine how the idea of an independ-
ent Ukrainian bourgeois state could have gained much currency among the
upper classes and native petit bourgeoisie. However, the absence of an inde-
pendent state power on Ukrainian territory meant that much of the surplus
created by the labour of workers and peasants would not be reinvested there,
but abroad and in other parts of the Empire. Thus the national question as a
problem of unequal development and of state power remained on the agenda
of the Ukrainian nation. If it could not be solved by an indigenous bourgeoisie,
the national question would fall sooner or later to the working class, the peas-
antry and their own leaders in the political process.
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chapter 2

TheWorking Class

The working class is a child of the industrial revolution. Although its origins
in Ukraine can be traced to the sixteenth century, the working class assumed
a significant role in economic production only after the abolition of serfdom
and the priming of industrialisation by European finance capital. It reached
a high point in its development on the eve of the First World War. While the
number of workers continued to grow during theWar, their cohesion, stability
of membership and level of skill were seriously undermined by militarisation
of the economy and conscription to the Russian army. Internal fragmentation
continued during the Revolution and Civil War. In numerical terms the work-
ing class declined dramatically. It did not regain its pre-War stature until the
years of the First Five Year Plan (1928–32).

This chapter presents an overview of the formation of the working class and
investigates several of its salient characteristics, namely its numerical size, dis-
tribution throughout the economy, level of urbanisation, literacy and national
composition.

By the term ‘working class’ I mean people who have departed or are in the
process of departing from subsistence farming or the artisanal and commercial
occupations prevalent in feudal society, and who have secured seasonal or full-
timewage earning jobs. This definition is fairly broad because I amnot somuch
concernedwith the end point as with the process, with the numerous passages
to wage labour and the combinations of incentive and constraint that different
groups encountered on their way into the working class.

At the end of the eighteenth century, the overwhelming majority of the
10,000 people working in industry were serfs, pressed into service by their
noblemenwho had become entrepreneurs and established small industries on
their estates. By 1828, when their numbers had grown to 14,000, 74 percent of
industrial workers were serfs.1 As the previous chapter points out, wage labour
provedmore productive than serf labour and the industries of merchant capit-
alists employingwage earners grewmore rapidly than the semi-feudal factories
of the nobility. By 1861, approximately three quarters of the industrial work-
force in Ukraine were freely hired workers, while the majority of serfs working

1 F. Ie. Los (gen. ed.), Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu ursr (Kyiv: Naukova Dumka, 1967), Vol. 1,
pp. 59, 68.
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in sugar refinerieswere earning somewages aswell. Estimates of the total num-
ber of industrial workers in 1861 range from between 82,000 and 85,000.2

The three major sources of working-class recruits after 1861 were peasants,
migrants from neighbouring Russian, Polish and Belarusian provinces, and
the artisans of small industries and craft shops being ruined by competition
frommass commodity producers. The dominant peoples in these sources were
Ukrainians, Russians and Jews.

1 Peasant Sources

The high price for land demanded by the nobility after 1861 and a rapid rate of
natural increase of the rural population meant that the Ukrainian peasantry
had less arable land per capita at its disposal by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury than it did before the Reform.3 Between 1868 and 1902, the price of land
rose each year by over five percent on average. Peasant holdings decreased by
30percent in acreageper unit,while inEasternEurope as awhole theydeclined
by 10 percent. Although land hunger in Ukraine was generally not as bad as in
Russia, on the Right Bank ‘the degree of rural overpopulation and poverty was
the most acute in the Empire’.4 Harvest yields were increasing by two percent
per annum, less than the rate of rural population growth. At the same time one
quarter of the grain harvest was being exported to finance industrialisation.5
Although per capita production of grain in the nine provinces was higher than
in Germany, Russia and Denmark, and almost as high as in Hungary and Bul-
garia, per capita consumption was the lowest in all Europe.6

Peasants who could no longer subsist on the land had two alternatives: to
seek wage earning jobs or emigrate. Between 1896 and 1914, over 1.6 million

2 I.O. Hurzhii, Zarodzhennia Robitnychoho Klasu Ukrainy (kinets xviii–persha polovyna xix
st.) (Kyiv: Derzhavne Vydavnytstvo Politychnoi Literatury ursr, 1958), pp. 13–15; Mykhailo
Yavorsky, IstoriiaUkrainy v StyslomuNarysi (Kharkiv: DerzhavneVydavnytstvoUkrainy, 1928),
pp. 190–1.

3 Mykyta Shapoval, Velyka Revoliutsiia i Ukrains’ka Vyzvol’na Prohrama (Prague: Vil’na Spilka i
Ukrains’kyi Robitnychyi Instytut, 1927), p. 66.

4 Vsevolod Holubnychy, ‘The Agrarian Revolution in Ukraine’, in Selected Works of Vsevolod
Holubnychy: Soviet Regional Economics, edited by Iwan S. Koropeckyj (Edmonton: Canadian
Institute of Ukrainian Studies, 1982), p. 4.

5 Ibid, p. 5.
6 Konstantyn Kononenko,Ukraine andRussia: AHistory of Economic Relations betweenUkraine

and Russia (1654–1917) (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1958), p. 51.



38 chapter 2

people left for Siberia and Kazakhstan to settle new land.7 But their departure
did little to relieve land hunger or pressure on the labourmarket because up to
70 percent of the emigrants failed to settle abroad and soon returned.8

Wage earning occupations first accessible to the peasants were on the large
capitalist farms. Such jobs were close to home and peasants already possessed
the required skills. Sugar beet plantations and refineries in Kyiv, Kharkiv and
Podillia provinces provided an important source of employment for 70 to 100
days a year, depending on the harvest. In 1911, for example, when the harvest
and refining took 98 days to complete, one hundred thousand temporarywork-
ers were taken on. Distilleries offered seasonal employment for up to 180 days a
year for about 9,000 people. Another seventy thousand were taken on at flour
mills for 30 to 40 days. Seasonal workers were employed also on tobacco and
hop farms, in woolsheds, brick kilns and construction.9

However, these industries hardly satisfied the demand for wage earning jobs
as land hunger in the northern provinces became more acute. The big grain
farms on the steppes, in the neighbouring Russian provinces of Don, Samara,
Saratov andOrenburg aswell as Bessarabia in the southwest, attracted growing
numbers of poor peasants each year from Poltava, Chernihiv, Kyiv and Podillia
provinces.Men and singlewomenprepared for the annualmigration right after
Easter, travelling to the hiring towns in the south where they waited for farm
foremen to come and select them for the summer’s work. They did not know
if they would find work and, if they did, what their wages would be. Often
they waited for weeks, selling their clothes and stealing in order to eat, sleep-
ing in the fields or under stores in the towns. By the turn of the century they
had achieved somemeasure of self-organisation; prospective migrants elected
a representative who went south ahead of time to negotiate with a foreman on
numbers of workers andwages. The representative then telegraphed home and
told his people to come. In the best of circumstances such practices worked
well. On many occasions, however, the migrant workers were cheated out of
their wages or told to leave if they would not accept wage cuts on the spot.
Given the large numbers of hands available for work it was easy for employers
and their foremen to treat migrants as they wished.

Another group of poor peasants headed for towns and cities to work as day
labourers in construction, stable hands in trade and servants in the homes of

7 Shapoval, Velyka Revoliutsiia, p. 65.
8 Holubnychy, ‘The 1917 Agrarian Revolution’, p. 5.
9 Yavorsky, Istoriia Ukrainy, p. 190; N.N. Popov, Narys Istorii Komunistychnoi Partii (bil’shovykiv)

Ukrainy (Kharkiv: Proletaryi, 1931), p. 28; Ostapenko, ‘Kapitalizm na Ukraini’, Chervonyi
Shliakh, January–February 1924, p. 196; Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, Vol. 1, p. 76.
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the middle and upper classes. Little is known about this large group of urban-
ising peasants, but it may well be assumed that their working conditions and
wages, as well as a lingering desire to return home and buy land with their sav-
ings, discouraged many at first from settling permanently in the towns.

The second rung on the ladder of wage earning occupations for peasants
was mining, an industry that paid relatively well but had terrible working con-
ditions. Only a third of the people who took jobs in southern coal and iron ore
mining during the 1870s and 1880s stayed on during the summermonths when
additional hands were needed on the family farm. By the end of the 1890s the
proportion of Donbas coal miners who still had ties to the land dropped to 40
percent. However, in the iron oremines of Kryvyi Rih, it remained considerably
higher. As late as 1906 mine operators continued to cut back production in the
summer months, unable to keep those who had some land from staying on.10

Peasants resisted a decisive leap into full time wage labour for several reas-
ons. At first, many peasants considered wage labour as a temporary need, a
means to earn money, buy land and become successful farmers.11 The oppress-
ive climate in modern industries, with labour supervisionmore calculated and
administrations who ‘dealt with the workers like animals’12 gave them little
incentive to stay. Although there was a general labour surplus in Ukraine,
coal mine operators complained endlessly about labour shortages and resor-
ted occasionally to the use of convict labour.13 But peasants who had been
accustomed for generations to working in the daylight and varying the types
of labour with the seasons resisted initiation into the modern habits of indus-
trial production. ‘They run from the underground kingdom and barracks of the
mining barons because it is their only salvation. The residents of hell would flee
too, if only they could’.14

Most peasants got low paying and arduous work. The pay for unskilled work
inmines and factories was about the same as the average wage in agriculture.15
On a farm an adult male worker earned on average 183 roubles a year in 1913.
The average in industry was 229 roubles, but variations in pay were high. An
unskilled helper in a trade earned about 100 roubles annually, less than aminor

10 Valentyn Sadovsky, Pratsia v ussr (Warsaw: Ukrainskyi Naukovyi Instytut, 1932), pp. 20–1;
O.O. Nesterenko, Rozvytok Promyslovosti na Ukraini. Chastyna ii (Kyiv: Vydavnytstvo Aka-
demii Nauk ursr, 1962), p. 432; Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, pp. 189, 226.

11 Mykhailo Ye. Slabchenko, ‘Do metodolohii istorii robitnychoho klasu’, Chervonyi Shliakh,
April 1927, p. 82.

12 Panas Fedenko, ‘Isaak Mazepa v Zhytti i v Politytsi’, Nashe Slovo, no. 3 (1973), p. 9.
13 Sadovsky, Pratsia, pp. 8–9.
14 Cited in Nesterenko, Rozvytok Promyslovosti, p. 433.
15 Holubnychy, ‘Robitnytstvo’.
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received for farm work (125 roubles in 1913). In tanneries the average wage was
216 roubles, in the garment industry 210. A miner working the coal face could
make up to 400 roubles, but a sled pusher or water pump attendant working
above ground earned between 197 and 211 roubles. And these unskilled, relat-
ively low-paying jobs were all that many peasants could get at first.16

Farm workers who lived in their ancestral home did not have to pay rent or
build a new house. Those who took work in the new industries on the steppe
often squatted a patch of land nearby, built a crude earthen dug-out home and
planted a vegetable garden. It was the most urbanised, full time section of the
working class living in company barracks and row housing and buying food in
company storeswho spent a lot of their relativelyhigh incomeon suchnecessit-
ies. Industrial workers were also subject to an array of fines for poor workman-
ship, breakage of tools, absenteeism and down time that cut into their wages.
Taking these facts into account it is difficult to argue that wages alone could
make industrial work a desirable alternative to staying on the land. Rather it
was the peasants’ inability to survive on the land that drove them to search for
wages.

2 Migrant Sources from Central Russia

One of the greatest obstacles peasants faced when seeking well-paid jobs was
their lack of industrial skills. Factory employment, a third rung on the ladder
of wage earning occupations, required skills, experience and a rudimentary
knowledge at least of Russian, the language of supervision on the shop floor.
Although industries sprouted likemushroomsat the endof thenineteenth cen-
tury they did not meet the local demands for wage labour provoked by rural
overpopulation and growing land hunger in theUkrainian provinces. The avail-
able full time jobs in industry that required skill were at first taken mainly by
migrant Russian workers, and to a lesser extent by Poles and Belarusians, who
competed for them with greater advantages than the local peasants.

Well before the abolition of serfdom, industrial development in Russia
prompted the nobility to release their serfs from labour duty and allow them
instead to honour obligations by paying rent. Russian serfs acquired industrial
skills sooner thanUkrainians who continued to do panshchyna, labour duty on
the big commercial farms of the landed nobility. More nobles in Ukraine than

16 V. Sukhyno-Khomenko, ‘Z pryvodu osoblyvostei proletars’koi revoliutsii na Ukraini’,
Litopys Revoliutsii, April 1928, p. 83; Nesterenko, Rozvytok Promyslovosti, p. 245.
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in Russia took advantage of the clause in the Reform act allowing them to hold
onto former serfs for seven more years as wage labourers. Thus the Ukrainian
peasant entered the market less prepared to compete for industrial jobs than
his fellow Russian.17

During the 1870s and 1880s new industries demanded an immediate sup-
ply of skilled labour and they offered high wages to attract it. Migrants from
the overpopulated agricultural region of Central Russia, close to the industri-
alising Donbas, initially provided the lion’s share of this labour. By the 1890s,
however, the situation began to change as Ukrainians competedmore success-
fully for industrial jobs than before. In mining, for example, 82 percent of the
workforce in 1871 were migrants from the Central Russian provinces; in 1884
they made up 60 percent and in 1900 just over 55 percent.18

3 Jewish Sources

Artisans did not contribute to the formation of the working class in Ukraine
to the same extent as they did in Western Europe because Ukrainian towns
had declined in cultural and economic importance and lost their political
autonomy under the rule of the Tsars. Rather than serving as locations for
economic development, the towns were mainly administrative, military and
long distance trading centres in which at least half of the population was com-
posed of soldiers, civil servants, merchants and clergy.19 Most new industries
in Ukraine at the end of the nineteenth century, moreover, were established on
the southern steppe, far from traditional urban centres.

The Jewish community in Ukraine contained a sizeable stratum of crafts-
men and artisans, a potentially large source of working class recruits. However,
their passage into theworking classwashamperedby statepolicies andpopular
prejudice. InWestern Europe the democratic revolutions of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries abolished the feudal hierarchy of estates and, over time,
began breaking down the caste status of Jews as an estate permitted to practice

17 Bohdan Krawchenko, Social Change and National Consciousness in Twentieth Century
Ukraine (Oxford: Macmillan, 1985), pp. 16–17; Sadovsky, Pratsia, p. 8.

18 Holubnychy, ‘Robitnytstvo’; Popov, Narys Istorii, p. 27.
19 I.K. Rybalka and F.H. Turchenko, ‘Sotsiial’no klasova struktura naselenniaUkrainy napere-

dodni Zhovtnevoi Revoliutsii’,Ukrains’kyi Istorychnyi Zhurnal, November 1981, p. 30; Isaak
Mazepa, Pidstavy Nashoho Vidrodzhennia, 2 vols (n.p.: Prometei, 1946), Vol. 1, pp. 110–11;
Patricia Herlihy, ‘Ukrainian Cities in theNineteenth Century’, in RethinkingUkrainianHis-
tory, edited by IvanL. Rudnycky and J.Himka (Edmonton: Canadian Institute of Ukrainian
Studies, 1981), pp. 137–9.
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only certain occupations for a living. In the Russian Empire, their caste status
survived intact until the 1905 Revolution. Jews remained excluded from the
political process and restricted in their economic and educational endeavours
as well as in their places of permanent residence. A combination of juridical,
political and repressive measures together with popular prejudice that took its
extreme form in waves of pogroms enforced Jews’ ‘savage exclusion’ from the
societal mainstream.20 During the last four decades of Tsarist rule, their pre-
dicament grew steadily worse.21

Jewswere confined to the Pale of Settlement, a territorywhich encompassed
around 20 percent of the European part of the Empire and which included
most of Right Bank Ukraine. After the abolition of serfdom in 1861 those living
in small towns where they had worked as agents for the nobility were forced to
seek new occupations.22 However, the Temporary Rules promulgated by Tsar
Alexander ii in 1882, and reinforced in 1885, forbad Jews to undertake new set-
tlements in rural areas, to purchase land or fixed capital there or to conduct
business on Sundays and Christian holidays. They crowded into the towns and
cities of Right Bank Ukraine, where work was scarce. Further legal restrictions
on their admission to higher education, professions and political office in 1887,
1890 and 1891 all contributed to their subsequent impoverishment as a com-
munity.23

According to 1818 statistics of the Finance Ministry, 12 percent of the Jewish
population in the Empire were craftsmen and their employees.24 In Lithuania,
Poland and Belarus, where Jews constituted a majority of the population in
many urban centres and were the largest ethnic group in the remainder, their
stratum of craftsmen and wage earners was very large. By 1897 there were 1.9
million Jews living in the Ukrainian provinces of whom 268,000 (or about 14
percent) were wage earners. Here theymade up 17 percent of the working class
(see below).

It was not a lack of industrial skills that prevented Jews from entering wage
earning occupations. As industrialisation took off in the late nineteenth cen-

20 Jonathan Frankel, Prophesy and Politics: Socialism, NationalismandRussian Jews, 1862–1917
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. i.

21 Frankel, Prophecy and Politics, pp. 52–3, 135, 143–5; Henry J. Tobias,The Jewish Bund in Rus-
sia from its Origins to 1905 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1972), pp. 221, 223, 227,
229, 251–2; S.M. Dubnow, History of the Jews in Russia and Poland, 2 vols, translated by
I. Friedlaender (n.p.: n.p., 1975), pp. 2, 348, 354, 386, 400; Matvii Yavorsky, Istoriia Ukrainy
v Styslomu Narysi (Kharkiv: Derzhavne Vydavnytstvo Ukrainy, 1925), p. 235.

22 Tobias, Jewish Bund, p. 7.
23 Dubnow, History of the Jews, Vol. 2, p. 312.
24 Salo Baron, The Russian Jew under Tsars and Soviets (New York: Macmillan, 1964), p. 97.
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tury Jewish small industries and trades were hard pressed to compete with
mass commodity production. Their owners, therefore, could not hire as many
co-religionists as before. If at the beginning of the nineteenth century a young
apprentice in a trade could reasonably expect to open a shop of his own later in
life, it was far more likely at the close of the century that he would earn wages
all his life. And if there were insufficient opportunities for wage labour in the
community itself, young Jews had to look for work beyond it.

But the legal restrictions on Jews as well as the antisemitism of industrial-
ists and industrial workers made the transition to wage earning occupations
outside the community quite difficult for them. Hundreds of thousands chose
emigration instead.25 Those who remained were trapped inside an occupa-
tionally circumscribed, increasingly urbanised and impoverished community
whose members’ passage into wage earning occupations was blocked despite
their possession of the requisite skills. Jews did contribute to the formation of
the working class in Ukraine as 1897 statistics show. But the artisan contingent
of the Jewish community would certainly have contributed more had not offi-
cial and popular antisemitism restrained their social mobility and forced so
many to emigrate abroad.

4 Numerical Growth

Between 1861 and 1897 the number of industrial workers in the nine Ukrain-
ian provinces climbed from approximately 85,000 to 327,000. The growth rate
was not uniform. An absolute decline in the number of industrial workers was
registered in the 1870s when a paucity of domestic capital combined with the
depressed purchasing power of the rural population held back industrialisa-
tion (see Table 4). The influx of West European capital in the 1880s restarted
the process and drove the growth rate of industrial production and labour up
again until the outbreak of the First WorldWar.

The lack of accurate annual data makes a precise estimation of the size
of the working class in the years leading up to 1917 a difficult task. The 1897
census, the first and only census to be conducted in the Russian Empire (the
following one was the 1926 Soviet census), was both incomplete and inaccur-
ate. Like other statistics prepared by the government, it divided the population
by occupational and status-oriented categories that are not easily adapted to
the definition of the working class advanced at the beginning of this chapter.

25 Frankel, Prophesy and Politics, p. 135.
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table 4 Industrial plant workers in Ukraine, 1861–1917

Annual averages for decades

1861–70 1871–80 1881–90 1890–1900
142,604 130,391 170,442 259,131

Annual totals in thousands from 1901 to 1917

1901 360.2 1907 431.3 1913 631.6
1902 354.7 1908 449.5 1914 631.4
1903 370.7 1909 441.7 1915 635.3
1904 372.4 1910 481.0 1916 812.5
1905 371.0 1911 513.4 1917 893.0
1906 418.0 1912 549.4

source: v. sadovsky, pratsia v sssr (warsaw, 1932), p. 11.

This analysis relies on the findings of scholars working with the 1897 census,
reports of the Tsarist factory inspectorate (which covered only large industrial
enterprises), studies of the labour force conducted by industrial syndicates and
the All-Russian agricultural censuses of 1916 and 1917.

The 1897 All-Russian census reported 5,719,499 self-supporting individuals
(4,679,310 men and 1,040,189 women) living in the nine provinces out of a total
population of 23,430,437. Wage earners made up approximately 1,480,000 of
that number, of whom 425,000 were employed in factories, industrial plants,
trade and transport. An equal number of people, 425,000, worked in agricul-
ture, forestry, fishing, hunting and small rural trades. A further 582,000 were
journeymen, servants and unskilled labourers.26 Of those in the first category
of industrial, trade and transportworkers, approximately half lived in Southern
Ukraine and the remaininghalf were evenly dividedbetween theRight andLeft
Bank provinces.27

Table 5 presents the general trend from 1897 to 1917 in the growth of the
full-time and seasonal wage earning population. If the 1897 census is taken at
face value, it would appear that the number of wage earners grew from 1.5 to
3.6 million by 1917. However, the census was conducted in January, the middle

26 Ibid, Vol. 1, p. 125.
27 Sadovsky, Pratsia, pp. 11–12.
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table 5 Wage earners in Ukraine, 1897–1917

1897 1913 1917

Total population 23,430,437 33,000,000 31,214,500
Wage earners 1,480,000 3,000,000 3,612,000
of which:
industrial 327,400 631,600 893,000
Agricultural 425,413 1,500,000 1,200,000

sources: i.k. rybalka and f.h. turchenko, ‘sotsiial’no klasova struktura
naselennia ukrainy naperedodni zhovtnevoi revoliutsii’, ukrains’kyi isto-
rychnyi zhurnal, november 1981, p. 30; m.a. rubach, ‘proletariat ukrainy
naperedodni sotsialistychnoi revoliutsii’, ukrains’kyi istorychnyi zhurnal,
april 1963, p. 31; f. ye. los (ed.), istoriia robitnychoho klasu ursr, 2 vols (kiev:
naukova dumka, 1967), p. 1:348; s. goldelman, ‘pro umovy hospodars’koi vid-
budovy ukrainy’, nova ukraina, 30 may 1922, p. 21; k.k. dubyna (ed.), istoriia
ukrains’koi rsr, 2 vols (kiev: naukova dumka, 1967), p. 1: 602.

of winter, and therefore it failed to include all workers employed seasonally
in agriculture. M.A. Rubach and other Soviet-era scholars have suggested that
by the end of the nineteenth century the agricultural proletariat numbered
approximately 2 million at the height of harvest each year.28 This estimate can
be supported indirectly by working backwards from the 1917 calculation of the
agricultural proletariat’s size and the ratiobetween full timeand seasonalwork-
ers in its ranks.

Two contemporary demographers estimate that in 1917 there were 394,000
full-time workers out of 1.2 million earning wages in agriculture (a ratio of
full-time to seasonal workers of approximately 1:2).29 Given that in the two dec-
adesbefore theRevolutionmechanisationwas invested almost continually into
large-scale agriculture, the ratio between full-time and seasonalworkers in 1897
was probably somewhere in the range of 1:3 to 1:4. Now the 425,413 proletari-
ans in agriculture reported in the 1897 census were undoubtedly full-timers in
their great majority because the census was conducted in January when little
seasonal labour was required. The total number of workers in the agricultural

28 Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, Vol. 1, p. 359; M.I. Suprunenko (gen. ed.), Istoriia
Ukrains’koi rsr, 7 vols (Kyiv: Naukova Dumka, 1977), Vol. 4, p. 25; M.A. Rubach, ‘Proletariat
Ukrainy naperedodni sotsialistychnoi revoliutsii’, Ukrains’kyi Istorychnyi Zhurnal, April
1963, p. 31.

29 Rybalka and Turchenko, ‘Sotsialno klasova struktura’, p. 24.
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sector in the summer and fall of 1897 could have been four to five times that
number (if 1897 ratios were 1:3 or 1:4), in the vicinity of 1.7 to 2.2 million. There-
fore, if this figurewere to replace the official 1897 estimate, the first salient trend
in the evolution of the working class observed is the decline in the size of its
agricultural contingent from approximately 2 million in 1897 to 1.5 million in
1913, and to 1.2 million in 1917. At the same time, the proportion of full-time
workers to seasonal help in agriculture changed possibly from asmuch as 1:4 or
1:3 to 1:2 by 1917.

Over the same period, the industrial workforce (defined as those who work
in plants hiring at least 15 workers and having mechanical power or 30 work-
ers without mechanical power) rose from 327,000 to 893,000 in an almost
steady upward climb that rose sharply between 1915 and 1917. Themost import-
ant branches of Ukrainian industry were food processing, mining, metallurgy
and machine building. In 1913, they accounted for 90.5 percent of the gross
domestic product (mining: 43.9 percent; food industry: 36.2 percent; metal-
lurgy and machine building: 10.4 percent) and employed 86.7 percent of the
industrial workforce (48.7 percent in mining, 27.9 percent in food and 10.1 per-
cent in metallurgy and machine building).30

These industrial sectors were heavily dependent on the international mar-
ket for their trade. Production levels in mining, steel, machine building and
the food industry fluctuated in response to international cycles of recession
and boom, which at the time were recurring every ten years on average. The
sharp drop in prices for coal, steel and sugar during the European recession of
1900–03 forced producers in Ukraine to cut back output and lay off workers.
The economic recession in the Empire was ameliorated partially by military
orders from the government during the Russo-Japanese War, but the country
failed to recover until 1907 because of economic disruptions caused by the 1905
Revolution and the uneasiness of European investors afterwards.31

Barely had the economy emerged from the recession of 1900 when a new
economic decline began in the United States andWestern Europe. It bottomed
out in Europe at the beginning of 1909, but continued to deepen in the Russian
Empire until the end of that year suppressing coal, iron and steel production,
the foundations of Ukraine’s industrial sector.32

The uneven rate of economic growth before the War is reflected in the
annual growth rate of the industrial workforce presented in Table 4. Due to

30 Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, Vol. 1, p. 334.
31 Nesterenko, Rozvytok Promyslovosti, pp. 314, 338.
32 Ibid, p. 380.
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the heavy industrial economy’s reliance on the world market, cycles of inter-
national recession and recovery had a longer lasting impact upon it than they
did upon countries with strong internal demand.

Generally speaking, industrial workers enjoyed growing security of employ-
ment in the years leading up to the War. One of the main reasons for this
trend was the systematic replacement of unskilled manual labour by mechan-
ical power throughout industry. Employers had to offer higher wages to skilled
workers, but they benefitted from less labour turnover. This in turn promoted
a more efficient and evenly paced tempo of production.33

In addition, the Stolypin land reform of November 1906 created large
reserves of labour in the countryside. The reform abolished communal obliga-
tions of peasants to their villages, giving them the options to consolidate their
land allotments or sell them off to richer farmers andmove away permanently
to wage earning occupations. Because many peasants had insufficient land,
draught power and farm implements to survive as individual producers, the
1906 reform stimulated social differentiation in the countryside, strengthening
the layers of middle and rich peasants on the one hand and driving the poor
from their small plots on the other. In this way, the Stolypin reform enlarged
the pool of reserve labour by increasing the number of rural dwellers who had
no land of their own and had to start looking for full-time jobs.34

At the end of the nineteenth century, wages offered for industrial work in
Ukraine were approximately 40 percent higher than in neighbouring Russian
provinces. This had attracted migrant workers to the south in the 1880s and
1890s. After 1900, however, industrial wages in Russia rose to 12 percent above
their average in Ukraine.35 The reversal suppressed the flow of migrant labour
into theUkrainian provinces and opened up the jobmarket tomore of the indi-
genous population.

Only 5.8 percent of theworkforce inmetalwork andmachinebuilding indus-
tries was seasonal by 1914. Foundries and smelters, the suppliers of these indus-
tries, employed more seasonal labour, about 21.7 percent of their workforce in
1914.36 In the mining industry, conditions of work discouraged workers from
staying on the job and so the number of part-timers continued to be high even
in times when the demand for coal and iron ore was strong.37 The seasonal
nature of agricultural production made it impossible for the food industry to

33 Ibid, p. 431.
34 Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, Vol. 1, pp. 348, 357.
35 Holubnychy, ‘Robitnytstvo’.
36 Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, Vol. 1, p. 354.
37 Nesterenko, Rozvytok Promyslovosti, p. 432.
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table 6 Industrial workers in Ukraine, 1910–1917 (in thousands)

1910 1913 1917

heavy industry 288.2 440.1 636.2
of which:
Coal 110.2 168.4 280.3
Ferrous metallurgy 44.5 71.7 114.1
Iron ore and salt 14.6 27.5 23.2
Metalwork and machine building 47.7 67.1 98.4
Chemicals 9.1 10.1 16.0
Silicates 27.8 39.4 28.2
Locomotives and wagons 34.3 55.9 76.0

light industry 187.0 215.3 256.9
of which:
Sugar 110.7 126.3 142.7
Flour 10.2 11.0 10.6
Textiles 13.5 14.1 13.8
Printing 5.8 6.8 4.7
Woodwork 18.7 24.1 21.8

totals 474.2 655.4 893.1

source: m.a. rubach, ‘proletariat na ukraini naperedodni
sotsialistychnoi revoliutsii’, ukrains’kyi istorychnyi
zhurnal, april 1963, p. 29.

retain more than a fraction of its workers year round. But even in the agri-
cultural sector, mechanisation must have contributed to some increase in the
proportion of full-time workers before theWar.

Table 6 presents a breakdown of workers employed in different branches
of heavy and light industry in 1910, 1913 and 1917. From 1910 to 1913, a period of
rapid economic expansion, theworkforce in heavy and light industry registered
impressive rates of growth. Coal miners were the largest section of the heavy
industry workforce, growing from 110,200 in 1910 to 168,400 in 1913. They were
followed by iron and steel foundry workers, metalworkers and machine build-
ers. Of the 215,300workers in light industry on the eve of theWar, those in sugar
refineriesmadeupmore thanhalf of the total, dwarfing all other sections in this
category.
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During the War years, the working class grew numerically from 655,400 in
1913 to 893,100 in 1917. But while heavy industry registered strong gains in all
branches except iron ore, salt mining and silicates, only the sugar workers grew
significantly in number among those in light industry.Woodworkers advanced
marginally, while the number of workers in textiles, flour mills and printing
declined. Construction also slowed during the War years, with the number of
builders declining from about 400,000 in 1913 to 300,000 in 1917.38 It has been
estimated that before the War there were 132,000 full-time wage earners and
salaried employees on the railways in Ukraine, with an additional 70,000 day
labourers building new lines. During the War the full time workforce appears
to have remained rather stable in number. Rubach estimates that in 1917 there
were 121,000 wage earners on the railways.39

Russia’s entry into the War was accompanied by increased state interven-
tion into the industrial sector. Private capital was squeezed out of domestic
trade. Capital investments and all available labour reserves were put into mil-
itary production. While such measures enhanced the Russian state’s capacity
to wage war, they had long-term destructive consequences for the whole eco-
nomy. Large numbers of able bodied men died on the fronts. Production was
geared principally to serve military needs, so its impressive quantitative out-
put did little, if anything, to regenerate the twin foundations of the economy –
living labour and fixed capital. Under the strain of mounting military orders,
whole industries used up their fixed capital without replacing it in the hope
that industries of the enemy would collapse sooner than their own. Sectors of
the economy not vital to the war effort stagnated for lack of rawmaterials, fuel
and labour. The total acreage under cultivation declined by 20 percent during
theWar years.

A real struggle between the belligerent powers took place behind the front
lines of warfare to exhaust one another’s economic reserves. Russia was the
weakest among the imperialist powers in terms of its industrial capacity. It
failed to keep up with the frantic pace of military production set by Germany,
exhausted its fixed capital sooner and resorted finally in 1916 and 1917 to mass
offensives on the front against a better equipped, better clothed and better
fed opponent. A combination of huge human losses in the fighting and the
crumbling of production at home led to its eventual defeat and the outbreak of
revolution.40

38 Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, Vol. 2, pp. 13–14.
39 Rubach, ‘Proletariat Ukrainy’, p. 35. Estimates vary; see also Nesterenko, Rozvytok Promy-

slovosti, p. 426, and Ostapenko, ‘Kapitalizm’, p. 201.
40 J.V. Koshiw, ‘The Number of People, Proletarians and Industrial Workers in the Russian

Empire on the Eve of the February Revolution’, April 1983 (mimeographed), p. 9.
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Over 15 million men were conscripted into the Russian army. Four mil-
lion came from Ukraine, accounting for one half of its adult male population.
The mobilisation undermined the farms of poor peasants. Their productivity
depended almost exclusively on the number of hands available in the fam-
ily. Richer peasants with horses, mechanical implements and larger families
than the rural poor were not as seriously affected by conscription. The best off
farmers could hire labour from farms that failed or apply to the government for
prisoners of war to work their land.41

Large numbers of industrial workers were conscripted before the govern-
ment began granting deferments to those employed in war production indus-
tries. The first mobilisation in 1914, for example, took 40 percent of Donbas
miners, 30 percent of workers in big foundries and 17 percent of metalwork-
ers in Ukraine.42 The conscripted workers were replaced by less skilled recruits
from the villages, greater numbers of women and adolescents, refugees from
other states, prisoners of war and migrant workers from Central Asia.43 Con-
scription served as a means to tighten labour discipline. After receiving basic
military training,manyworkerswere sent back towork in the crucialwar indus-
tries. Out of 104,000 workers employed in Ukraine’s metallurgical industries in
1916, for example, 31,000 were conscripts and 16,000 were prisoners of war (45
percent of the total). More than two thirds of the 291,000 coal, iron ore, man-
ganese and salt miners in January 1917 were conscripts and prisoners of war.44

Women workers were concentrated in agricultural, textile and chemical
industries before the War. They made up practically half of the workforce in
the tobacco industry and one fifth of all textile workers. The proportion of
women workers throughout the economy grew in the years leading up to the
War. In the industries monitored by the Tsarist factory inspectorate, women
and girls made up 13 percent of the workforce in 1901, 16 percent in 1907 and
18 percent in 1914 when their numbers reached 58,000.45 By 1916 there were
approximately 103,000 female workers throughout Ukrainian industries. They
were beginning to take jobs in coal and iron ore mining, sectors where few had
worked before 1914. Between 1913 and 1916, the femaleworkforce in coalmining
grew from 2,400 to 12,400 (or from 1.6 percent to 4.5 percent of the total work-
force). By 1916 4.5 percent of iron ore miners were women.46 The proportion of

41 Sukhyno-Khomenko, ‘Z pryvodu osoblyvostei’, p. 89.
42 Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, Vol. 2, p. 12.
43 Sadovsky, Pratsia, pp. 35–6; Sukhyno-Khomenko, ‘Z pryvody osoblyvostei’, pp. 88–9.
44 Nesterenko, Rozvytok Promyslovosti, p. 558.
45 Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, Vol. 1, pp. 347–8.
46 Ibid, Vol. 1, p. 432.
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table 7 Wage earners in Ukraine, January 1917
(in thousands)

Agricultural proletariat 1,200

Industrial 893
Railways 121
Urban small industries 230
Rural small industries 444
Construction 300
Domestics and servants 365
Trade and urban transport 59
Total 3,612

source: m.a. rubach, ‘proletariat ukrainy
naperedodni sot sialistychnoi revoliut-
sii’, ukrains’kyi istorychnyi zhurnal, april
1963, p. 35.

adult women workers throughout industry grew from 7.2 percent to 16.2 per-
cent between 1914 and 1917.47

Per capita productivity declined during the War years because the indus-
trial labour force became progressively less skilled andmore coerced. The phe-
nomenon bears a resemblance to the lower productivity of serfs in industry
before 1861 compared to that of free wage earners. Themain factors behind the
rapid growth in the size of the working class were this decline in labour pro-
ductivity and the using up of fixed capital.48 Thus the number of workers in
heavy industry grew by 57 percent between 1913 and 1917 with the industries
under state control accounting for the lion’s share of the growth. Manufactur-
ing that remained under private control experienced an absolute decline in its
workforce.49

M.A. Rubach has constructed a composite table of wage earners in the
nine provinces in January 1917, reproduced here as Table 7. It includes full-
time and seasonally employed people in agriculture, industry, small urban and
rural trades, transport, trade, construction and services. It shows, among other
things, that there were almost 700,000 wage earners scattered throughout the

47 Ibid, Vol. 2, p. 13.
48 Koshiw, ‘Number of people’, p. 9.
49 Ibid, p. 8.
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country in small trades, and 365,000 domestics and servants. Of all the sections
of the working class, the least is known about these two.50

The 3.6 million wage earners in 1917 made up 12 percent of the population
of the nine provinces. Counted together with their dependents for a total of
6,501,000, the working class defined in the broader sense constituted 21 per-
cent of the population. Less than a quarter of these 6.5 million workers and
their families lived in officially designated towns and cities.51 The estimated
number of wage earners in the Russian Empire in January 1917 was 18,631,000.
Ukraine, therefore, accounted for approximately 19 percent of the All-Empire
total.52

5 National Composition

In 1897 Ukrainians made up 72.6 percent of the population, slightly more than
17 million people out of 23.4 million living in the nine provinces. There were
2.8 million Russians (11.8 percent), 1.9 million Jews (8.1 percent), and 1.75 mil-
lion people belonging to other nationalities (7.5 percent).53

Estimates of the national composition of the working class vary according
to the way occupational categories in the 1897 census are grouped and inter-
preted. Bohdan Krawchenko estimates that Ukrainians made up 44 percent of
all wage earners, Russians 28 percent, Jews 17 percent and other nationalities
11 percent. The major national groups were concentrated in different sectors
of the economy (see Table 8). Among day labourers and servants who made
up 43 percent of the wage earning population, Ukrainians were in a majority
(52.1 percent), followed by Russians (26.3 percent) and Jews (9.6 percent). In
mining, heavy industry,mineral processing andmanufacturing,which together
employed 19 percent of the workforce, 38 percent were Ukrainians, followed
by Russians (32.5 percent) and Jews (18.4). In the garment industry, which
employed 14.7 percent of wage earners, Jewish and Ukrainian workers were
practically equal in size (39.2 percent and 39.3 percent respectively). In the

50 See Ostapenko, ‘Z pryvodu osoblyvostei’, for a breakdown of workers in small industries
and trades.

51 Rybalka and Turchenko, ‘Sotsial’no klasova struktura’, p. 30.
52 L.S. Gaponenko, Rabochyi Klas Rossii v 1917 godu (Moscow: Nauka, 1970), p. 72.
53 Bohdan Krawchenko, ‘Aspects of the Social Structure of Ukraine before the Revolution’,

Paper presented to the Canadian Association of Slavists Annual Conference, Fredericton,
13–17 June 1977, p. 2.
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table 8 Structure of the working class in Ukraine by national group, 1897

Occupation Total number Percent
Ukrainians

Percent
Russians

Percent
Jews

Mining 31,115 30.0 61.8 2.0
Metallurgy 102,314 38.8 35.0 16.0
Chemicals 27,448 48.3 27.7 15.8
Textiles 43,154 57.2 18.6 17.6
Woodworking 78,117 37.9 27.7 22.6
Printing 11,388 12.9 29.6 51.9
Diverse manufacturing 5,344 10.9 28.3 48.0
Sub-total 298,910 38.0 32.5 18.4

Garment 229,045 39.3 17.0 39.2
Forestry 11,605 30.7 44.6 9.5
Processing of animal products 20,646 35.6 26.0 31.5
Food processing 60,011 28.5 29.5 26.5
Distilling and tobacco 32,341 16.8 11.1 18.6
Sub-total 124,603 31.7 25.5 23.8

Construction 110,603 38.0 42.0 11.9
Transport and communications 120,476 36.5 41.1 13.1
Day labourers and servants 676,026 52.1 26.3 9.6

total 1,559,663 43.7 28.3 17.2

source: bohdan krawchenko, ‘aspects of the social structure ukraine
before the revolution’, paper presented to the canadian association of
slavists annual conference, fredricton, canada, 13 june 1977, p. 39, table xv.

construction industry, Russians were the largest national group (42 percent),
followed by Ukrainians (38 percent) and Jews (11.9 percent). The proportions
of these national groups in transport and communications was practically the
same as in construction.

Isaak Mazepa, whose count of the wage earning population differs from
Krawchenko’s calculates that Ukrainians made up 73 percent of all wage
earners, 50 percent of the working class in industry, trade and transport, 80
percent of all day labourers and servants and 88 percent of the agricultural pro-
letariat. Similarly, Mykola Porsh identifies proportions of Ukrainians in various
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table 9 Distribution of Ukrainian workers, 1897 (in thousands)

All workers in Ukraine Ukrainian workers

Total
numbers

Percent of all
workers

Percent of
all workers in

sector

Percent of
All-Ukrainian

workers

Industry, trade and transport 425.4 28.8 50.0 19.6
Agriculture, fishing and hunting 424.6 28.6 88.2 34.4
Servants 430.7 29.1 80.0 46.0
Journeymen and unskilled workers 199.5 13.5
Total 1480.2 100.0 73.0 100.0

source: isaak mazepa, bol’shevyzm i okupatsiia ukrainy (lviv-kyiv: znattia to syla, 1922),
p. 13.

occupations ranging from 32.4 percent in large factories, 33.8 percent in min-
ing, 37.8 percent in construction, to 41.5 percent on the railways.54

All of the estimates reveal a similar pattern. In comparison to their propor-
tional representation in the working class as a whole, Ukrainians were under-
represented in heavy industry and mining in 1897 (except in the Kryvyi Rih
oremines). They were overrepresented in service occupations and agricultural
industries. Russianworkers, on the other hand, were concentrated in the heavy
industry of the south, while Jewish workers (of whom two thirds were living in
the Right Bank provinces) made up a large proportion of the craft proletariat
in small industries and trades. Day labourers and servants were the bottom
layer of the working class in terms of pay, job security and prestige. Accord-
ing to Krawchenko’s figures in Table 8, more than half of All-Ukrainian wage
earners were day labourers and servants. Among Russian and Jewish workers,
the respective percentages in these occupations were 40 percent and 24 per-
cent.55

Ukrainians accounted for 83.4 percent of the peasantry in 1897. Peasants
made up 93.1 percent of the Ukrainian nationality. The elite classes, on the

54 Holubnychy, ‘Robitnytstvo’.
55 Nesterenko, Rozvytok Promyslovosti, p. 436; Krawchenko, ‘Aspects of the Social Structure’;

Pavlo Khrystiuk,Ukrains’kaRevoliutsiia. Zamitky iMateriialy do Istorii Ukrains’koi Revoliut-
sii 1917–20rr, 4 vols (Vienna: Ukrains’kyi Sotsiolohichnyi Instytut, 1921), Vol. 4, p. 4; Popov,
Narys Istorii, p. 21.
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other hand,were comprisedmainly of themembers of nationalminorities. Just
over half of the nobility in 1897 was Russian (50.2 percent), one fifth was Polish
(20.2 percent) and one quarter Ukrainian (26.2 percent). Among civil servants,
members of free professions and persons living from inheritance and invested
capital, 37.5 percent were Russians, 30.9 percent were Ukrainians, 15.8 percent
were Jews and another 15.8 percent belonged to other nationalminorities. Jews
made up the majority of people engaged in trade and commerce (62.2 per-
cent), followed by Russians (17.4 percent), Ukrainians (13.1 percent) and other
national groups (7.3 percent).56

The national minorities in Ukraine were ‘minorities’ only in the pure
mathematical senseof theword. In termsof their socialweight, theydom-
inated society. In the social division of labour, industry, trade, culture,
political administration, the military – all were by and large in the hands
of non-Ukrainians … Taking the Ukrainian nobility, those drawing their
income from capital or an inheritance, themerchants and tradesmen, the
clergy as well as those involved in state administration, the liberal profes-
sions and other intellectual work – all together, the entire ‘elite’ of the
Ukrainian nation totalled 1.3 percent of the Ukrainian population. On the
other hand, over 12 percent of the Russian population of Ukraine could
be included in the elite as defined (rather loosely) above.57

6 Urbanisation

The level of urbanisation in theUkrainian provinces in 1897 stood at 13 percent,
higher than in European Russia, where it stood at 10 percent.58 Overall, Russi-
ans made up 34 percent of the urban population, Ukrainians 30 percent and
Jews 27 percent. In Odesa, the largest Ukrainian city at the time with a popula-
tion of 404,000, only 9 percent of the inhabitantswereUkrainians. InKyiv,with
a population of 248,000, 22 percent were Ukrainians; in Kharkiv (174,000) 25
percent andDnipropetrovsk (113,000) 16 percent. Poltavawas the only citywith
a population of more than 50,000 in which Ukrainians constituted a majority

56 Krawchenko, ‘Aspects of the Social Structure’, Tables vii, x, xi, xix.
57 Ibid, pp. 16, 22. See also O.I. Luhova, ‘Pro stanovyshche Ukrainy v Period Kapitalizmu’,

Ukrains’kyi Istorychnyi Zhurnal, April 1967, p. 21.
58 GeorgeY. Boshyk, ‘TheRise of UkrainianPolitical Parties inRussia 1900–1907.With Special

Reference to Social Democracy’, PhD thesis, Oxford University, 1981, pp. 12–13.
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table 10 Population of major cities by native language, 1897

City Population Ukrainian Russian Jewish

Odesa 403,815 9.4 49.0 30.8
Kyiv 247,723 22.2 54.2 12.1
Kharkiv 173,989 25.9 63.2 5.7
Katerynoslav 112,839 15.8 41.8 35.4
Mykolaiv 92,012 8.5 66.3 19.5
Zhytomyr 65,895 13.9 25.7 46.4
Kremenchuk 63,007 30.1 19.3 46.9
Yelyzavethrad 61,488 23.6 34.6 37.8
Kherson 59,076 19.6 47.2 29.1
Poltava 53,703 56.0 20.6 19.9
Berdychiv 53,351 8.2 8.6 77.1

source: steven guthier, ‘ukrainian cities during the revolu-
tion and interwar era’, university of michigan, n.d. (mimeo-
graphed), p. 2.

(56 percent). The number of Ukrainians in a town tended to be inversely pro-
portional to the town’s total population.59

Between 1897 and 1917 the population of major urban centres grew rapidly
and many villages in the industrialising south became towns. The situation in
Kyiv,where a census of the populationwas conducted in September 1917, seems
to indicate that ‘the acceleration of urban growth before the revolution was
not paralleled by any significant improvement in the position of the Ukrain-
ian nationality in cities’.60 In the two decades leading up to the Revolution, the
proportion of Ukrainians in Kyiv actually declined from 22 percent to 16 per-
cent. The number of Russians doubled while the Jewish population tripled in
size. Steven Guthier attributes these changes to the weak influx from the sur-
rounding countryside and ‘the inroads of Russianisation among the Ukrainian
minority in the cities’. It was also the result of the increasingly untenable posi-
tion of small trades in the face of mass commodity production. These pressures
forced Jews out of the villages and hamlets at the end of the nineteenth century
and into Kyiv and other big urban centres.

59 Krawchenko, ‘Aspects of the Social Structure’, p. 4; StevenGuthier, ‘UkrainianCities during
the Revolution and Interwar Era’, University of Michigan (mimeographed), p. 2; Shapoval,
Velyka Revoliutsiia, p. 74.

60 Guthier, ‘Ukrainian Cities’, p. 4.
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M.Vasylenko, an enumerator of voters in Kharkiv in 1917, argues that nation-
al self identification in censuses did not reflect the real state of affairs in the
cities. He claims that there was no basis to accept the dominant view before
the Revolution that the urban population in Ukraine was being Russified in an
irreversible sense.

Russification set down its strongest roots in the cities, but it actually
affected language, customs and other national characteristics in a lim-
ited way. It did not manage to eradicate national differences in any final
sense.61

While the level of urbanisation was higher in Ukraine than Russia, the situ-
ation was reversed as far as the working class was concerned. According to
1902 statistics, less than one third (29.5 percent) of the industrial workforce
in the Ukrainian provinces lived in urban centres. In the southern Ukrainian
provinces the proportion was 49.3 percent. In northern Russia, on the other
hand, 69.3 percent of the industrial workforce was urbanised, in the Cent-
ral Industrial Region 53.3 percent.62 Official figures are misleading, however,
because the official reclassification of villages into towns lagged behind their
de facto growth in population. Around the new industries in the south, localit-
ies officially classified as villages soon acquired populations greater than those
of officially designated towns. The mining villages of Donbas had a population
of 374,000 by 1913. The village of Yuzivka, for example, had 55,000 residents in
that year and was served by several banks, schools and trading companies.63

An overall lower level of urbanisation of workers in Ukraine compared to
their fellow workers in Russia had to do with the entire history of industrial
development under serfdom: its rural location, the importance of agricultural
industries in Ukraine, the retention of peasants on the land after 1861 when
modern heavy industries were starting to be located on the steppe close to the
sources of raw materials but far from the traditional urban centres. Provincial
capitals likeKyiv, Kharkiv andKhersonhad a smaller share of theworking-class
population of their provinces than did Moscow, Petrograd andWarsaw.64

61 Robitnycha Hazeta, 20 June 1917, p. 2.
62 Mazepa, Bol’shevyzm, p. 9; Krawchenko, ‘Aspects of the Social Structure’, p. 18.
63 Nesterenko, Rozvytok Promyslovosti, p. 432.
64 Ibid, p. 438. See also Sadovsky, Pratsia, p. 12; Sukhyno-Khomenko, ‘Z pryvodu osoblyvostei’,

p. 87; andM. Larin, ‘Yak ne treba pysaty istoriiu’, Litopys Revoliutsii, June 1928, p. 322. Larin
disputes Sukhyno Khomenko’s views, arguing that ‘Odesa, Mykolaiv, Kherson and Yelyza-
vethrad had 91.9 percent of all workers in their provinces’.
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7 Literacy

Around the time of the Revolution of 1648, the majority of the population in
Ukraine, ‘almost all members of households, and not only themen but women
and their daughters’ could read.65 Censuses conducted in seven regimental dis-
tricts of Chernihiv and Poltava in 1740 and 1748 showed there was one school
for every 740 souls, a total of 866 schools serving 1,034 villages. City censuses
conducted a century later between 1866 and 1874 recorded levels of literacy
among men of between 33 and 50 percent and among women between 27 and
40 percent.66 In 1875 amere 3.7 percent of all recruits to the Russian army from
Ukraine were literate, compared to 20 percent of conscripts from Russia.67 By
1897, 18.8 percent of thepopulation inUkraine remained literate, compared to a
level of 23.2 percent for all of European Russia. Among Ukrainians themselves,
the level stood at 13 percent, the lowest of any nation in the Empire recorded
in the census.68

Among Ukrainian men literacy stood at 22.2 percent, for Ukrainian women
it was a mere 3.5 percent. Among Russians living in Ukraine, literacy stood
at 26.8 percent (among men 35.5 percent and women 17.3 percent). Slightly
higher levels of literacy among Ukrainians were to be found in Katerynoslav
andKharkiv provinces (14 percent), Kherson (15 percent) and former territories
of the Hetmanate – Poltava (14 percent) and Chernihiv (16 percent). In Podillia
andVolynprovinces on theRight Bank it fell to 11 percent and9percent respect-
ively.69

Just over half of the industrial working class in Ukraine was literate in 1897,
a higher proportion than that for officially classified urban dwellers as a whole.
Literacy levels among industrial workers was highest in the biggest cities like
Kyiv (62.3 percent), Kharkiv (62.6 percent) and Odesa (59 percent).70

The level of literacy in specific occupations naturally increased with the
intellectual requirements of labour, improvements in working conditions and

65 This according to the Archdeacon Alepsky in 1652. Cited in Mykhailo Braichevsky, ‘Pry-
iednannia chy Voziednannia?’, in ShyrokeMore Ukrainy: Dokumenty Samvydavu z Ukrainy
(Paris-Baltimore: piuf-Smoloskyp, 1972), pp. 274–5.

66 Holubnychy, ‘Robitnytstvo’.
67 Mykhailo Drahomanov, Vybrani Tvory, edited by Bohatsky (Prague-New York: Ukrainski

Postupovi Tovarystva v Amerytsi, 1937), p. 22.
68 Mykola Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu (Kyiv: Prosvita, 1907), pp. 71–3.
69 Krawchenko, ‘Aspects of the Social Structure’, p. 13; Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu, pp. 71–3.
70 Mykola Porsh, ‘Robitnytstvo Ukrainy: Vysnovky z Pratsi pro Ukrains’ku Ekonomiku i Rob-

itnytstvo’, Zapysky N.T. Sh., Book xii, 1913, p. 142.
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shortening of the working day: 87.4 percent of printers were literate, as were
66.7 percent of metalworkers, 53.9 percent of construction workers and 33.5
percent of miners. Concentrated in agricultural industries, small trades,
domestic service and the lower strata of workers in heavy industry, Ukrainians
were the least literatenationof theworking class. InKyivprovince, for example,
literacy among Russian workers was twice as high as among Ukrainian work-
ers – 45 percent to 23 percent. In Podillia, it was the same – 40 percent to 18
percent, and in Volyn Russian workers were four times as literate as their fel-
low Ukrainians (37 percent to 9 percent). The levels of literacy between these
two groups were more evenly matched in the industrialising south.71

Industrialisation abetted the reacquisition of literacy, but the state’s long-
standing policy of Russification continued to hold it back for the Ukrainian
nationality. As early as 1720, theTsar hadprohibited the publication of all books
in the Hetmanate except reprints of existing Church literature and ordered the
correction of these texts to conform with the Church Slavonic used in Rus-
sia.72 Alexander i declared Ukrainian a backward dialect of Russian in 1804
and forbad its use in schools as a language of instruction or separate subject.73
Alexander ii added the infamous Ems ukaz in 1876which prohibited all public-
ations in the language, except belles lettres, or singing of any folksongs except
in French translation.74 In October 1881, the Ministry of the Interior added
‘the organisation of Little Russian theatres and troupes’ to the prohibition
clauses of the ukaz. Employees of the Petrograd central censor bureau received
instructions in 1892 to take special note of original Ukrainianmanuscripts sub-
mitted for clearance and to reject as many as possible ‘strictly on grounds of
national security’.75 It was not until 1905 that the bans on the Ukrainian lan-
guage were lifted; by 1906 many of them were being re-introduced unofficially
as part of the regime’s clawing back of the democratic gains of the 1905 Revolu-
tion.

The lawsweredesigned toprevent revolutionary ideas reaching thepeasants
and to suppress separatist currents in thewestern periphery of the Empire. The
prohibition on education kept the peasantry ignorant; bans on publications,

71 Los, Istoriia RobitnychohoKlasu, Vol. 2, p. 146;Mykola Porsh, ProAvtonomiiuUkrainy (Kyiv:
Prosvita, 1908), p. 19; Mykyta Shapoval, Sotsiolohiia Ukrains’koho Vidrodzhennia (Prague:
Ukrainskyi Sotsiolohichnyi Instytut v Prazi, 1936), p. 18.

72 Luhova, ‘Pro stanovyshche Ukrainy’, p. 22.
73 Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu, p. 71.
74 Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, Vol. 2, p. 161.
75 Luhova, ‘Pro stanovyshche Ukrainy’, p. 22.
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theatre and other cultural endeavours in the native language kept the radicals
away from them. Combined with the dominance of the Russian language and
culture in the urban and industrial centres, they promoted the assimilation of
socially mobile Ukrainians into the ruling nation.

In the course of becoming sociallymobile, educated andurbanised, Ukraini-
ans partedwith their peasant nation.Their original culture remained synonym-
ous with rural life. Many city dwellers associated it with backwardness and
isolation. The development of capitalism deepened the division between the
city and countryside in linguistic and cultural as well as social and economic
terms. In Ukraine, Russian (and Polish on the Right Bank) were the languages
of social mobility, while Ukrainian remained the language of most illiterates.
Although the process of industrialisation was accompanied by an increase in
the literacy of those drawn into wage earning occupations, the rate at which
it spread among proletarians depended upon their national origins, facility in
Russian, the requirements of their jobs, incentives to improve one’s position
at work, free time after working hours and the institutions available for educa-
tion. In this process Ukrainian sections of the working class had few incentives
and considerable barriers in the economy and civil society to becomemore lit-
erate.

8 Conclusion

The previous chapter showed how the Ukrainian provinces became an eco-
nomically advanced ‘internal’ colony of the Russian state and its European
financiers. This chapter has examined the working class which arose from the
same historical process. It has analysed some of the salient characteristics of
the working class: its numerical growth, its distribution throughout the eco-
nomy, urbanisation, its national sources and its levels of literacy. These char-
acteristics taken together reveal a class that was internally stratified along the
lines of geographic location, gender, skill and nationality. Such stratification
was not merely the outcome of the functional needs of capitalists for wage
labour. It was also shaped by history and by the policies of the Russian state.
The Ukrainian peasant, the Jewish artisan and the Russian migrant variously
enjoyed advantages and encountered obstacles in their social mobilisation
into the working class that were peculiar to their national status – as a mem-
ber either of the historically oppressed or ostracised or oppressing nation of
that society. It therefore seemed inevitable that social antagonisms internal
to the working class would appear to its members also as national antagon-
isms. In other words the working class had its own internal national question
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to deal with, which in the final analysis concerned its unity. The 1917 revolu-
tion brought to the surface such antagonisms. How the workers’ movement
prepared to deal with them is the subject of the next chapter.
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chapter 3

Social Democracy and the National Question

One of the main features of capitalism in the late nineteenth century was its
rapid spread into peripheral societies, the creation of a globally connected
economy, and the economic division of the world by a handful of imperial-
ist powers. By the turn of the century, Britain, France and Germany had seized
colonies encompassing almost 28 million square miles inhabited by over 380
million people. Together with Russia, Japan and the United States, they carved
up among themselves 90 percent of the African continent, 57 percent of Asia,
all of Polynesia and over a quarter of the Americas, gaining access to huge
reserves of raw materials, cheap labour and new markets for goods manufac-
tured in the metropolitan centres.1 Without this new economic territory, the
astronomical growth of capitalism in its heartlands at the turn of the century
is inconceivable.

The national movements maturing in peripheral societies at the end of the
nineteenth centurywere apolitical response to their penetrationand subordin-
ation by the metropolitan states. Although these movements demanded state
independence as a solution to this predicament, they were historically differ-
ent kinds of national movements from those which created nation states in
Western Europe beforehand. Philosophically they were indebted to European
revolutionary thinking, but ultimately theywere a reaction to European imper-
ialism.

National movements posed a challenge to the coherence of Marx’s revolu-
tionary vision. It was predicated on the victory of capitalism over feudalism,
capitalism’s spread throughout the world and the organisation of an interna-
tional proletarian movement to lead world society beyond capitalism. Marx
and his political descendants therefore supported capitalism’s maturation, its
suppression of feudal relations and its creation of the wage earning class.
They were confident that both the spread of capitalism and the working class
movement itself would erase not only the hostilities between nations, but
national differences between them, leading to a culturally and linguistically
more homogenous world society. However, imperialism complicated their vis-
ion because it united nations into a world economy that bestowed its wealth

1 V.I. Lenin, ‘Imperialism. The Highest Stage of Capitalism’, in Collected Works, Vol. xix (New
York: International Publishers, 1942), pp. 149–50.
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unequally among them. It fostered national identities among the peripheral
peoples, including their nascent working classes. It presented new problems to
the international workers’ movement and its political parties because imper-
ialist policies benefited the English, French and German working classes, the
new aristocracy of world labour whose living standards were underwritten by
the workers and peasants of peripheral societies being drawn into the world
economy. Imperialism demanded from Marxists another attempt to separate
the revolutionary and retrogressive tendencies of capitalist development, the
tendencies they should support or oppose. It challenged them to take up the
national question as a concern of the international workers’ movement.

1 Marx and Engels

The social democratic workers’ movement in Ukraine inherited two fairly dis-
tinct assessments of the national question from the Marxist tradition. They
are both rooted in the works of Marx and Engels, representing the two poles
between which their ideas developed from the 1840s to the 1880s. In the Com-
munist Manifesto of 1848, Marx and Engels stated that

The bourgeoisie … draws all nations, even the most barbarian into civil-
isation … Just as it has made the country dependent on the towns, so it
has made barbarian and semi-barbarian countries dependent on the civ-
ilised ones, nations of peasants on nations of bourgeois, the East on the
West.2

Not all nations were destined to create their own state. Only those nations
with an indigenous capacity for capitalist development, as opposed to an
external stimulus, could take this road. As capitalist relations matured in the
core European states, the politically weak and economically backward nations
would be assimilated by modern nations, the ‘standard bearer[s] of historical
development’.3

Considering the Scots, Gaels andBasques as peoples historically unprepared
for nationhood, Marx predicted

2 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The Communist Manifesto (New York: International Publish-
ers, 1948), p. 13.

3 Cited byRosa Luxemburg,TheNationalQuestion: SelectedWritings byRosaLuxemburg, edited
and with an introduction by Horace B. Davis (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1976), p. 124.
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such national left overs will become and will remain until their final
extermination or denationalisation fanatical partisans of counterrevolu-
tion, since their entire existence is in general a protest against the great
historical revolution.4

‘The Moravians and Slovaks’, he wrote, ‘have long since lost every vestige of
national feeling andvitality…Bohemia could exist henceforth only as aportion
of Germany’.5

The 1848Manifesto says that ‘workingmen have no country’ only to add that
they can have one if they ‘rise to the leading class of the nation’ and consti-
tute themselves as ‘the nation’; the proletariat is ‘itself national’ when it attains
political power ‘though not in the bourgeois sense of the word’.

Though not in substance, yet in form, the struggle of the proletariat with
the bourgeoisie is at first a national struggle. The proletariat of each
country must, of course, first of all settle matters with its own bour-
geoisie.6

For the young Marx and Engels, the national movements of their day were
neither ‘in the way of’ nor ‘on the way’ to revolutionary change. Each national
movement had to be assessed by its contribution to the suppression of auto-
cracy, the promotion of capitalism and the political freedom of the proletariat.
The ‘right’ to national self-determination had to be weighed in such terms for
every claimant.7

Marx subordinated national movements in Central and Eastern Europe to
such criteria of progress. Tsarist Russia, ‘the policeman of Europe’ represen-
ted for him the greatest threat to capitalism and democracy in the region.
Movements he perceived as under its influence were dismissed as reactionary.
Because they rebelled against Tsarist rule, the Poles were admired and suppor-
ted by Marx as a bulwark for Europe against the Russian autocratic menace.
He opposed Pan-Slavism, believing that it strengthened Russia’s influence in
Europe.8 He supported Turkey against Russia in the CrimeanWar for the same

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid, p. 117.
6 Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto, p. 20.
7 Solomon F. Bloom, The World of Nations: A Study of the National Implications in the Work of

Karl Marx (New York: ams Press, 1967), p. 20.
8 Ibid, pp. 40–4.
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reasons and judged the movements for national independence among Slavs in
the Balkan Peninsula as ‘only the machinations of Russian Tsardom trying to
irritate the Turks’.9

Marx and Engels’s early views about the fate of stateless nations in Europe
and on its periphery were based more on their original projections about cap-
italist development than on empirical studies of their national movements.
They expected capitalism to spread outward into peripheral societies, repro-
ducing itself and creating favourable conditions for the birth of the prolet-
ariat. However, the potential for the revolutionary transformation of capitalist
society remained concentrated in the original centres of industrial production
where the proletariat was strongest. The metropoli of Europe were destined to
show the way forward for other parts of the world, and themore they extended
their influence into peripheral societies the more capitalism would displace
feudalism and create the agent for capitalism’s own transformation there. The
capitalist mode of production on a world scale would break down national dif-
ferences and antagonisms betweenpeoples aswould the growing international
unity of the proletarian struggle against it.10

This vision underwent considerable revision in later years. The Irish ques-
tion with which Marx and Engels became closely acquainted in the 1850s and
1860s presented perhaps the first real challenge to its basic assumptions. Marx
and Engels learned that the real threat to English landlordism in Ireland came
from the impoverished Irish peasantry and not the mainland bourgeoisie and
that the radicalism of English workers was blunted and continually under-
mined by their prejudice against fellow Irish immigrant workers. So they began
to reconsider the revolutionary potential in peripheral society and its relation-
ship to political change in the metropolitan country that dominated it. Marx
went so far as to say that the national liberation of Ireland and its political sep-
aration from the British Empire was ‘the first condition’ for the emancipation
of the English working class. The Irish question provided Marx with an oppor-
tunity to draw the connection between national and social emancipation in
the peripheral society:

The destruction of the English landed aristocracy in Ireland is an infin-
itely easier operation than in England itself because the land question
has hitherto been the exclusive formof the social question in Ireland, and
because it is a question of existence, of life and death for the immense

9 Luxemburg, The National Question, p. 114.
10 Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto, p. 28.
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majority of the Irish people and because it is at the same time insepar-
able from the national question.11

During the 1870s, Marx came to the conclusion that the capitalist penetra-
tion of India was not contributing much to its industrial development. Capital
appearedmainly in the commercial form, as trade in readily available commod-
ities, which resulted in an enormous drain of India’s wealth to Britain without
an equivalent replacement. Rather than being merely the phase of Europe’s
‘primitive accumulation’ of capital, the plundering of colonies now assumed a
permanent place in the overall, long-term process and was in fact a key con-
tributing factor to European capitalism’s astronomical growth. Marx then set
out to revise the final section of Capital to accord with this development in
his thought. He stressed that Capital described just one phase of the European
experience and other countries need not follow its example.12

In 1882, Engels wrote to Karl Kautsky about the significance of the national
question for the workers’ movement. Focusing mainly on the Polish situation,
Engels’s letter in February of that yearmade several proposals of a general, prin-
cipled nature:

Until there is national independence, a great historical people cannot
even approach half seriously any internal problems … An international
proletarian movement is possible only among independent nations …
International co-operation is possible only between different entities …
As long as Poland is partitioned and subjugated, neither a strong social-
ist party inside the country nor a truly international union of prolet-
arian parties of Germany and other countries can emerge or flourish …
The removal of national oppression is the fundamental condition of all
healthy and free development.13

In another letter toKautsky in September 1882, Engels urged that ‘India, Algeria,
the Dutch, Portuguese and Spanish possessions … be taken over for the time
being by the proletariat and led as rapidly as possible towards independence’.14

11 Cited in Bloom, TheWorld of Nations, p. 113.
12 Raya Dunayevskaya, ‘A 1980s View of the TwoWay Road between the US and Africa’, News

and Letters, January–February 1984, pp. 8–9.
13 Cited in Hryhorii Kostiuk, Teoriia i Diisnist’ (Munich: Suchasnist’, 1971), pp. 18–19.
14 Cited in V.I. Lenin, Collected Works, Vol. xix (New York: International Publishers, 1942),

p. 298.
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Marx and Engels did not live to see the phase of finance capital at its height,
but the implications in their last writings seemed rather clear: it was not only
that peripheral societies overseas or territorially adjacent to the European
metropoles should not follow the European example; they could not precisely
because they were being locked into the metropolitan economies’ division of
labour which sapped their wealth and prevented them from developing as
rounded, self sufficient entities. The forces of revolutionary change, therefore,
were as likely to gather in the peripheral societies as in the metropolitan. Far
from being ‘fanatical partisans of counterrevolution’, national movements in
peripheral societies were likely to be more on the way to revolution than in its
way. These peripheral societies, moreover, would not necessarily have to pass
through the way station of capitalism.

2 Two Views on the National Question

Marx and Engels’s ideas about nations under capitalism dispersed along two
main paths. The first, which emphasised the assimilationist, big power and
‘internationalising’ tendency of capitalism, has a lineage from the early Marx
and Engels to Karl Kautsky, Vladimir Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg. In Ukraine, it
found a home in the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party (rsdwp). The
second path, which emphasised growing national differentiation under capit-
alism, can be traced from Marx and Engels’s later writings to Austro-Marxism,
the Jewish General Workers’ Union (Bund), the Ukrainian Social Democratic
Workers’ Party (usdwp) and at least seven other social democratic parties in
the Russian Empire.

Rudolf Hilferding, the Austro-Marxist upon whose work Lenin based many
of his own ideas about imperialism, foresaw growing and increasingly violent
opposition to the European powers’ scramble for economic territory:

In the newly opened up countries themselves, the capitalism imported
into them intensifies contradictions and excites the constantly growing
resistance against intruders on thepeopleswhoare awakening tonational
consciousness. This resistance can easily become transformed into dan-
gerous measures directed against foreign capital. The old social relations
become completely revolutionised. The age-long agrarian incrustation of
‘nations without a history’ is blasted away and they are drawn into the
capitalist whirlpool.

Capitalism itself gradually procures for the vanquished themeans and
resources for their emancipation and they set out to achieve the same
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goal which once seemed highest to the European nations: the creation of
a united national state as a means to economic and cultural freedom.

This movement for national independence threatens European cap-
ital just in its most valuable and promising fields of exploitation, and
European capital can maintain its domination only by continually in-
creasing its means of exerting violence.15

Otto Bauer, another member of the Austro-Marxist school, argued that the
development of capitalism sharpened national distinctions because it brought
education to the lower classes and heightened their self identity. If social-
ism promised democracy and popular education, then national identity would
only continue to deepen after capitalism was overthrown. Bauer supported
the national movements appearing in Central and Eastern Europe in the late
nineteenth century and called for a federal systemof government in theAustro-
Hungarian state based on a particular form of national autonomy. Because
nations in the Austro-Hungary lived in widely ranging degrees of territorial
compactness, he proposed that members of each nation be registered on a
country-wide list as a separate public corporation. Such corporations should
have control of their registered members’ educational and cultural affairs and
the right to represent them in parliament and courts of law. Concessions to
national aspirations of this kind would alleviate tensions in the multinational
state which Bauer feared were leading to its breakup.16

Delegates to the 1899 BrunnCongress of the AustroHungarian Social Demo-
crats devotedmuch time to the national question. A group of South Slav deleg-
ates introduced Bauer’s proposals for federalism and the ‘personality principle’
in the organisation of national cultural autonomy. It reads:

Every nation inhabiting Austria, irrespective of the territory on which its
members reside, shall constitute an autonomous group which shall quite
independently administer its national affairs.17

The motion was defeated in favour of another one put forward by Austrian
delegateswhoalso supportednational autonomy, but only for territorially com-
pact nations. The five main clauses of the adopted motion read as follows:

15 Rudolf Hilferding, Finance Capital, p. 406, cited by Lenin, ‘Imperialism’, p. 190.
16 Horace B. Davis, Marxist and Labour Theories of Nationalism to 1917 (New York: Monthly

Review Press, 1967), pp. 151–7.
17 Cited by V.I. Lenin in ‘Critical Remarks on the National Question’, in Hyman Lumer (ed.),

Lenin and the Jewish Question (New York: International Publishers, 1974), pp. 95–6.
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Austria is to be transformed into a democratic federation of nationalities.
The historic Crown lands are to be divided by nationally homogenous

self ruling bodies whose legislation and administration shall be in the
hands of national chambers elected on the basis of universal, equal and
direct franchise.

All self-governing regions of one and the same nation are to form
together a nationally distinct union which shall take care of this union’s
affairs autonomously.

We do not recognise any national privilege, therefore we reject the
demand for a state language. Whether a common language is needed, a
federal parliament can decide.18

Both the adoptedanddefeated resolutions gainedawidehearing among social-
ists outside Austro-Hungary. They were well received in the Russian Empire.
Across the border in the Ukrainian provinces, they lent support to Ukrainian
and Jewish social democrats whowanted tomake the national question a cent-
ral issue of the workers’ movement.

A leading theoretician of the German social democratic movement, Karl
Kautsky feared that his comrades in Austro-Hungary made too many con-
cessions to the stateless nations. A programme of federalism and national
autonomy went against the grain of economic and political centralisation that
Kautsky evidently discerned in the maturation of capitalism. Moreover, such
a programme divided unnecessarily the workers’ movement in existing mul-
tinational states. Kautsky leaned towards the belief that the assimilation of
economically backward and stateless nations into the more ‘advanced’ ones
was inevitable under capitalism. And the transition from capitalism to social-
ism, he believed, would only advance the centralisation of economic, political
and cultural life even further.19

But Kautsky did not seem to share the optimism of the 1848 Communist
Manifesto in whichMarx and Engels foresaw the spread of capitalism breaking
down national differences and the international unification of the proletariat
‘caus[ing] them to vanish still faster’.20 In the Erfurt Programme of 1891, which
Kautsky drafted for the German social democrats and wasmeant to update the
Manifesto, he had characterised the national question as a ‘remarkable contra-
diction in the historical process’:

18 Cited by Luxemburg, The National Question, pp. 104–5.
19 Davis, Marxist and Labour Theories, p. 159.
20 Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto, p. 28.
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Themore complex becomes international commerce … the fiercer grows
the competitive struggle and the greater becomes the danger of con-
flicts between nations. The closer the international relations which are
developed, the louder swells the demand for attention to separate
national interests … Hand in hand with the movement toward inter-
national brotherhood goes the tendency to emphasise national differ-
ences.21

Kautsky traced the conflict between nations to established and aspiring territ-
orial groups of the bourgeoisie within them. He counselled the workers’ move-
ment to stay clear because their interests would not be served by lining upwith
one or another side of the bourgeoisie.22 In his study Nationality and Interna-
tionalism, he predicted the ‘gradual withdrawal and, ultimately, the complete
disappearance of the languages of smaller nations’ and the unification of all
civilised countries by ‘one language and one nationality’. Kautsky extrapolated
this future from the existing links between the bourgeoisie and petit bour-
geoisie of different nations through commerce, communications, education
and culture.Hebelieved that theworkers’movement should support such links
because they prefigured the future international socialist order. Rather than
foreseeing the further development of separate national cultures, an ideaKaut-
sky considered ‘very strange’ at first, he predicted their gradual coalescence into
an international culture united by just a few universal languages. The stateless
nations would gravitate towards such universal languages as they entered the
world of capitalist production.23

In his later years, Kautsky studied more the other side of the coin. He
acknowledged that national movements in Austro-Hungary and Russia were
intimately connected to movements for democracy. They were ‘children of the
same mother’, the eastward spread of capitalism.24 Though not prepared to
concede to their demands for political independence, Kautsky nevertheless
agreed that some measure of cultural and linguistic autonomy for territorially
compact peoples was necessary.25 Now Kautsky advised the proletariat not to
be indifferent or opposed to national movements, but ‘very much interested

21 Karl Kautsky, The Class Struggle (Erfurt Programme), translated by William E. Bohn
(Chicago: Charles H. Kerr and Co., 1910), p. 203.

22 Ibid, p. 205.
23 Cited in Luxemburg, The National Question, p. 127.
24 Karl Kautsky, The National Question in Russia, cited by Lev Yurkevych, Kliasy i Suspilstvo

(Kyiv: Dzvin, 1913), p. 34.
25 Henry J. Tobias, The Jewish Bund in Russia from its Origins to 1905 (Stanford: Stanford Uni-

versity Press, 1972), p. 109.
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in having such movements continue to develop … Although the proletarian
stands on the principle of internationalism, this does not mean he rejects
national identity; it means he seeks the freedom and equality of all nations’.26

In the years leading up to the FirstWorldWar, the epicentre of revolutionary
upheavals shifted eastward through Europe and into Asia. Kautsky was obliged
to think about the consequences of this shift for the anticipated transition from
capitalism to socialism on the continent. He stuck to the idea that national
struggles were part and parcel of themovement towards bourgeois democracy.
They had to be supported insofar as the bourgeois democratic revolutions had
only reached Austro-Hungary; they still had to overthrow Russian autocracy
and to open the political process to the rapidly growing proletariat in the east.
The proletariat in the west still retained the leading role in the drama, as Marx
hadwritten. Only now it faced the question of revolution in the semi-capitalist
east where national movements had as important a role to play in the struggle
against autocracy as did its fledgling workers’ movements.

V.I. Lenin, chief theorist of the Bolshevik faction in the rsdwp, would have
nothing to do with Austro-Marxism on the national question, whose pro-
gramme he called ‘a plan of capitalists and opportunist philistine intelligent-
sia’.27 His views were based on Kautsky, the early Marx and Engels and his
own assessment of national movements in the Russian Empire. Lenin attrib-
uted the importance of the national question in the Empire to four facts: the
non-Russian peoples formed amajority of its population (57 percent); the bor-
derlands of the Empire inhabited by these nations frequently had a higher level
of capitalist development than central Russia; their national oppression was
worse than in Austro-Hungary; and several oppressed nations in the southern
andwestern regionsof theEmpirehad compatriots across theborder inAustro-
Hungary.28

Lenin located the origin of national movements in the transition from feud-
alism to capitalism; they were motivated by the needs of the bourgeoisie for a
unified market, a common language of commerce and protection of its home
territory. Thenation statewas ‘the rule and ‘norm’ of capitalism’. But once capit-
alism expanded beyond its original national bases, it tended to subordinate the
less developed nations in its path, denying their bourgeoisies the same kind of
state organisation. Lenin approved of this big power, assimilationist tendency
of capitalist expansion, characterising it as ‘one of the greatest driving forces

26 Ibid.
27 Lumer (ed.), Lenin on the Jewish Question, p. 90.
28 V.I. Lenin, ‘On the Right of Nations to Self-determination’, in Collected Works (Moscow:

Progress Publishers, 1977), pp. 20–1.
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transforming capitalism into socialism’. He argued that ‘the requirements of
economic exchange will themselves decide which language of the given coun-
try it is to the advantage of themajority to know in the interests of commercial
relations. This decision will be all the firmer because it is adopted voluntarily
by a population of various nationalities’.29

Observing this process unfold in Ukraine at the end of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, he remarked:

For several decades awell-definedprocess of accelerated economicdevel-
opment has been going on in the South, that is Ukraine, attracting hun-
dreds of thousands of peasants and workers from Great Russia to the
capitalist farms, mines, and cities. The ‘assimilation’ – within these lim-
its – of the Great-Russian and Ukrainian proletariat is an indisputable
fact. And this fact is undoubtedly progressive. Capitalism is replacing the
ignorant, conservative, settled muzhik of the Great-Russian or Ukrain-
ian backwoods with a mobile proletarian whose conditions of life break
down specifically national narrow mindedness, both Great-Russian and
Ukrainian. Even if we assume that, in time, there will be a state frontier
between Great Russia and Ukraine, the historically progressive nature of
the ‘assimilation’ of the Great-Russian and Ukrainian workers will be as
undoubted as the progressive nature of the grinding down of nations in
America. The freer Ukraine and Great Russia become, the more extens-
ive andmore rapid will be the development of capitalism, which will still
more powerfully attract the workers, the working masses of all nations
from all regions of the state and from all the neighbouring states (should
Russia become a neighbouring state in relation to Ukraine) to the cities,
the mines, and the factories.30

Yet the assimilation of theUkrainianworkers into theRussianurban and indus-
trial culture was neither voluntary nor progressive. It was a historical con-
sequence of conquest by the Russian state and its nationality policies, of indus-
trialisation and landhunger.That is to say, the ‘choice’ of national affiliationwas
as much a product of political and economic coercion as it was a response to
political and economic opportunity.

Lenin emphasised the economic superiority of big states over small ones
and argued that they prefigured the socialist future. It flowed from this posi-

29 Ibid.
30 V.I. Lenin, ‘On the Right of Nations to Self-determination’, in Collected Works (Moscow:

Progress Publishers, 1977), pp. 20, 31.
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tion that the fragmentation of existing big states, including his own, was a step
backwards from the point of view of the proletariat. The proletariat had to con-
tend with the big state in its struggle against autocracy in the east. It had to be
united on an all-state level in order to be effective, and the assimilation of work-
ers into a single language and culture objectively promoted this unity.

This argument can be contested even with the facts Lenin himself intro-
duced into the debate. The level of capitalist development in the hinterlands
of the Russian Empire was higher than at its centre; if political movements in
the hinterlands aimed for the breakup of the semi-feudal, autocratic state and
the organisation of independent nation states, was this not to the advantage
of capitalist development on a big terrain of the Eurasian continent? Was not
the Russian state the policeman of Europe because the bourgeois democratic
revolutions had stopped at its borders and were long overdue there? Yet Lenin
also believed another historical pathwas possible – in place of the bourgeoisie,
the workers’ movement could lead the next revolutionary wave in Tsarist Rus-
sia. Its solution to the national question would be different from that of the
bourgeoisie.

Lenin did not deny the existence of national oppression. He simply believed
that the workers’ movement was the best possible historical force to resolve it.
Nationalmovements complicated the tasks of theworkers’ movement because
they led to the breakup of big states and, as Lenin claimed, they were invari-
ably led by bourgeois or pro-bourgeois classes. If the working class could
seize power on its own (the Russian bourgeoisie distinguished little polit-
ical independence from the autocracy) the proletarian state could resolve
national oppression in its own way: by guaranteeing the right of national self-
determination while seeking the maximum political unity between proletari-
ans of different nations.

While he continually stressed that national movements advanced the inter-
ests of the bourgeoisie, Lenin acknowledged their contribution to the struggle
for democracy. It was not easy to distinguish the revolutionary tendencies of
national movements that were compatible with the aims of Social Democracy
from the reactionary ones:

It is impossible to estimate beforehand all the possible correlations be-
tween the bourgeois emancipation movements of the oppressed nations
and the proletarian emancipation movement of the oppressing nation,
the very problem which makes the national question so difficult in Rus-
sia.31

31 Lenin, ‘On the Right of Nations to Self-determination’, p. 278.
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Lenin’s scheme for a democratic centralist Russian social democratic party
was motivated by more than the needs of conspiracy and unity in action. He
wanted to create a party that also prepared the assumption of power by mass
movements of the working class. As one means to that end, the social demo-
cratic party would prefigure socialism. Lenin believed the proletarian state
would inherit from the capitalist epoch the advantages of big states, macro-
scopic economies and international cultures based on the languages of the
dominant nations. Like its long-termgoal, the social democratic party had to be
state-wide, centralised to the maximum degree and not federated, promoting
the merger of nations, not their differentiation.

Lenin was the author of a resolution on the national question passed at the
1903 Second rsdwp Congress that ‘emphatically refute[d] federation as the
organisational principle of a Russian party’. From the floor of the Congress he
denounced federalist proposals advanced by Jewish, Polish and Latvian del-
egates as ‘harmful, running counter to the principles of Social Democracy as
applied to existing Russian conditions … Federalism can be justified theoret-
ically only on the basis of nationalist ideas’.32 He maintained this position on
party structure to the end of 1917, conceding a right of autonomy in organisa-
tional matters only at a local level.33

Against the Austro-Marxist programme of national autonomy and federal-
ism, Lenin advanced the slogan of ‘the right of nations to self-determination’.
After the 1905 Revolution, he called upon the rsdwp

to fight against all nationalismandabove all againstGreat Russiannation-
alism; to recognise not only the complete equality of rights for all nations
in general, but also … the right of nations to self-determination… [while]
preserving the unity of the proletarian struggle and of proletarian organ-
isations.34

In his Theses on the National Question written in June 1913, Lenin emphasised
that the self-determination slogan ‘cannot be interpreted to mean anything
but political self-determination, that is the right to secede and form a separ-
ate state’.35 At the same time, support for this slogan was not to be confused
‘with the expediency of a given nation’s secession’. In a resolution prepared for
the Bolsheviks’ 1913 conference of Central Committee members, Lenin argued

32 Lumer (ed.), Lenin on the Jewish Question, pp. 26–8.
33 Ibid, p. 70.
34 Lenin, ‘On the Right of Nations to Self-determination’, p. 292.
35 Lumer (ed.), Lenin on the Jewish Question, p. 87.
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that support for national self-determination ‘most certainly does notmean that
Social Democrats reject an independent appraisal of the advisability of the
state secession of any nation’. Rather, the Bolsheviks should be prepared to sup-
port ‘wide regional autonomy and fully democratic local self government’ in
the Russian Empire and even the secession of Poland and Finland, ‘more civ-
ilised and more isolated’ countries that ‘could most easily and most ‘naturally’
put into effect their right to secession’.36 That was the limit of concessions as
far as he was concerned:

the proletariat … far from undertaking to uphold the national develop-
ment of every nation, on the contrary warns against such illusions, stands
for the fullest freedom of capitalist intercourse and welcomes every kind
of assimilation of nations except that which is founded on force or priv-
ilege.37

Lenin’s self-determination slogan was more like a promise to the oppressed
nations in the Russian Empire that, should the attainment of a democratic
republic not also remove national oppression and inequality, they would have
full freedomto secede.However, hebelieved theywouldnot takeup that option
because

the more closely the democratic system of state approximates to com-
plete freedom of secession, the rarer and weaker will the strivings for
complete freedom of secession be in practice. For the advantages of large
states, both from the point of view of economic progress and … of the
interests of the masses, are beyond doubt, and these advantages increase
with the growth of capitalism.38

Until the social democrats were given a chance to prove their point, workers
of all nations should remain in a single revolutionary party and not seek inde-
pendent roads to national freedom. Democracy would satisfy their demands
once autocracy was overthrown, and to achieve this end a united front against
Tsarism was needed.

Rosa Luxemburg’s position on the national question won many adherents
in the Bolshevik party, probably more than Lenin’s. Her conclusions seemed

36 Ibid, p. 76.
37 Ibid, p. 112.
38 Lenin, CollectedWorks, Vol. xix, p. 50.
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clearer and more consistent with Bolshevik conceptions of democratic cent-
ralism than Lenin’s self-determination slogan. She charged that the Bolsheviks’
official support for national self-determination, notwithstanding the condi-
tions and reservationsLenin voicedabout this slogan, stood ‘in sharp contradic-
tion to their otherwise outspoken centralism inpolitics’ and could be explained
only as ‘the result of some opportunistic kind of policy’.39

Luxemburg had more reasons to fight the self-determination slogan than to
steer the Bolsheviks away from adaptation to national movements. Her party,
the Social Democrats of Poland and Lithuaniawere fighting the nationalist Pol-
ish Socialist Party for a base in the working class. Luxemburg strongly opposed
Polish nationalism, charging that it blunted workers’ attention to the broader
struggle, its socio-economic dimension and international context in particular.
However, she was confronted by a European socialist tradition that since the
days of Marx and Engels had supported Poland’s national aspirations. Luxem-
burg wanted to bury this tradition. She believed that conditions in the Russian
Empire had changed so much since the mid-nineteenth century when the Pol-
ish rebellions were ‘the few rays of light in the dark days of Tsarism’40 that
Marx and Engels’s support for Poland’s independence was no longer defens-
ible. Because she viewed their support merely as a ‘foreign policy’ of European
socialists against Russian feudalism on behalf of capitalism,41 Luxemburg set
out to devise a new foreign policy. European socialists, she contended, should
abandon their traditional homage to Poland and concentrate instead on the
new workers’ movement emerging throughout the Russian Empire.

Luxemburg echoed the early Marx and Engels by making her support for
national movements conditional upon their harmony with capitalist develop-
ment. Scientific socialism bestowed no eternal rights, national or otherwise,
she said. Rather, all rights were determined ‘only by the material social con-
ditions of the environment in a given historical epoch’. Her analysis of the
capitalist epoch singled out the same dominant tendencies of development to
be found in Lenin’s work: ‘as comprehensive a centralisation as possible in all
areas of social life … the development of world powers’ and the ruin of small
nations as ‘both a necessity and a condition of development for capitalist world
powers’.42 Like Lenin, she identified some of the preconditions of socialism in
these dominant tendencies: the point of departure of the world revolution was
big state development; centralisation of economic and political power under

39 Luxemburg, The National Question, p. 292.
40 Ibid, p. 161.
41 Ibid, p. 62.
42 Ibid, pp. 111, 129–30, 189.
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capitalismwas ‘one of themain bases of the future socialist system’; the social-
ist movement itself possessed ‘the same eminently centralist characteristic as
the bourgeois society and state’.43

Here end the similarities between Luxemburg and Lenin. Luxemburg
focused her attention almost exclusively on the centralising, big power tend-
encies of capitalism and relegated national oppression to last place among
the concerns of the proletariat. It was ‘only a drop in the ocean of the entire
social privation, political abuse and intellectual disinheritance that the wage
labourer suffers’.44 Lenin, on the other hand, detected contradictory tenden-
cies of national assimilation and differentiation in capitalist development. He
restrained himself from speculating about an ‘inevitable’ course for capitalism
and, however much he may have disagreed with national movements’ separ-
atist trajectory, he acknowledged their revolutionary potential and responded
with his self-determination slogan.

Luxemburg’s approach boiled down to the position that the independence
of weaker nationswas no longer possible under capitalism andwould be unne-
cessary under socialism.45 Then Luxemburg wavered. Acknowledging the Pol-
ish proletariat’s strong attachment to its language and national culture, she
offered a transitional, compensatory slogan. Against Lenin’s slogan she put
forward the demand for Polish national autonomy. She conceded that ‘local
autonomy also grows simultaneously out of the objective development and …
needs of bourgeois society’ and that it was a requirement of the proletariat as
much as of the bourgeoisie. It expressed a general desire ‘to overthrow absolut-
ism and … achieve political freedom in the country at large’.

The Polish proletariat needs for its class struggle all the components of
which a national culture is made … the elimination of national oppres-
sion … a normal, broad and unrestricted cultural life. … Our proletariat
can and must fight for the defence of national identity as a cultural leg-
acy that has its own right to exist and flourish.46

Luxemburg made clear she meant autonomy in cultural and linguistic mat-
ters only. She opposed national liberation becoming ‘a political goal of the
international proletariat’ because it was ‘a utopian objective’.47 National liber-

43 Ibid, p. 190.
44 Ibid, pp. 46–7.
45 Ibid, p. 140.
46 Ibid, pp. 97, 214, 259.
47 Ibid, p. 57.
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ation should be sought not through political independence but by ‘overthrow-
ing despotism and solidly implanting the advantages of culture and bourgeois
life throughout the entire country, as has long since been done in Western
Europe’.48

Having distanced herself from the self-determination slogan and relegated
the national question to linguistic and cultural demands realisable in a bour-
geois democracy, Luxemburg began imposing her own conditions. Whereas
Lenin acknowledged the right of self-determination for all nations only to
mount strong arguments against its practical implementation for most cases
in the Russian Empire, Luxemburg delineated from the outset which nations
could aspire to national autonomy and which could not. National autonomy
was realisable where the urban classes were ‘promoters of the national move-
ment … where the respective nationality possess[ed] its own bourgeois devel-
opment, urban life, intelligentsia, its own literary and scholarly life’ and a com-
pact territory on which it was the majority.49

Of course, the Poles were ready for national autonomy, even in Lithuanian
and ‘Ruthenian’, that is Ukrainian, lands where they were in a minority. ‘The
only nationality culturally fit to manage national autonomy is the Polish with
its urban population, intelligentsia … the Polish language, the Polish school,
Poles in public officeswouldbe thenatural expression of the autonomous insti-
tutions of the country’.50

Like the Ukrainians and Lithuanians, Jews did not qualify for autonomy, ‘an
entirely utopian idea’. Neither did the Belarusians (‘simply impractical’), nor
Georgians (the nation was too small), nor any of the peoples of the Caucasus
(‘no intellectual creativity in their native language’).51 The situation for Ukrain-
ians was not promising at all, Luxemburg noted again in 1918:

Ukrainian nationalism was something quite different from… Czech, Pol-
ish or Finnish nationalism in that the formerwas amerewhim, a folly of a
few dozen petty bourgeois intellectuals without the slightest roots in the
economic, political or psychological relationships of the country; it was
without any historical tradition, since Ukraine never formed a nation or
government, was without any national culture, except for the reactionary
romantic poems of Shevchenko.52

48 Ibid, p. 97.
49 Ibid, p. 265.
50 Ibid, p. 272.
51 Ibid, pp. 278–9.
52 Ibid, p. 298.
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Thus Rosa Luxemburg came full circle by a strange route, departing with the
idea that the national question was but ‘a drop in the ocean’ of the proletariat’s
misery, passing on to national autonomy as a concession to the proletariat’s
cultural and linguistic inheritance, and arriving at the conclusion that national
autonomy in the Russian Empire was justified only for the Poles! All the other
oppressed nations were too small, too mixed up with one another, lacking in
creative potential, too reactionary or simply not bourgeois enough to muster
the resources necessary for self rule.

Neither Lenin nor Luxemburg studied national movements. Lenin relied
almost exclusively on his knowledge of Switzerland, Finland and Norway to
back up his arguments. Luxemburg’s characterisation of the Ukrainian move-
ment and her list of nations unfit for self-determination speak for themselves.
Vsevolod Holubnychy has written that

As far as the theory of the national question was concerned, scientific
socialism ended with Kautsky. Everything after that was pure politics and
voluntarism. Marx’s prognosis of the assimilation of nations was turned
into a programmatic objective by the Bolsheviks, into one of their polit-
ical goals.WhileMarx said that under socialismnationswill merge, Lenin
said that the merger of nations was necessary for socialism and that they
should already begin to merge.53

3 Social Democracy in Ukraine

A Jewish socialist tradition in the empire dates back to the 1870s when study
circles, fraternal insurance societies and strike funds were first organised in
the community. Jewish socialist circles multiplied across the Pale of Settle-
ment after the pogroms of 1881–82 and Alexander ii’s Temporary Rules drove
many Jews out of the rural areas into the bigger towns and cities. There they
set to work among a new generation of urbanised and increasingly proletari-
anised Jews. As the growth of mass commodity production destroyed small
enterprises and trades, young Jews faced ever diminishing prospects of becom-
ing self employed artisans or traders as their parents had been. At the same
time they faced the daunting predicament of competing for wage labour with
other nationalities in urban centres of the Pale which traditionally had had

53 Vsevolod Holubnychy, ‘Sotsiialistychni Teorii Natsional’noi Problemy’, Suchasnist’ August
1961, p. 75.
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little industry to speak of. The first shoots of a militant workers’ movement in
the Jewish community appeared in such circumstances during the 1890s. This
movement, while forwarding economic and generally democratic demands,
could not ignore the national question. The rapid social changes combined
with the intensification of official and popular antisemitism were politicising
Jewish perceptions of their language, customs, history and religion, their com-
munity, transforming them into objects of collective self-defence.

Many Jews chose emigration as their best chance for survival. Those who
stayed behind chose to organise and fight for equal rights with the rest of soci-
ety. Formed in 1897, the Jewish General Workers Union (Bund) was a leading
exponent of this second alternative for Jews, which it called ‘auto-emancipa-
tion’.54 At a Mayday rally outside Vilnius in 1897 organised by the Bund, Julius
Martov declared that

the aim of Jewish social democrats who are active among the Jews is to
build a special Jewish workers’ organisation that will educate the Jew-
ish proletariat and lead it in the struggle for economic, civil and polit-
ical rights … the pressing task is to win for every nation if not political
autonomy then at least full equal rights.55

The first major discussion on national rights among Bund members that went
beyond considerations of civil rights took place at their Third Congress in 1899.
No resolution was forthcoming because the Bund feared a public declaration
of national rights might be misinterpreted as splitting the working class move-
ment.56 However, at the party’s Fourth Congress inMay 1901 delegates adopted
a resolution asserting that

Each nationality, apart from its aspirations for economic, civil and polit-
ical freedom and full rights, also has national aspirations based on … lan-
guage, customs, way of life, culture in general – which ought to have full
freedom of development.57

54 Jonathan Frankel, Prophecy and Politics: Socialism, Nationalism and Russian Jews 1862–1917
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 49.

55 Martov later became a prominentMenshevik. See Henry J. Tobias,The Jewish Bund in Rus-
sia from its Origins to 1905 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1972), p. 55. Gozhansky,
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They proposed that each nation in the Russian Empire have the right to
‘full national autonomy regardless of the territory it occupies’,58 echoing the
defeated resolution of the South Slav delegation at the 1899 Brunn Congress.
In line with this programmatic objective, the Bund called for a federated social
democratic party in the Russian Empire in which it would be recognised as ‘a
representative of the Jewish proletariat’.59 The Sixth Bund Congress in October
1905 repeated the call for national autonomyanddemanded that state and local
authorities relinquish control of allmatters dealingwith culture and education
to elected assemblies of each nation.60

In 1902 the Bund created armed self-defence committees to fight pogroms.
Its members agitated for the abolition of legal restrictions and urged the com-
munity not to wait for government reforms but to organise and press for
change. It conducted strikes, often against Jewish employers, smuggled revolu-
tionary literature into the Empire and published clandestine Yiddish language
literature of its own.61

The Bund was also in the forefront of efforts to convene an Empire-wide
social democratic party. The Russian Social Democratic Workers Party envis-
aged by Bund leaders was quite different from the one envisaged by Lenin.
The Bund wanted the national question addressed differently in the rsdwp’s
principles, programme and organisational structure.While it sought unitywith
social democratic organisations throughout the Empire, it also guarded its
political and organisational independence and insisted upon special attention
to the needs of the Jewish working class.

The Bund’s approach to the national question in theworkers’ movement did
not sit well with the luminaries of European socialism. Marx, Kautsky, Lenin
and Luxemburg all denied that Jews were a nation. They characterised them as
a caste that would disappear with the advent of democracy in European soci-
ety.62 Lenin referred to ‘the Zionist idea of a Jewish nation’ as being ‘absolutely
untenable scientifically and reactionary politically’.63 Kautsky claimed that
‘Jews have ceased to be a nation’ and that hostility toward them would disap-
pear only when they had assimilated completely into the dominant nations.64

58 Frankel, Prophecy and Politics, p. 220.
59 Tobias, The Jewish Bund, p. 165.
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But the authority of ideas in the social democraticmovement found a strong
opponent in the reality of numbers. When the rsdwp was being formed, the
Jewishworkers’movementwas itsmost experienced andnumerically strongest
section. The Bund simply could not be excluded from the rsdwp nor expec-
ted to join on terms contrary to its basic positions. At the rsdwp’s founding
congress in 1898, it was accorded ‘full autonomy … both in organisation and in
coping with problems related specifically to Jewish workers’.65

In the period leading up to the 1903 Second rsdwp Congress, Lenin led the
Iskra group in the party in the fight for a democratic centralist organisation. He
secured a narrowmajority in support of his ideas which forced Jewish, Latvian
and Polish social democrats to quit the rsdwp after the 1903 Congress rejected
all proposals for a federated structure.66 The Bund made repeated attempts to
rejoin the rsdwp, but found a fierce opponent in Lenin until 1906. The Stock-
holm ‘Reunification’ Congress of 1906 readmitted the Bund and recognised it
as ‘the sole representative of the Jewish proletariat’. Although the Stockholm
Congress explicitly rejected federative schemes of party building, it adopted no
general resolution on the national question. Bund members were free to pur-
sue their own programme although they were not supposed to have a separate
leadership.67 Of the 58 votes cast in favour of their readmission, 41 came from
Bolshevik delegates and 17 from Mensheviks. Thirty-eight Mensheviks were
opposed.

During the entire debate on the Bund’s application, Lenin remained unchar-
acteristically silent.68 How is one to interpret his silence and the fact that the
Stockholm Congress passed no resolution on the national question? Lenin
was acutely aware that the balance of forces in the social democratic camp
before and during the 1905 Revolution increasingly leaned in favour of national
autonomy in principle and party organisation. National branches of Social
Democracy were organised before 1905 by Jews, Ukrainians, Belarusians,
Armenians, Georgians and Latvians, all of whom wanted to join a federated
rsdwp as autonomous members.69 At the Stockholm Congress, the Bund
reported a membership of 33,000, the Social Democrats of Poland and Lith-
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uania 26,000, the Latvians 14,000, the usdwp, whose application was rejected
at Stockholm, 6,000. The rsdwp’s membership stood at 31,000.70

The Bund’s readmission to the rsdwp in 1906 without opposition from
Leninor binding resolutions on thenational question as suchwas an indication
of the rsdwp’s leaders’ respect for the Bund’s influence in the workers’ move-
ment andof the rsdwp’s rank and filemembers’ desire to foregoprogrammatic
unity in favour of unity in action. Even the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks were
making amends in 1906 under pressure from their rank and file. Most of the
national social democratic parties stood closer to the Bolsheviks than theMen-
sheviks on practically all issues except the national question during the 1905
Revolution. Lenin apparently did not want the national question to be a source
of damaging divisions at the time, for there was much to be gained by the
Bolshevik faction from admitting people to the party who stood close to it in
most other respects. So he clenched his teeth, hoping to soften antagonisms
with the Bund for the moment and return to the national question at a future
date.

The Bund distinguished itself among Jewish political parties by its resolute
opposition to Zionism, a movement that was rapidly gaining adherents across
the Diaspora at the turn of the century. Zionists advocated the establishment
of an entirely separate state for Jews as the only lasting solution to their historic
predicament as a discriminated, excluded and stateless people. As Zionism
gained currency right across the ideological spectrum of organised politics in
Jewish communities, it was embraced by some social democrats who sought to
cross fertilise it with Marxism.

Foremost among such synthesisers was Ber Borochov, an early exponent of
Labour Zionism. Borochov was born and raised in Poltava province and cut his
teeth in the rsdwp in Katerynoslav before being expelled for his Zionist views.
He subsequently organised, in 1900, a 150-strong Labour Zionist Socialist Alli-
ance in Katerynoslav which deployed a self-defence group during the Pesach
pogrom in 1901 and organised a tailors’ strike, the first strike of Jewish workers
in the city, in the same year.

Whereas the Bund’s branches were concentrated in Poland and Lithuania,
Labour Zionist groups emerged further south, first in Minsk in 1897, then
Katerynoslav in 1900, and Odesa in 1902. From such groups the Jewish Social
Democratic Party Poale Zion (Workers of Zion) was constituted in July 1905 at
a conference in Kyiv, which in February of the following year adopted its pro-
gramme and organisational structure at a conspiratorial congress in Poltava.

70 Lumer (ed.), Lenin on the Jewish Question, p. 63.
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Once established Poale Zion’s work in the Russian Empire was concentrated in
the Ukrainian and Belarusian provinces.71

The party’s ultimate goal was a global socialist society, and its immediate
aimwasZionism: preparing the Jewishpeople to establish their ownhomeland.
In it they would develop a complete social structure, with a proletariat and a
bourgeoisie rooted directly into the means of production in land, rather than
being excluded from the land andothermeans of production, restricted in their
occupations and their area of settlement. This homeland would be Palestine,
where Jews would enjoy political territorial autonomy alongside Arabs already
settled there, and where the class struggle between the proletariat and bour-
geoisie would unfold and lead to socialism. To ensure socialism was achieved,
however, Poale Zion advocated building a Jewish proletarianmovement to con-
sciously prepare Palestine for settlement and to lead the Jewish exodus there
fromout of theDiaspora. To those ends, Poale Zion systematically sent activists
from its own ranks to establish andmaintain branches in Palestine, Europe and
NorthAmerica. Borochov recalled that ‘Russiawas for a longperiod the foundry
in which Poale Zionist thought was molten and cast for the whole world’.72

Labour Zionists assumed also that a large part of the Jewish people would
remain behind in their Diaspora, and so national political autonomy forminor-
ities, the second strand of Austro-Marxists’ solution to the national question,
was demanded for Jewish communities living in every separate state. However,
Borochov believed this was an unsatisfactory resolution of the problem for
Jews living in the Russian state because national autonomy did not address
the abnormal conditions in which they were forced to live, which he feared
would only worsen with the further development of capitalism in the auto-
cratic state.73 In the long run, Poale Zion found itself under tension between
three objectives: seekingunity in actionwith other social democratic andwork-
ers’ parties to advance general working class goals; national political autonomy
for Jews in the empire; and national territorial autonomy for Jews in a new state
in Palestine.

The origins of the Russian Social DemocraticWorkers Party (rsdwp) can be
traced to social democratic circles of the intelligentsia established in the late
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1880s and 1890s which made contact with radical workers during the strikes
of 1896–99. In Ukraine, such circles appeared first in Kharkiv, Odesa, Kyiv,
Kherson, Mykolaiv, Poltava and Katerynoslav. They spread into the Donbas in
1900–02 with the active assistance of social democratic committees based in
Katerynoslav and Rostov-on-Don. rsdwp militants gained initial experience
working with proletarians on a day-to-day basis in the South RussianWorkers’
Unions, which were active in Odesa, Kyiv, Kharkiv and Mykolaiv between 1875
and 1897, in the Unions of Struggle for the Emancipation of theWorking Class
in Kyiv, Odesa, Katerynoslav,Mykolaiv andKharkiv between 1892 and 1903, and
in the unemployment insurance and strike fund societies (kasy) which had a
long history in the labour movement and became widespread at the end of
the nineteenth century. The first Russian language periodicals in Ukraine to
popularise social democratic ideas and to report extensively on working class
unrest were Vpered and Rabochaia Gazeta in Kyiv, Nashe Delo in Mykolaiv and
Yuzhnii Rabochii in Katerynoslav.74

The initiative to form the rsdwp came from the Bund and the Kyiv Union of
Struggle for the Emancipation of theWorking Class. Six of the nine delegates to
its founding Congress inMinsk in 1898were from these organisations. The Kyiv
Union’s newspaper Rabochaia Gazeta became the rsdwp’s first official public-
ation.75

At its Second Congress in 1903, the rsdwp adopted a resolution on the
national question prepared by Lenin. It called for the right of all nations to
self-determination, broad local self government, use of native languages in
educational and administrative institutions and full equality of nations before
the law. These demands served as the party’s basic programme throughout the
period leading up to the 1917 Revolution.76

Twelve of the 43 delegates attending the Second Congress were from
Ukraine. Although they did not constitute an identifiable bloc in programmatic
debates, the delegates from Yuzhnii Rabochii in Katerynoslav formed a bloc to
oppose Lenin’s scheme for the subordination of Russian operations to emigre
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control and were instrumental in splitting the party into its Menshevik and
Bolshevik wings.77

By 1905, the rsdwp had branches in Tahanrih, Yuzivka, Sloviansk,Mariupol,
Katerynoslav, Luhansk, Kyiv, Kremenchuk, Poltava, Yelyzavethrad, Mykolaiv
and Odesa. Party cells existed in Zhytomyr, Oleksandrivsk, Berdychiv, Kher-
son, Chernihiv and Konotop. The Mensheviks had a bigger following in the
Ukrainian branches of the rsdwp than the Bolsheviks. Of the 12 delegates from
Ukraine to the 1903 Congress, 7 were Mensheviks. At the 1907 rsdwp Con-
gress, 78 percent of all Bolshevik delegates were Russians, 11 percent were Jews
and 3 percent Georgians. Russians made up only 34 percent of the Menshevik
delegation, followed in size by Georgians at 28 percent, Jews 22 percent and
Ukrainians 6.5 percent.78

Except in periods of great social crisis, theMensheviks hadmore supporters
in the labourmovement in Ukraine than the Bolsheviks. They hadmore exper-
ienced leaders in big industries and a broad following among workers of differ-
ent nationalities employed in small industries and trades. N.N. Popov argues
thatMenshevism owed its strength in Ukrainemainly to the weight of the Jew-
ish craft proletariat, whose political representative the Bund went mainly into
the Menshevik faction in 1906 when it was readmited to the rsdwp.79

The Bolsheviks had strongholds in the south among miners and metal-
workers. Relatively young, unskilled but inclined to radical labour action, the
heavy industry and assembly line proletariat remained loyal to the Bolsheviks
when the years of reaction rolled in after the defeat of the 1905 Revolution.
Bolshevik committees of the rsdwp survived only in Katerynoslav, Mykolaiv,
Odesa and throughout the Donbas.80 Elsewhere they fell apart and were prac-
tically non-existent in the Right Bank provinces. One of the main reasons for
their poor showing outside the Donbas was the ‘completely unclear slogan’ of
self-determination put forward by Lenin and their reputation as an rsdwp
faction accessible only to Russian workers.81 Another important reason was
that the Bolsheviks lacked a stable leadership based permanently in Ukraine.
Mykola Skrypnyk, a prominent Ukrainian Bolshevik, recalls that professional
organisers were sent periodically into Ukrainian branches with specific assign-
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ments but did not remain for long. During periods of political decline, includ-
ing downturns in the Civil War, the most capable Bolshevik cadres headed for
Russia.82

The Ukrainian Social Democratic Workers Party (usdwp) was a latecomer
to the social democratic camp, emerging as themajor faction in its predecessor
organisation, the Revolutionary Ukrainian Party (rup) between 1902 and 1905.
Like the Bund, the usdwp drew some of its theoretical heritage from the late
Marx andEngels and theAustro-Hungarian social democrats. It built a national
following in the working class and sought membership in the rsdwp on terms
of autonomy and federation. It saw its first task as the mobilisation of agricul-
tural workers and their political unification with industrial workers.

It would be misleading, however, to define the usdwp’s ideological profile
solely as the net result of affinities and differences with different strands of
the Marxist tradition and other social democratic parties in its vicinity. Such
a definition gives some idea of the usdwp’s place in the social democratic
camp, but it says nothing of the formidable influence exerted on the usdwp
by earlier generations who attempted to wed national liberation to particu-
lar revolutionary ideologies of their time. The Ukrainian national movement
was a hundred years old by 1900. As a social democratic expression of this
movement, the usdwp was following on from earlier generations of populists
and anarcho-socialist revolutionaries. Populism dominated Ukrainian history
writing in the 1830s and 1840s, focusing attention on movements of the lower
classes andon the cossack tradition inparticular.83Demands forUkrainian self-
determination were voiced already in the 1820s bymembers of the Decembrist
movement and in 1830 by supporters of the Polish insurrection.84

The first explicit programme of the Ukrainian nationalmovement, however,
was the 1847 Manifesto of the Brotherhood of Saints Cyril and Methodius,
formed in 1846 in Kyiv. The Manifesto called for political freedom and equal-
ity, the abolition of serfdom and all social rank, a federation of independent
Slavic republics to replace the Russian Empire and the direct, universal elec-
tion of government deputies and all state functionaries. One of its members
was the poet Taras Shevchenko, whom Rosa Luxemburg was to denounce in
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her ignorance as a ‘romantic reactionary’. Shevchenkowas themost outspoken
Ukrainian critic of Tsarism of his generation. He spent ten years in Siberian
exile for his membership in the Brotherhood of Sts Cyril and Methodius.85

A formidable influence on Ukrainian Social Democracy in its youth was
Mykhailo Drahomanov. Originally a member of the 1860s student generation
which upheld the political traditions of the Brotherhood, Drahomanov was
deeply involved in the ‘turn to the people’ advocated by the populists.86 This
generation in Ukraine contributed many leaders to the militarist organisation
NarodnaiaVolia, to populist propaganda cells in the cities and to the SouthRus-
sian Workers’ Unions.87 Drahomanov was the link between the generation of
the 1860s and 1870s and the radical circles of the 1890s fromwhich the Ukrain-
ian social democratic movement emerged.88

A publicist and scholar, Drahomanov was well known abroad in Europe as
a representative of Russian anarcho-socialism. He corresponded with Herzen,
Lavrov, Marx and Bakunin at different times in his life. He associated with
Andrii Zheliabov, leader of Narodnaia Volia, who asked him to represent the
organisation inWestern Europe.89 Hewas a student of Jewish history and polit-
ics and tried to promote a working relationship between Ukrainian and Jewish
socialists in the 1870s.90

As an anarcho-socialist, Drahomanov opposed the centralised state as a
goal for revolutionaries. He advocated the self organisation of labouring com-
munities and their spontaneous federation on a local, regional, national and
international level. His conception of national self-determination grew out of
this federalist conviction rather than from latter day socialist ideas about the
seizure, destruction and wholesale replacement of state powers.

People require equality and communal economy above all. These are the
roots of freedom for people whether they already have a state or not …
Such a large number of people as those inhabitingUkraine cannot belong
to one association. Otherwise it will cease to be a free association. They
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must become an association of associations, a union of communities,
each free in its own matters … only small states, or better put, com-
munities and associations can be truly free … [those] which deal with
one another directly or through elected representatives in each separate
matter …. It is more worthwhile for Ukrainian communities to seek the
greatest possible freedom for themselves than to strive for a more or less
centralised state power in Ukraine.91

Drahomanov concluded from his fieldwork that, although Ukrainians had not
been united previously in a single state and were poorly educated, they identi-
fied with one another across their common national territory. Peasants invari-
ably travelled to areas already settled by their co-nationals in search of work,
disregarding existing state boundaries. ‘Times of the most powerful peasant
rebellions against the nobility revealed the greatest efforts of communities
from all over Ukraine to associate with one another’. A collective memory of
the Zaporiz’ka Sich, which Drahomanov found resided among peasants in all
parts of the country, was his clearest evidence of their attachment to a national
territory.

Only among the literate people have such memories faded … the liter-
ate people respect state borders and partitions because they have little to
do with the commoners [muzhyky] and more with the ruling class. They
have been educated in foreign schools in preparation for service in the
kingdom and the state between which our Ukraine is partitioned.92

Drahomanov saw as one of his most important tasks the unification of radicals
in the populist and national movements.When he became politically active in
the 1860s, the Ukrainian nationalmovement had lost much of its political edge
and was immersed in cultural pursuits. Its most promising activists turned to
Russian populist organisations as soon as they embraced radical politics. Turn-
ing to Ukrainians in Russian populist organisations, Drahomanov urged them
to begin to think of their own organisations and different methods of work
applicable to the real conditions of life in their country.93 Without rejecting
the cultural work undertaken by theUkrainophilemilieu, he urged the younger
generation in it to turn to politics and broaden the national movement’s social
base.

91 Drahomanov, Vybrani Tvory, pp. 114–15, 141.
92 Ibid, p. 93.
93 Ibid, p. 122.
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Drahomanov was convinced that whatever their national affiliation, revolu-
tionaries who worked among the peasants in Ukraine would be drawn to the
Ukrainophile persuasion of Shevchenko and other leaders of the 1840s gener-
ation.

We believe that all community work in Ukraine should be clothed in
Ukrainian garb. Of course, ‘Ukrainianism’ is not part of the aims of this
work. The goals of human labour are the same throughout the world –
they are the product of the same scientific thinking. However, the applied
science is not the same everywhere, and so it iswith communitywork. For
every country, every community and even each individual, there have to
be separate approaches to the attainment of the same solutions. These
are the lessons drawn from the efforts of the InternationalWorkingmen’s
Association.94

Drahomanov was forced by the authorities into exile in 1875. He settled in
Geneva and together with a small group of co-thinkers began issuing the
first Ukrainian language socialist periodical, Hromada, and a series of pamph-
lets aimed at a peasant audience. The Hromada circle exerted a strong influ-
ence on the socialist movement in Galicia as well as in Russian Ukraine. It
persuaded radicals on both sides of the border between Russia and Austro-
Hungary to establish contact and co-operate in smuggling literature into the
east.95

Serhii Podolynsky was one of its most active members. A physician by train-
ing, Podolynsky cultivated a range of interests including the relationship of
solar energy to the labour theory of value (taking coal and sugar as his case
studies), the health standards of the peasantry and the history of industry and
trade in Ukraine. During the ten years of his life in which he was able to study
and write, Podolynsky produced about twenty journal articles, several major
studies and four propagandistic brochures. He authored the first three pamph-
lets put out by the Geneva circle: Parova Mashyna (The Steam Engine) which
appeared in several otherEuropean languages aswell, ProBidnist’ (OnPoverty),
a popular exposition of Marx’s labour theory of value, and Pravda (Truth), an
adaptation of the Russian brochure Khytraia Mekhanika (The Cunning Trick),
which dealt with the injustices of taxation. In 1880, his Remesla i Fabryky na
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Ukraini (Crafts and Industry in Ukraine) appeared in print. Like Drahomanov,
Podolynsky spent much of his adult life in exile.96

Mykola Ziber, another close associate of Drahomanov, was the first uni-
versity professor in the Russian Empire to lecture on Marx’s Capital. In 1870,
Ziber and Podolynsky organised a workers’ study group in Kyiv that looked
into Marx’s economic thought. Ziber was also a member of the South Rus-
sian Geographical Society whose activities in the early 1870s had prompted the
authorities to exile Drahomanov and bring in the infamous Ems ukaz.97

The relatively small number of people involved in the first Ukrainian social-
ist initiative hadmuch to do with harassment by the authorities, a lack of legal
channels for work in the Ukrainian language and the exile of its most prom-
ising leaders. Added to this, the indifference and sometimes outright hostility
of Russian populist organisations to national demands discouraged Ukrainian
radicals from raising them themselves. Drahomanov corresponded with Zheli-
abov, amemberof NarodnaiaVolia, on this issue.Askedabouthis organisation’s
silence on the national question, Zheliabov replied:

How can we place in a programme of immediate demands those which
have no real support or defence, just a lot of fierce enemies? Where are
our Fenians, where’s our Parnell?98

Personal misfortunes also removed prematurely from the scene both Podolyn-
sky and Ziber. Podolynsky became mentally ill and was confined in French
psychiatric institutions. His mother brought him back to Kyiv in 1885 where
he died six years later without recovering. Mykola Ziber also suffered a mental
breakdown and died in 1885.99

Drahomanov became a solitary figure in the 1880s in his various places
of exile. He died in Sofia, Bulgaria in 1895. His archives are there at the uni-
versity. Shunned bymoderate Ukrainophiles for his socialist views and by Rus-
sian socialists for his stress on the national question, Drahomanov reserved
his energy for the younger generation becoming politically active in Russian
Ukraine. During the 1880s and 1890s clandestine student groups that read and
discussed Shevchenko, Drahomanov, the economist Mykola Yasnopolsky, also
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a member of the South Russian Geographical Society, and a range of Galician
radical thinkers appeared in Kyiv, Chernihiv, Kherson, Katerynoslav, Kharkiv
and in many towns of Poltava province.100 These circles were indebted mainly
to Drahomanov for their initial conversion to political action and their atten-
tion to the national question. They were the organisers of the Socialist Ukrain-
ian Party in 1897, the Revolutionary Ukrainian Party in 1900 and the Ukrainian
Social Democratic Party in 1905.101

The first group to attempt a critique of Drahomanov’s orientation to the
peasantry was a social democratic circle organised in 1893 by Ivan Steshenko,
poet and philosophy student at Kyiv University. The circle included people like
Lesia Ukrainka, nom de plume of Liarysa Kosach, the poet and niece of Draho-
manov, the writer Mykhailo Kotsiubynsky and Pavlo Tuchapsky, a founding
member of the Kyiv Union of Struggle for the Emancipation of the Working
Class. Their main criticism of Drahomanov was that he failed to recognise the
social differentiation of the peasantry in the late nineteenth century into wage
earning, small holding and wealthy (kurkul’) strata. While a part of the peas-
antry thrown off the land was going into the industrial working class, much of
it remained in the countryside as a seasonal wage labour force employed by
big agricultural industries. The Steshenko group decided to concentrate their
efforts on this rural contingent of the working class and to prepare it for collab-
oration with urban workers.102

In 1897 its members established the Socialist Ukrainian Party (sup). The
long-term goal facing the partywas to unite rural and urbanworkers inUkraine
into a single political movement. This objective required a differentiated ap-
proach: raising thenational consciousness of urbanworkers ‘so that theywould
not become strangers to their original identity and to their brothers, the village
workers’, whereas the priority in the rural areas was to spread socialist propa-
ganda among the village workers and small holding peasantry.103
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Except for a modest network of contacts with communities of rural work-
ers around Kyiv, the sup failed to sink roots into a broad social base. However,
it survived until 1903 when it fused with the Revolutionary Ukrainian Party
and endowed it with the general strategy its members had worked out in the
1890s.104

A numerically larger and more heterogenous alliance of Drahomanovists,
Marxists and nationalists, the Revolutionary Ukrainian Party (rup) was foun-
ded in Kharkiv in February 1900 by a group of students led by D. Antonovych
and M. Rusov.105 Initially rup was based among high school, university and
theological seminary students, the sons and daughters of peasants, Ukrain-
ian gentry and clergy. rup branches were established across the northern tier
province towns and cities of Kyiv, Poltava, Chernihiv, Nizhyn, Pryluky and
Romny as well as Petrograd, Lviv and Chernivtsi. The Party’s Foreign Commit-
tee worked out of the last two centres in the Austro-Hungarian state editing,
publishing and smuggling literature across the border.106

rup was deeply involved in the student movement and played a major part
in the university strikes of 1900 and 1901. During the widespread peasant dis-
turbances in the summerof 1902 andworkers’ strikes in 1903, ruphadanoppor-
tunity to broaden its social base. Its members moved first into the countryside
and organised successful strikes of agricultural workers in the Left and Right
Bank provinces. rup’s rural work boosted its prestige in the towns and attrac-
ted some urban Ukrainian workers to the party. The secret police also pricked
up their ears and began infiltrating the organisation.107

Most of its new urban recruits were transient workers from the villages,
including porters, servants, stable hands, laundry and bakeryworkers. The Kyiv
branch organised a circle at the end of 1902 in which painters, goldsmiths
and wood carvers who produced icons mainly for village churches and who
travelled regularly to outlying districts assumed an active role. These ikono-
stas workers previously belonged to Russian socialist committees in the city
and were experienced agitators. The branch also made contact with work-
ers in small factories in nearby towns that produced lace and wood products.
Although most Ukrainians employed there were seasonal workers and thus

‘Ahrarne pytannia v programnykh dokumentakh natsional’nykh politychnykh partii nad-
niprians’koi Ukrainy u 90-kh pokakh xix st.’, Politolohichni Studii, 3 (2013).
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limited in their ability to organise on the job, theywere valued by rup as agitat-
ors and couriers of political literature into the countryside. During the summer
of 1903, these migrant workers acted as foot soldiers for another strike move-
ment in the northern provinces which at its height involved over two hundred
thousand estate workers.108

The Kharkiv rup branchmade contact with railwayworkers living in nearby
Liutotyn and Nova Bavaria in the autumn of 1902. Andrii Zhuk, one of rup’s
Kharkiv leaders, managed to set up a study circle that read and distributed
party literature in villages along the railway lines its members worked. After
the July 1903 strike wave

a group calling itself the Organising Committee of the Railway Lines of
South Russia joined the rup. Its members, who worked on several lines
… were mostly machinists, stokers, conductors, telegraphists, clerks and
switchmen … The Committee’s general intentions were to spread social-
ist and revolutionary ideas among the railway employees and to organise
themore politically conscious workers into one organisation…The Com-
mittee accepted the rup programme.109

In 1904, the Galician socialist publication Volia reported that rup had ‘good
workers’ organisations’ in Kharkiv, Poltava, Nizhyn, Katerynodar, Lubny,
Romny, Pryluky, Hlukhiv, Kremenets and Bila Tserkva. The Lubny rup branch
was credited with three workers’ committees totalling 150 men and women.110

While rup was based in urban centres and made attempts to reach work-
ers living there, it kept in the forefront an imperative to recruit workers who
travelled periodically through the countryside and could act as radical agents
among rural workers. The villager who spent time in the town and knew
something about the workers’ movement there was the ideal rup activist. He
was the link between the urban and rural workers, a link the rup wanted to
build into a strategic alliance over the long term.111

rup literature focused on the concerns of the poor peasant and the seasonal
worker.While its urban branches produced their ownMay Day proclamations,
leaflets and brochures that took up urban workers’ concerns, rup’s main lit-
erary arsenal that issued from across the border articulated the desires of rural
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workers. It also addressed issues of general concern such as the Russo-Japanese
War and the struggle for democratic rights. However, the social questions it
posedwere of concernmainly to rural people.The strikeweaponwas explained
in terms of its successful previous application in the countryside.112

Urban workers in small industries, most of them still transient and unor-
ganised, were a precarious stepping stone for the rup’s anticipated entry into
the industrial proletariat. The party needed a period of patient organising and
rethinking of its programme in order to take that step. It grappled with this
problem throughout 1904 and it assumed a central place in its internal debates
just before and during the 1905 Revolution.

rup’s turn to Social Democracy began in 1901 when a majority of its mem-
bers rejected the nationalist platform put forward by Mykhailo Mikhnovsky, a
founding member, because it lacked a social programme. In 1902, the party’s
offical organ Haslo defined rup’s main objective as

an independent Ukrainian republic of the working masses, socialisation
of the means of production, nationalisation of land and the dictatorship
of the proletariat – in short a socialist state … Without rejecting work
among the industrial proletariat where agitation is being conducted by
Russian, Polish and Jewish socialists, rup in the main turns to the vil-
lage.113

Between 1902 and 1903, rup’s leadership moved away from the independence
position in favour of national autonomy in a federated Russian republic. The
change seems to have been an accommodation to the rsdwp which it wanted
to join. Dmytro Antonovych, a prominent Foreign Committee member justi-
fied it by arguing there was little evidence Ukraine was a colony of Russia or
Austro-Hungary or that its productive forces were unduly stifled by the burden
of state taxes. If proof of colonial status could be furnished, Antonovych was
prepared to change hismind.114 A tendency opposed to the Foreign Committee
sprang up in rup branches inUkraine.Mykola Porsh, then a twenty-six year old
activist in the Poltava branch, was its main exponent. Porsh was not as eager
as the Foreign Committee to abandon the goal of independence. Even if the
party opted for national autonomy as a transitional slogan, he felt it should not
forsake organisational independence and fuse with the rsdwp on the terms
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of democratic centralism outlined in the latter’s 1903 programme. The Foreign
Committee believed that fusion with the rsdwp would facilitate rup’s entry
into the industrial working class. Porsh, on the other hand, saw in the Bund’s
approach, the nationality principle in self organisation and federationwith the
rsdwp, a better alternative.115

The Revolutionary Ukrainian Party was strongly influenced by the Bund in
its early years. Contacts between the organisations first began on an individual
basis as early as secondary school, mostly on the Left Bank and especially in
Poltava province.116 They co-operated in smuggling literature across the border.
A number of militants, like M. Hechter and M. Hutnyk in Kyiv belonged sim-
ultaneously to the rup and Bund. After 1903, the rsdwp’s influence on rup’s
evolution grew stronger, manifesting itself strongly in the party’s first major
split in 1905.

Marian Melenevsky, a Foreign Committee member, set about organising a
faction in the Ukrainian branches to wage war on Porsh’s ‘new course’.Without
questioning rup’s priority to organise Ukrainian speaking proletarians, first in
the countryside and then in the urban centres,Melenevsky believed that fusion
with the rsdwp on its termswould facilitate rup’s entry into the industrial sec-
tor. He accused Porsh of accommodating to themoderate Ukrainophilemiddle
class, preferring good relations with it over a broader proletarian base for the
party. Melenevsky laid stress on social, economic and political issues compre-
hensible to industrial workers rather than the national question in programme
and organisation. He urged the party to join with other nationalities in the
rsdwp even at the risk of disbanding the rup.117

The debate raged throughout 1904. At the second rup Congress in January
1905, on the eveof theRevolution, theparty split down themiddle. Porsh’s tend-
ency had a slight majority. Melenevsky’s group quit the Congress and imme-
diately issued a manifesto under the name ‘Ukrainian Social Democracy’. The
manifesto called on ‘proletarian elements’ to leave the party ‘and begin organ-
ising the Ukrainian proletariat, turning its forces into the powerful stream of
the all-Russian proletarianmovement… to build a centralised party for all Rus-
sia and not allow the Ukrainian proletariat to be dragged down in the direction
of a bourgeois radical ‘independent’ Ukraine’.118

A few days later, the Ukrainian Social Democratic Union, later known as the
Spilka, joined the rsdwp. Meanwhile the rup Congress went on. The remain-
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ingdelegates adoptedPorsh’s draft programmewhich called for national auton-
omy as a minimum and independence as a maximum goal, a separate Ukrain-
ian social democratic party and unification with Russian and Jewish parties on
a federative basis.119

In December 1905, rup convened another Congress and renamed itself the
Ukrainian Social Democratic Workers Party. It was decided to seek member-
ship in the rsdwp at its next gathering as a self governing group and ‘the sole
representative of the Ukrainian proletariat’. But the rsdwp’s Stockholm Con-
gress was under no pressure to accept the usdwp’s application because it had
won over the Spilka on less demanding terms. The attempt at union ended in
failure and the usdwp’s application rejected.120

It was not until after the 1905 Revolution that Mykola Porsh prepared a
more systematic analysis of the national question in Ukraine, the central issue
raised by Dmytro Antonovych in 1904 that led to the split in rup. In 1907
and 1908, Porsh published two lengthy pamphlets in Kyiv121 that dealt with
the relationship of the national question to capitalist development, the role
of the state in this relationship and the possible political forms of national
self-determination. His main concern was to demonstrate the socio-economic
basis of national oppression and the complicity of the Russian state in the
unequal development of its subject peoples. The pamphlets addressed pro-
portionality of growth of industrial sectors in Ukraine, tariffs, the balance of
trade, state taxes and expenditures. Porsh concluded from his analysis that the
underdevelopment of the manufacturing sector was the Ukrainian economy’s
principal flaw and attributed it to state fiscal policies and short term interests
of investing capitalists. Industries in Ukraine contended with ‘higher taxes …
a lack of productive investments from the state budget, hostile tariff policies
and a lower productivity of the working class, a consequence of national and
cultural oppression’. Long-termeconomic growth and industrial diversification
were stifled by the flight of surplus capital, the absence of an indigenous bour-
geoisie, increases in land rent and declines in agricultural workers’ incomes.

The onlyway to improveUkraine’s current situation is through autonomy.
One of the principal aims of autonomymust be to halt the outflow of cap-
ital which is ruining Ukraine’s productive forces. Everything that can pos-
sibly be taken out of the hands of the central state administration should
be placed under the control of an autonomous government, including
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all taxation. As far as the expenditures on institutions remaining under
central government control are concerned, the Ukrainian treasury’s con-
tribution should be proportional to its share of the population. The same
principle should apply to paying the interest on state debts.122

Porsh envisaged an autonomous Ukrainian government with broad executive
and legislative powers over agriculture, labour, education, culture, roads and
railways, credit and banking, vital statistics and medicine. The central state
would have control of state-wide transport and communications, legislation on
human rights and citizenship, insurance and banking laws, tariffs and duties,
patents, weights and measures.123

There were all kinds of overlapping responsibilities between autonomous
and central state institutions in Porsh’s scheme. One can only imagine the
numerousways inwhichhuman rights legislation could affect labour, tariffs the
railways, citizenship culture and so forth. So he proposed four rules to preserve
the balance of power in a federation of autonomous states: an autonomous
government had the right to block efforts of the central power to suppress
its region’s productive forces; the central power could block an autonomous
government if it promoted policies detrimental to the entire state’s productive
forces; the central power should set standard democratic rights and could not
restrict them for any member of the federation. The autonomous government
could broaden these rights but not restrict them for any part of its population.

Porshwaswriting under the eye of the censor.His pamphletswere to bepub-
lished legally in Kyiv by the Prosvita Society. Like other publicists of the day,
he resorted to the Aesopian way, substituting Ireland and India for Ukraine in
numerous passages describing imperialism and national oppression. Although
hediscussedautonomyas something realisable through reform inbothpamph-
lets, Porsh asserted inonepart of ProAvtonomiiuUkrainy (About theAutonomy
of Ukraine) that

the Great Russian bourgeoisie will never agree voluntarily to give up tens
of millions of roubles coming from the Ukrainians and accept a progress-
ive tax system that throws the burden onto its own back … Autonomy
or independence? Which is easier? The struggle for independence is
impossible without long wars …124
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Porsh also took issue with the Austro-Marxist conception of national cul-
tural autonomy. He said that unless an oppressed nation took control of its
economy, ‘the foundation from which every people’s culture springs’, efforts
to gain literacy, education and cultural enrichment in one’s own language
would always be inadequate. The supporters of national cultural autonomy
believed that resources for education and culture could be gained by taxing
the registered members of each nation’s ‘public corporation’. Porsh sugges-
ted the scheme was faulty. Regardless of their national origin, most members
of the bourgeoisie would sign into the corporation of the already dominant
nation because it had the best educational and cultural facilities in place. Their
wealth would not be taxed for the benefit of the nations into which they were
born.125

As for the Ukrainians, ‘non-territorial autonomy is not only useless, but even
harmful’, wrote Porsh. Unless there was a territorial government, Ukrainians
could not take control of their economy, community and culture to their fullest
potential. The needs of national minorities in Ukraine would be served best by
direct apportionment of taxes proportionate to their numerical size. He agreed
that a workers’ partymust support some form of national cultural autonomy to
satisfy the needs of minorities for self government, but the national majority
should seek an autonomous territorial government.126

Citing Kautsky, Porsh noted that both workers and capitalists of an op-
pressed nation were interested in autonomy. However, workers wanted auton-
omy in the spirit of equality for all nations, whereas the bourgeoisie was inter-
ested solely in its own future and the possibility to dominatemore nations than
just its own. In Ukraine there was not much of an indigenous bourgeoisie with
a political project of its own, while the peasantry and petit bourgeoisie were
not prepared to lead.

Thus only the proletariat can assume leadership in the struggle for auton-
omy … the Ukrainian national movement will not be a bourgeois move-
ment of triumphant capitalismas in the case of theCzechs. Itwill bemore
like the Irish case, a proletarian and semi-proletarianised peasant move-
ment.127

Lev Yurkevych, a leader of the usdwp’s left wing before the 1917 Revolution,
expressed similar ideas in a book titled Kliasy i Suspils’tvo (Classes and Society),

125 Ibid, pp. 30, 53.
126 Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu, pp. 57–8.
127 Porsh, Pro Avtonomiiu Ukrainy, p. 31.
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published in Kyiv in 1913. Yurkevych added something to Porsh’s views about
the national movement’s evolution. After the defeat of the 1905 Revolution, a
wave of politically moderate middle class Ukrainians joined the struggle for
democratic rights andUkrainisation of the educational system.Many rural rad-
icals and moderates became active in the co-operative movement. Their entry
into the national movement in a period of political decline and reaction and
the simultaneous creation of a strong economic base for themovement created
fertile conditions for a pro-capitalist current within it. Yurkevych suggested
that the national movement now also contained a stratum of the Ukrainian
petit bourgeoisie that took part only to improve its competitive economic pos-
ition vis-à-vis the Jewish and Russian petit bourgeoisie. He warned the usdwp
to stay clear of the moderate Ukrainophile camp and build an alternative to
it by linking the national struggle with the movement against capitalism as
well as autocracy. The usdwp was living through hard times, with a few work-
ing class branches still active and many of its former leaders inactive or in
exile. To drive his point home that the working class was a necessary base for
the national movement, he quoted with approval a resolution submitted by
Katerynoslav workers to Hryhorii Petrovsky, their Bolshevik deputy in the State
Duma:

We believe that national oppression, which is one aspect of the cap-
italist domination in our society, leads to the cultural, economic and
political ruin of oppressed nations. It is therefore an obstacle to the
development of these nations’ proletariat and its class struggle … We
value our national language. It is a powerful means of cultural develop-
ment, something without which our political class consciousness cannot
mature.128

During the First World War, Lev Yurkevych moved to Geneva to publish the
newspaper Borot’ba (Struggle) which reflected the views of the usdwp’s left
wing. There he released a pamphlet that attacked Lenin’s views on the national
question and defended the independence of the Ukrainian social democratic
movement.129 Relations between Yurkevych and Lenin, who also was living
in Geneva at the time, were far from cordial. Lenin referred to Yurkevych as
‘that disgusting, foul, nationalistic petit bourgeois who, under the flag of Marx-

128 Lev Yurkevych, Kliasy i Suspil’stvo (Kyiv: Dzvin, 1913), p. 49.
129 Rybalka (LevYurkevych),Rosiis’ki sotsiial-demokraty i natsional’nepytannia, 2nd edn (New

York: Suchasnist’, 1969).
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ism, preaches the division of workers by nationality and especially the national
organisation of Ukrainian workers’.130

In a letter to Inessa Armand Lenin described another leading Ukrainian
social democrat, the novelist and playwright Volodymyr Vynnychenko, as ‘pre-
tentious, completely idiotic’, describing one of his novels as ‘what filth, what
nonsense’.131 Such epithets led the historian Ralph Carter Elwood to sense in
Lenin’s letters and articles ‘a contempt for things Ukrainian … and a condes-
cension towards backward minorities in general. One suspects that many of
theGreatRussian and educated Jewishmembers of the rsdwp sharedhis opin-
ion’.132

Yurkevych’s pamphlet took up Lenin’s 1916 theses entitled ‘The Socialist
Revolution and the Right of Nations to Self-determination’ in which Lenin
coupled support for the principle of self-determination with advice against
its practical implementation and spoke in favour of ‘the undoubtable advant-
ages of big states both from the point of view of economic progress … and the
interests of the masses’.133

Yurkevych argued that Lenin’s positions cancelled each other out.

The preference Russian social democrats have for ‘big states’ and for cent-
ralism within them destroys their capacity to look upon the national
question from a genuinely internationalist point of view … The ‘merger
of nations’ is not internationalism speaking. It is the voice of the contem-
porary system of centralised big states and their continued assimilation
of oppressed nations.134

Even if a democratic republicwere achieved, Yurkevych countered, the Russian
bourgeoisie would follow the example of its counterparts in Western Europe
and centralise the Russian state even more. Little could be expected in the
way of national liberation simply by gaining a bourgeois democracy. On the
contrary, it would exacerbate national conflicts. Lenin’s belief that the more
democratic a multinational state such as Russia, ‘the rarer and weaker will the
strivings for complete freedom of secession be in practice’ was pure specula-
tion.

130 Carter Elwood, Russian Social Democracy, p. 262, citing V.I. Lenin, Polnoe Sobranie soch-
inenii, 55 vols, 5th edn (Moscow, 1958–65), Vol. xlviii, p. 277.

131 Ibid, citing Lenin, Polnoe Sobranie sochinenii, Vol. xlvii, p. 295.
132 Ibid, p. 263.
133 Lenin, CollectedWorks, Vol. xix, p. 50.
134 Yurkevych, Rosiis’ki sotsiial-demokraty, pp. 21, 24.
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Yurkevychnoticed a definite similarity between the views of Lenin andAlex-
ander Herzen on the national question. In 1859 Herzen declared in the journal
Kolokol (The Bell) that Poland had a ‘full and inalienable right to state inde-
pendence from Russia’ only to add that ‘we do not want it to separate’. Both
he and Lenin were for self-determination in theory and against it in practice.
Lenin’s programme was ‘nothing more than a return to the Great Russian lib-
eral patriotic programme formulated in the era of the peasantry’s emancipa-
tion from serfdom’.135 It contrasted with the spirit of the Zimmerwald camp of
anti-war socialists to which both Yurkevych and Lenin belonged. The second
Zimmerwald conference came out in favour of national autonomy, opposed
all annexations of the big powers in the past and during the War and called
upon the European working class to make ‘an energetic rebuttal through class
struggle of all oppression of the weaker nations and the defence of national
minorities and their autonomy on the basis of full democracy’.136

Lenin’s 1916 theses were less generous. Russian social democrats had never
raised national oppression in Ukraine in a systematic way although they ben-
efited objectively from it by having access to a large territory and population
which gave their movement considerable support. Lenin recognised national
movements in the Russian Empire as a potent threat to the autocracy but
regarded them as an unreliable ally of the proletariat. He welcomed their
opposition to autocracy but opposed their desire to break up its state com-
pletely. Yurkevych’s view of the national movement and the working class was
different, as were the programmatic and organisational conclusions flowing
from it:

National liberationmovements of the oppressednations…and especially
those inwhich the proletariat takes an active and revolutionary role, tying
its national emancipation to its class emancipation in general, serve the
cause of social progress without any doubt … We support the federalist
principle both in the reconstruction of the Russian Empire and in the
organisation of Russian Social Democracy.137

135 Ibid, pp. 12–13.
136 Ibid, pp. 24–5.
137 Ibid, pp. 27, 29.
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4 1905 and After

On5 January 1905over 100,000Petrogradworkers and their families gathered in
front of theWinter Palace to present a petition to the Tsar. They were demand-
ing political freedom and improved working conditions. Army units guarding
the Palace were ordered to fire into the crowds. A thousand people died and
another 5,000 were wounded. News of the massacre spread quickly across the
country, eliciting protest strikes and demonstrations by over 400,000 workers
and setting off the year long chain of events that came to be known as the 1905
Revolution.138 The immediate demands raised by workers across the Empire
were the same: an eight-hour working day, basic democratic rights, abdication
of the Tsar, a constituent assembly and an end to the war with Japan.

The January strikes continued into the spring. A lull in the summer was
followed by an even stronger wave of strikes in October and November that
culminated in armed insurrections in December. In the Ukrainian provinces
they took place in Katerynoslav, Kyiv, Odesa, Mykolaiv, Kharkiv, Oleksandrivsk
andmanyDonbas towns. The insurrectionswere put downby the army and the
revolutionary upsurge subsided. There followed a year of intensive trade union
organising, brought to a halt in 1907 by newmeasures of repression. During the
first quarter of 1905, 170,000 workers in Ukraine went on strike; in the second
quarter 83,000; the third 13,000 and the fourth 203,000. The first wave precipit-
ated the formation of factory committees in the largest industrial enterprises.
In October, these committees began uniting on a city-wide basis into soviets
or councils. They appeared first in Odesa, Katerynoslav, Mykolaiv and Kyiv in
October, Luhansk, Kamians’k and theDonbas inNovember andDecember. The
December insurrections were organised by the soviets.139

The soviets took the initiative to organise trade unions. The period of intens-
ive organising began in September. On 4 March 1906 trade unions were leg-
alised. By the end of that year they had approximately 246,000 members
throughout the Empire, 38,000 of whom were in Ukraine. Practically all of the
unions limited their membership to workers in a single enterprise or a partic-
ular trade. They averaged in size from 150 to 200 members.140

138 M.I. Suprunenko (gen. ed.), Istoriia Ukrains’koi rsr, 7 vols (Kyiv: Naukova Dumka, 1977),
Vol. 4, p. 83.

139 Los, Istoriia Robitnychoho Klasu, Vol. 1, p. 305.
140 Entsyklopediia Ukrainoznavstva, 9 vols (Paris-New York: Vydavnytstvo Molode Zhyttia,

1973), s.v. Vsevolod Holubnychy, ‘Robitnytstvo’; V. Grinevich, Professionalnoe dvizhenie
rabochikh v Rosii (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Krasnaia Nov, 1923), p. 210; V. Sadovsky, Pratsiia
v ussr (Warsaw: Ukrains’kyi Naukovyi Instytut, 1932), p. 33.
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The authorities made a concerted attempt in 1906 to smash the largest and
best organised unions, leaving smaller associations alone until the following
year. They concentrated on unions in Katerynoslav, Luhansk, Mariupol and
other southern industrial centres. In October 1906 leaders of a metalworkers’
union in Katerynoslavwith over three thousandmemberswere arrested.141 The
union’s ranks shrank to fewer than 200by 1908.Authorities inKyiv tolerated the
activities of over 30 unions but forbad the election of a central council. Harass-
ment drove down bothmembership and activism of the unions. Only 70 of the
600 registered members of a Kyiv garment workers’ union were paying dues
by 1908, as were an insignificant number of the 250 organised bakery work-
ers. By the beginning of 1908 only three unions were operating legally while 13
maintained a conspiratorial illegal existence.142 In Volyn province, where the
authorities were particularly harsh, only the printers’ union was still tolerated
at the end of 1907 and its activities had been all but completely stifled. A union
of retail workers legally registered there in March 1906 was closed down for
attempts to discuss political matters at meetings, a common charge invoked
against many unions across the country.143

Efforts to unify unions on an industry wide basis were in evidence among
railways workers in 1905, postal and telegraph employees, tailors and retail
workers in 1906, andmechanics,metalworkers and printers in 1907. Thesewere
initiatives on an all-Empire scale. No attempts were made to bring together
workers from the same industry or occupation in Ukraine alone.144 Early in
1905, a Kharkivmechanics’ union began organising a state-wide central council
of trade unions. Three conferences with this aim inmind were held inMoscow
andPetrograd.Therewereno attempts to organise an all-Ukrainian tradeunion
central council in this period. In December 1906 a regional conference of vari-
ous trade unions active in the Donbas elected a leadership body but its aspira-
tions to lead were restricted to the Donbas.145

All of the social democratic parties profited from theworking-classmobilisa-
tion in 1905 and 1906. The rsdwp gained themost because it was implanted in
large industries where factory committees, soviets and trade unions were first
organised and in which both Bolshevik and Menshevik factions were heavily
involved – the Mensheviks more in the unions, the Bolsheviks in factory com-

141 Rada, 24 October 1906, p. 3.
142 D. Shlosberg, ‘Profesiinyi Rukh 1905–07 r.r. na Ukraini’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 6 (1930), p. 38.
143 Sadovsky, Pratsiia, pp. 32–5.
144 Shlosberg, ‘Profesiinyi Rukh’, p. 53.
145 Ibid.
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mittees and soviets.146 The rsdwp’s ranks in Ukraine were strengthened also
by the entry of the Spilka and the Bund as well as many novices to the workers’
movement.They grew fromseveral hundredmembers on the eve of theRevolu-
tion to 20,000 in 1906. Of this number, 7,000 belonged to the Spilka and an
equal, if not larger number to the Bund. Total Bundmembership in the Empire
grew to 40,000 by the end of 1906. In Ukraine it had large branches in sev-
eral cities, with 2,000 members in Kyiv, 300 in Odesa and 150 in Katerynoslav.
Theusdwp,which remained outside the rsdwp after the StockholmCongress,
claimed 6,000 members in December 1905.147

All of these gainswere short lived aspartymembershipdeclinedas rapidly as
it had grown. rsdwp ranks in Ukraine were halved by 1907, dropping to about
one thousand in 1907 and 220 in 1910. By 1911 its network had been all but des-
troyed by repressions, emigration of leading members and the closure of legal
organisations brought temporarily to life by the upsurge in 1905 and 1906. After
1907 there was no mandated rsdwp Congress until 1917.148

The Bund’s membership dropped to 25,000 throughout the Empire in 1907
and to a few thousand in 1908.149 While the party faced the same conditions
that drove down the membership of the rsdwp as a whole, Bund militants
were further demoralised by the wave of anti-Jewish pogroms that broke out in
October 1905 and in 1906.150

Between December 1905 and March 1907, usdwp membership was halved
to 3,000. Of this number about 1,000 were based in the cities and 500 belonged
to trade unions.151 The Party’s Third Congress in March 1907 was the last to be
convened until 1917. In the interim, a few hundred still active members were
grouped around two solid working-class branches, Katerynoslav and Kharkiv,
and four publications: Dzvin (The Bell) in Kyiv, Ukrains’kaia Zhizn (Ukrain-
ian Life) in Moscow, Nash Holos (Our Voice) in Lviv, and Borot’ba (Struggle)
in Geneva. The usdwp’s decline stemmed from its poor showing in 1905 when
its agitation among urbanisedworkers ended in failure,152 the loss of the Spilka
faction to the rsdwp, the general climate of reaction and thedefectionof many
disillusioned socialists to the moderate Ukrainophile camp.153

146 Suprunenko, Istoriia Ukrains’koi rsr, Vol. 4, pp. 90, 122–4.
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The government banned All-Ukrainian language publications again except
the Kyiv daily Rada and closed down Prosvita societies and other popular edu-
cational and cultural institutions. Yet the intellectualswhohad quit the usdwp
and gone into these projects did not return to the party after the repressions
closed off avenues to legal work. On the eve of the War, when the rsdwp was
able to launch at least some initiatives, the usdwp remained a fairly isolated
group without much of a working-class base. Its leading members withdrew
frompolitical activity.Mykola Porsh practiced law in Kyiv. Dmytro Antonovych
left for Italy to study art. Volodymyr Vynnychenko spent much of his time writ-
ing books and plays which provided him with a modest income. Andrii Zhuk,
Oksen Lola, Mykhailo Rusov and others emigrated to Western Europe. Lev
Yurkevych bemoaned the party’s fate in a Dzvin article in 1913:

The Ukrainian Marxist intelligentsia has almost no interest in a work-
ers’ press although such work is much needed and would bring invalu-
able benefit to the Ukrainian workers’ cause. Our generation, carelessly
and without perspectives of its own, got involved in Ukrainian bourgeois
affairs. Its path and that of the Ukrainianworkers’ movement have parted
ways, apparently forever.154

The kind of workers’ organisations that emerged in 1905 seemed to vindicate
the strategyof the Spilka. Factory committees, soviets and tradeunionsbrought
together workers of different nationalities. As part of the rsdwp, the Spilka
had access to thousands of radicalising Ukrainian workers. But the opportunit-
ies for concerted intervention quickly faded. Andwhile Spilka was closer to the
mark in 1905 and 1906, it fared evenworse than theusdwp in the long run.After
reaching a high point of 7,000 members in 1906, its ranks declined to 4,500
in 1907 and 200 in 1908.155 Spilka members became disillusioned with their
strategy because they were unable to unite Ukrainian speaking workers in the
rsdwp branches once they joined. The rsdwp’s leaders viewed the Spilka con-
tingent as ideal peasant organisers because theywere the only ones in the party
who spoke Ukrainian and pressured them to expand their work into neigh-
bouring Russian provinces. Scattered throughout the rsdwp and without an
ongoing leadership of their own, Spilka members lost sight of their original
perspectives.156 By 1909 they had disbanded altogether. Some of them rejoined

154 Lev Yurkevych, ‘V spravi Ukrains’koi robitnychoi hazety’, Dzvin, 14 (1913), p. 277.
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the usdwp; others joined the Bolsheviks.157 Some of the Spilka leaders resur-
faced during the War as members of the Union for the Liberation of Ukraine
(SoiuzVyzvolenniaUkrainy), an organisation that tookAustro-Hungary’s side in
theWar against Russia, worked among Ukrainian soldiers in Austrian prisoner
of war camps and agitated for Ukraine’s state independence in the capitals of
Europe.

As a dress rehearsal for 1917, the 1905 Revolution gave some indication of the
working class’s capacity for united action. The soviets and trade unions were
good examples of this capacity. At the local level, rsdwp, Bund and usdwp
branches worked out common programmes of action.158 Representatives of
these and other social democratic parties in the Empire made an agreement
in Riga in January 1905 to pursue a common minimum programme which
included demands to abolish all exceptional laws against nations and to allow
education in one’s native language.159

Neither theworkers’movement nor the social democratic parties paidmuch
attention to the national question because they did not confront the problem
of state power in any practical or constructive way except for a series of abor-
ted insurrections. They did not develop any strong relations with the peasant
movement in 1905, which put forward more far reaching national demands,
including the demand for the territorial autonomy of Ukraine. There was little
pressure on the rsdwp to advance a positive programme for national self-
determination because its Ukrainian and Jewish sections had subordinated the
national question to other political and social demands for the moment. The
usdwpwas simply tooweak to raise the issue forcefully on its own in thework-
ers’ movement. As the first major opportunity for the social democratic parties
to test the regime, the 1905 Revolution demanded from them a maximum of
unity in action. The cost of such unity was temporary subordination of polit-
ical differences between them. This feeling was strongest among rank and file
workers who came into the struggle to win first their basic, universally agreed
upon minimum demands.

After the defeat of the Revolution and the regime’s retrenchment, every
party paid the price for failure. Recent recruits to the revolutionary move-
ment deserted enmasse, some joining legal organisationswhile others dropped
out of politics altogether. A revealing sign of the times was the growth of
nationalist currents in the Ukrainian, Jewish and Russian intelligentsia. Rus-

157 Yavorsky, Revoliutsiia na Vkraini, p. 29.
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sian nationalism grew in response to the impending threat of imperial frag-
mentation. Ukrainian and Jewish nationalism was defensive, a response to the
post-revolutionary reactionanda judgmenton theapparent failureof the inter-
nationalist strategy to win national rights and freedoms.

5 The FirstWorldWar

The War presented the workers’ movement and its parties with their second
major test of unity. Judging from the positions taken by European socialists on
the question of war before 1914, a common stand seemed likely in the event
it broke out. Congresses of the Second International in Paris (1889), Brussels
(1891), Zurich (1893), Stuttgart (1907), Copenhagen (1910) and Basel (1912) had
all passed resolutions opposed to war.160 The Zurich Congress called upon
all social democratic parties ‘to protest against the maintenance of standing
armies and demand disarmament’. A vote against war credits by socialist depu-
ties in every European parliament was deemed obligatory. The Stuttgart Con-
gress resolved that all working class organisations had a duty to prevent the
outbreak of war. In case their efforts failed, they should utilise the crisis to
hasten the downfall of capitalism. The 1912 Basel Congress, whose resolutions
were accepted ‘by all the socialist parties in the world’ characterised war as a
product of rivalries between imperialist powers seeking new territories and a
redivision of the world’s markets.

War cannot be justified by the slightest pretext of being in the interests
of the people … [but is waged] in the interests of the profits of capitalists
and the ambitions of dynasties.161

When theWorldWar finally broke out in July 1914, socialist deputies in the par-
liaments of France, Belgium, Britain andGermany voted for war credits to their
respective governments. The Mensheviks declared their support for the Rus-
sian war effort. Socialists opposed to the war were in aminority in their parties
practically everywhere in Europe with the exception of Bulgaria and Serbia.
Defence of the fatherland became an acceptable slogan for social democrats

160 V.I. Lenin, ‘Militant Militarism and the Anti-Militarist Tactics of Social Democracy’, in The
Years of Reactionand theNewRevival (NewYork: International Publishers, n.d.), p. 325; and
Lenin, CollectedWorks, Vol. xix, p. 329.

161 V.I. Lenin, ‘Opportunism and the Collapse of the Second International’, in CollectedWorks,
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and bourgeois parties alike.Workers of different nations were pressed into uni-
form to fight one another, for Germany’s claims on British and French colonies,
for Austro-Hungary’s claims on the Balkans, for Britain’s claims on Mesopot-
amia and Palestine, for France’s claims on Alsace Lorraine, and for Russia’s
claims on the Dardanelles, Armenia and Galicia. The Great Powers justified
their claims by alleging to defend the oppressed nations under the yoke of their
opponents. They tried to exploit all nationalmovements in their enemy’s camp.
Germany ‘championed’ the Irish cause, France the Czech movement, Austro-
Hungary Ukrainian aspirations in the Russian Empire.162

A wave of patriotic fervour swept the Russian Empire in 1914 when its gov-
ernment declared war. Workers in Petrograd took to the streets in thousands
and paraded with Russian flags.163 Deputies in the State Duma rose to declare
the loyalty of the nationalities they represented to the Tsar. Only the Ukraini-
ans failed to muster a speaker. Five deputies, all of them Bolsheviks (Petrovsky,
Badaiev, Muranov, Shagov and Samoilov) dared to protest Russia’s declaration
of war. They were duly arrested, put on trial and exiled to Siberia.164

The mood in Kyiv was like that in Petrograd. Kyivan Bolsheviks put up a
fight in the surviving trade unions but Menshevik defensists (oborontsi) out-
numbered them with their strong base among railway workers, the older gen-
eration of printers and employees at the Greter steel mills. They controlled the
executive committees of trade unions, workers’ co-operatives and clubs in the
city, from which they sent representatives to sit on the government sponsored
War Productions Committee. The Mensheviks were rewarded for their efforts
by being allowed to work without official harassment for the duration of the
War.

Russia’s invasion of Galicia [Halychyna, the western Ukrainian region of
the Austro-Hungarian Empire] in August 1914 charged the patriotic sen-
timent even of the Mensheviks. Under the influence of their patriotic
loyalty, they silently condoned the policies of [military governor] Bobryn-
sky in Galicia, notwithstanding the fact that these policies amounted to
pogroms against Jews and deportations of Galician independentists.165
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A majority of active usdwp members were opposed to the War.166 Among
their leaders, Symon Petliura was one of the notable exceptions. Taking up
residence in Moscow in 1912, Petliura began publishing the Russian language
Ukrains’kaia Zhizn, a newspaper designed for Ukrainians living in Russia.
Dmytro Doroshenko claims that after Petliura learned that no deputies in the
State Duma had declared Ukrainians’ loyalty to the regime, he prepared a
special issue of the newspaper to set the record straight. The editorial stated
that Ukrainians in the Empire had no choice but to support the Russian war
effort.167

Members of the usdwp branch in Katerynoslav concentrated on anti-war
propaganda and suffered repeated police raids on their homes. Together with
Bolshevik, Socialist Revolutionary and anarchist committees, the usdwp
planned a general strike at the end of 1916 to protest theWar. It failed tomater-
ialise. By February 1917, however, its members had collected a small arsenal ‘for
the coming battle’ with the regime.168

Lev Yurkevych’s Geneva newspaper Borot’ba devoted itself mainly to anti-
war propaganda and polemicised equally with the pro-Russian orientation of
Petliura’s newspaper inMoscowand thepro-Austrian sympathies of theVienna
based Union for the Liberation of Ukraine.169 Yurkevych wrote:

We Ukrainian social democrats must come out with redoubled energy
against the arrangements that provoked this war and against our classes
and their parties who pursue a policy of ‘reconciliation’ with those ar-
rangements. The struggle today for Ukrainian liberation is the same as
the struggle against the war, for a revolutionary overthrow in Russia…We
place no hope in the generosity of Tsarist Russia, but only in its death.170

Increasing numbers of people began changing their stand on theWar as fatal-
itiesmounted and the domestic economy cracked and strained under the pres-
sure of militarisation. Nationalist sentiments among Ukrainians also grew. The
coincidence of nationalist and defeatist sentiments in their case is not diffi-
cult to understand. When War was declared, the government banned Ukrain-
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ian language publications even before German ones. The moderate Kyiv daily
Rada was closed down two weeks after it published a statement of loyalty to
the government. When the Russian army occupied Galicia, All-Ukrainian lan-
guage schools, newspapers, bookstores, cultural and educational institutions
were closed down and their employees deported to the Russian interior. In Lviv,
Chernivtsi and Stanislav, occupation authorities burned all the Ukrainian lan-
guage literature they could find. Post offices in Galicia refused to accept letters
written in Ukrainian, although Polish, German, French and English language
correspondence was permitted.171

The territory of Ukrainewas amajor theatre of theWar. Large garrisonswere
stationed in Ukrainian cities close to the SouthWestern and Romanian fronts.
Forty-five out of a total of 76 divisions of the Russian army were committed to
these fronts. Galicia suffered extensive losses in human life andmaterialwealth
from the conflict; 60 percent of all standing structures there were razed to the
ground. Once it became clearer in whose interests and at whose cost the War
was being prosecuted, appeals to Ukrainians on both sides of the front by their
respective governments increasingly rang hollow. Loyalty to either belligerent
faded, giving way to demands for an end to theWar, the defence of human life
from the carnage and the withdrawal of the warring parties altogether from
their national territory.

171 Borot’ba, 2 (April 1915), p. 2; Doroshenko, Moi Spomyny, p. 24.
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chapter 4

February to October 1917

In the winter of 1916–17 the privations of war became intolerable for soldiers
on the front and poor people behind the lines. Bread queues in Petrograd grew
longer by the day. Heating fuel ran out. Women and children protested in the
streets, demanding bread and herring. The army was failing to get its bread
rations, not to mention other basic provisions. After the commemoration on
9 January1 of the Bloody Sunday massacre in 1905, workers’ strikes began to
spread across the empire. Official estimates put the number of strikers at a
quarter of amillion in January and double that in February. In the Russian cap-
ital itself work stoppages swelled on International Women’s Day, celebrated
in Russia by the Julian calendar on 23 February, coinciding with the hunger
protests on the streets. And then four days later the Volyn regiment, made up
of Ukrainian peasant conscripts, mutinied and took the side of the hungry
workers. Other regiments joined them. By the evening of 27 February several
strategic locations in the capital were in the hands of insurgents, including
police stations, law courts, the InteriorMinistry and the Fortress of Saints Peter
and Paul.

The authorities sent punitive army battalions to put down the revolt. How-
ever, they failed toquell it evenafter fivedaysof shooting left 13 peopledeadand
more than 1,500 injured.2 The situation came to a breaking point for the Tsar’s
loyal opposition in the State Duma, who formed a Provisional Government on
2March in an attempt to restore law and order. Tsar Nicholas ii, having lost the
support of his ministers and the loyalty of his troops, was forced to abdicate.

Workers’ leaders being held since early January in the Fortress of Saints Peter
andPaulwere freedby soldiers on 27 February.On that sameday they convened
the first meeting of the Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ Deputies. usdwp activ-
ists at the meeting proposed the Soviet should work jointly and on the basis
of equal representation with a Soviet of Soldiers’ Deputies. Their proposal was
approved and the firstmeeting of the Petrograd Soviet ofWorkers’ and Soldiers’
Deputies convened on 1 March.3

1 All dates are by the Julian calendar up to 31 January 1918. Thereafter they follow the Gregorian
calendar, when 1 February by the Julian calendar became 14 February by the Gregorian.

2 V.F. Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu: Istorychne ese-khroniky, 4 vols (Kyiv: Svitohliad,
2010), Vol. 1, pp. 25–33.

3 More than 60 deputies of this first meeting belonged to the usdwp. M. Avdienko, ‘Liutneva
Revoliutsiia v Petrohradi i usdrp’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 1 (January–February 1928).
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There were now two foci of political power in the Russian capital: the Pet-
rograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies and the Provisional Govern-
ment. Each institution enjoyed a distinct kind of popular support based on the
demands and promises it espoused at its inception. The Petrograd Soviet was
dominated by an alliance of Mensheviks, Socialist Revolutionaries, Bundists
and members of other small socialist parties. They gathered under the banner
of ‘revolutionary defencism’, calling for military defence of the Empire, an end
to the War by way of a negotiated peace, radical social and economic policies
and co-operation with the Provisional Government. The alliance held major-
ity control in the Petrograd and Moscow Soviets and most provincial soviets
throughout the country until September 1917.

In the Provisional Government the Constitutional Democrats (Kadets), a
liberal bourgeois party, co-operatedwith theMensheviks, Socialist Revolution-
aries, and smaller moderate socialist parties like the Labourists (Trudovaia
gruppa) and the Popular Socialists (Narodni sotsiialisty) in a series of coalition
cabinets formed between February and October 1917.

TheGovernment enjoyedwidespread support at first because it held out the
hope for democratic elections to a constituent assembly that could deal resol-
utely with the War, land reform, the collapse of industry and demands of the
non-Russian peoples for national self-determination. It steadily lost this sup-
port when it did not call elections or deal with the domestic situation and
continued to take part in theWar on the side of the former Tsar’s allies. Under
pressure from radical movements of soldiers, workers and peasants, the Provi-
sional Government began to falter, its cabinets resigning and reforming in an
attempt to appease and head off the radicalisation.

The Petrograd Soviet was the Provisional Government’s watchdog, its con-
science so to speak, because it expressed the desires of deputies elected by
hundreds of thousands of people and of millions when it called All-Russian
congresses of soviets. As it became clear to these millions that the Govern-
ment was not committed to the goals of the February Revolution, and above
all did not try to end theWar, the initiative passed to the Petrograd Soviet and a
power struggle took shape between them. The bloc of revolutionary defencists
in the Soviet was challenged by increasingly popular Bolsheviks, Left Socialist
Revolutionaries and Menshevik Internationalists. They were opposed to coali-
tions between socialist and bourgeois parties in the Provisional Government
and called for an immediate halt to the War. Instead of general elections to
a constituent assembly, they proposed an altogether new form of state based
solely on soviets, that is councils of elected workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’
deputies. InOctober, the SecondAll-Russian Congress of Soviets overthrew the
Provisional Government in Petrograd after a concentrated military assault on
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its institutions and elected a Council of Peoples’ Commissars (cpc) to take its
place. The Bolsheviks held the majority in the cpc.

The dynamic of the dual power struggle that took shape in the summer of
1917 was complicated in two ways. First, by the participation of Mensheviks
and Socialist Revolutionaries simultaneously in the Provisional Government
alongside the Kadets and other bourgeois parties, and in the Soviets alongside
the Bolsheviks and other radical socialist parties. Second, by the presence in
the non-Russian regions of the emancipation movements of imperial Russia’s
oppressed nations. Thus inUkraine, the period fromFebruary toOctober is bet-
ter described as a treble power struggle between the Provisional Government,
the urban councils of workers’ deputies that looked to the Petrograd Soviet for
leadership, and the Ukrainian national movement, whose institutional focus
became the Tsentral’na Rada (Central Council in Ukrainian).

Formed in Kyiv on 3 March the Rada set as its minimum programme ‘the
attainment of territorial autonomy, making Ukrainian a language of govern-
ment and protecting the rights of national minorities – Russians and others’.4
In the following months the overwhelming majority of soldiers’ and peasants’
councils in Ukraine rallied to its side. Together with a modest delegation of
workers’ deputies, they made up the greater part of the Tsentral’na Rada’s gen-
eral assembly in Kyiv. The Rada gained sufficient popular support to force the
Provisional Government to recognise Ukraine’s right to territorial autonomy in
July and then to overthrow the Government itself in October. It took power in
Kyiv at the behest andwith themilitary backing of the Third All-Ukrainian Sol-
diers’ Congress at the same time as power changed hands in Petrograd.

It is well known that peasants and semi-proletarians on the land and in
the army were the spine of the Tsentral’na Rada, its most committed support-
ers from the beginning. The working class, on the other hand, was divided at
the outset and for the longest time it looked to Petrograd for a political solu-
tion to the crisis. In its majority, the working-class movement in Ukraine was
unprepared for the Rada’s seizure of power. Only after the seizure did the urban
councils of the working class begin to deal with the national question and the
national movement as a problem of state power.

The remaining chapters of this book examine the working class coming to
terms with this particular problem of state power from February 1917 to April
1918, the first ‘long year’ of the Revolution. They focus on developments in the
urban centres where two big movements held the keys to power: the working-
class movement organised into factory committees, soviets and trade unions

4 Visty Ukrains’koi Tsentral’noi Rady, 1 (19 March 1917), p. 1; 4 (April 1917), p. 3.
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and the soldiers’ movement in the garrisons and on the front. Of primary
importance to this study is how these mass movements influenced the out-
come of the struggle for state power.While much has been written about polit-
ical leaders, parties and governments, a great deal remains to be learned about
the mass mobilisations on whose crests they rode into power and in whose
wake they lost it. It is necessary to learn more about their tempos and cycles,
the numbers of people who took part in them and the patterns of interaction
between distinct movements of workers, soldiers and peasants. In the last ana-
lysis, these movements were the adjudicators in the revolutionary crisis, the
source of its possibilities and its objective limitations.

Not a calendar year, the first year of the Revolution spans the period from
the collapse of Tsarism in February 1917 to the Austro-German occupation and
fall of the Tsentral’na Rada in April 1918. It has four periods: mobilisation and
self organisation of the lower classes from February to July; contestation and
seizure of state power betweenAugust andOctober; attempts inNovember and
December to reconcile the interests of the mass movements in the new state
power; the failure of these attempts and the outbreak of civil war and foreign
interventions between January and April 1918.

1 First Days of the Rada

After the fall of the autocracy practically all enterprises and public institutions
stopped working for several days. Crowds of people gathered in the streets
to share the news and consider the future. Demonstrations and attacks on
state institutions occurred in many towns and cities. In Kyiv crowds gathered
on 1 March outside the city council building, moved on to the city garrison,
destroyed its headquarters and then freed the political prisoners in the Luki-
anivka prison. Workers’ councils formed in the first week of March in Kyiv,
Kharkiv, Katerynoslav, Odesa, Poltava, Mariupol and in towns of the Donbas.
In some places they disarmed the police, dismissed reactionary officials of the
old regime and assumed control of city councils (dumy) and district councils
(zemstva).5

The city council of Odesa was driven out of its premises, its Black Hundreds
chairman, Pelikan, and his assistants were arrested. Monarchist officers were
driven out of their units as soldiers and sailors took up the call from the Pet-
rograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies to elect their own committees

5 M.A. Rubach, ‘Treba diisno vypravyty’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 3–4 (May–June 1930), p. 265.
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andcouncils and toobeyonly their orders. Across the front passive resistance to
the war became the norm under the slogan: ‘Hold the front but don’t advance’.
Soldiers returning home from the front called publicmeetings in towns and vil-
lages along the way, often at the railway station, to deliver news from the cities
and the front. The correspondent of the Petrograd Telegraph Agency visiting
Zhytomyr, Lutsk and Novhorod-Volynsk on Right Bank Ukraine reported:

Everywhere, without tears or regret the village parted with the past polit-
ical order. It took the news of the overthrow as something that was
needed, in fact was inevitable … everyone breathed a sigh of relief. The
village awoke. Hope that better times had finally arrived shone in every-
one’s eyes. There would now be land, pasture, freedom.6

Political exilesmade their way home fromSiberia and abroad. Proscribed polit-
ical parties were revived, the opposition presses restarted. A period of intense
organising by students, soldiers, workers, the intelligentsia and professional
classes began, creating cultural associations, neighbourhood committees, trade
unions and councils. The active restoration of democracy from below quickly
brought into popular usage new expressions to denote what was now taking
place. Among them three terms in particular gainedwidespread currency. ‘The
social revolution’ was the process in its broadest scope by which the lower
classes were now taking control of workplaces, schools and public institu-
tions from theold regime. ‘Thedemocracy’ identified the community positively
involved in this revolution, as opposed to the temporarily silenced supporters
of the old regime. And ‘national autonomy’ summed up the oppressed nations’
and national minorities’ goal of self-government in a future federated republic.

In Ukraine the Tsentral’na Rada took up the goal of national autonomy.
The moderate Society of Ukrainian Progressives (Tovarystvo Ukrains’kykh Pos-
tupovtsiv – tup) in Kyiv took the initiative on 1 March to establish the Rada
as a national co-ordinating body for its own members. However, its founding
meeting was interrupted by members of other Ukrainian organisations in the
city who demanded the Rada include them. So on 3 March over one hundred
people attended another meeting in the Rodina club at which the Tsentral’na
Rada was redefined as a central council empowered to co-ordinate the activity
of its Ukraine-widemember organisations, towork as a coalition of theUkrain-
ian national movement. Its initial members included co-operatives, cultural
and educational societies, students’, teachers’, soldiers’ and workers’ organisa-

6 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 79.
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tions. Ukrainian social democrats and socialist revolutionaries were active in
all these bodies.

On 7March the Rada elected its head, a presidium and eight commissioners
overseeing different policy areas. Mykhailo Hrushevsky, the renowned histor-
ian, was elected head. He was at the time still in Moscow, the last place of
internal exile imposed on him by the Tsarist authorities in 1916. He assumed
the post on 13 March after returning to Kyiv. Most of the other positions went
to members of tup, the Ukrainian Social Democratic Workers’ Party (usdwp)
and the Ukrainian Labour Party (Ukrains’ka Trudova Partiia – utp), the latter
based in the co-operative movement. At the end of March the usdwp and the
Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries (upsr) formally announced their
endorsement and support of the Rada. These two parties now came alongside
the tup, soon to be renamed as the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Federalists
(Ukrains’ka Partiia Sotsialistiv Federalistiv – upsf) to form the core of the exec-
utive bodies. Over time the moderate upsf would yield the leadership to the
usdwp. Its programme declared the party on the side of the working class and
peasantry, although in reality the upsf was fearful of mass movements and
tried to dampen their radicalism. It was similar in political outlook to the Rus-
sian Kadets but had included socialism in its name under the pressure of rising
revolutionary sentiments among the populace.

The Rada was launched as a civic organisation, consciouslymodelled on the
committees of civic organisations that were being formed to support the pro-
vincial, city and district executives of the Provisional Government. But unlike
them it aimed to become a national organisation and to unite a set of provinces
that were not yet recognised in Russian law or public administration as a dis-
tinct national entity. The Rada was about to seek such recognition from the
Provisional Government on the way to securing Ukraine’s national territorial
autonomy, and in the process transforming the Rada itself from a civic organ-
isation into an autonomous government.

The Provisional Government in Petrograd started asserting its authority by
removing the Tsarist provincial governors and vice-governors and replacing
them with their own Commissariats at provincial and district levels of admin-
istration. It appointed its commissars to Kyiv on 1 March, Kharkiv on 3 March
and then across the other Ukrainian provinces. Typically they were represent-
atives of the urban bourgeoisie and big landowners. The Commissariats relied
on the support of the committees of civic organisations, formed under their
patronage. It was common for the commissar to be made the head of the civic
committee as well. Moderate and right wing Mensheviks and Russian Socialist
Revolutionarieswere active in the civic committees, alongside awide cross sec-
tion of merchants, lawyers, teachers, civil servants and workers’ organisations.
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Where they were well established, Ukrainian political parties, co-operatives
and cultural organisations also secured representatives in such committees
and sometimes even a commanding position. For example, the Kyiv provincial
executive committee of civic organisations, elected in mid-March, ‘fell almost
completely into Ukrainian hands’.7

Despite these changes in government personnel and civic participation the
old order still survived in the administration of government. Senior admin-
istrators maintained their well established ties to the big landowners, entre-
preneurs and industrialists. The Provisional Government remained committed
to the War on the side of its allies, the Entente, for which it had to marshal
the needed resources and secure the active co-operation of the upper classes,
the press and the military. By 1917 the economic situation was critical, while
mass expectations of positive change soaredwith the collapse of the autocracy.
There was evident concern that, despite the replacement of Tsarist authority
by a Provisional Government at the pinnacle of power, the situation could get
out of hand. Lurking in the background were those who could not accept the
passing of the old order, nor the dismemberment of Russia, ‘united and indi-
visible’. They included the notorious Black Hundreds, the Union of Russian
People, who numbered around 190,000 in the Ukrainian provinces, half their
total membership in the empire.8

Supporters of the old regime had good reason to be worried. In the first
two weeks of March there were four mass demonstrations by soldiers in Kyiv
calling for constituent assembly elections and Ukraine’s territorial autonomy
in a federated, democratic republic, Ukrainisation of schools and public ser-
vices, and separate Ukrainian regiments in the army commanded by elected
officers.9 Twenty-five thousand workers and soldiers in a March 12 Petrograd
demonstration raised the same demands.10 And on 19 March 100,000 people
marched in Kyiv, a third of them soldiers, to demand national autonomy and
to declare their support for the Tsentral’na Rada as the political representative
of the Ukrainian people.11

Hrushevsky in his memoirs recalled the 19 March demonstration ‘left a
mighty impression that Ukrainian identity was not a fiction in the heads of a

7 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 108.
8 Oleksandr Reient, RobitnytstvoUkrainy iTsentral’naRada (Kyiv: Akademiia Nauk, Instytut

Istorii Ukrainy, 1993), pp. 20–6.
9 Visty Ukrains’koi Tsentralnoi Rady, 1 (19 March 1917), pp. 1–2.
10 M. Avdiienko, ‘Liutneva Revoliutsiia v Petrohradi i usdrp’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 1 (January–

February 1928), p. 230.
11 V. Skorovstansky (Vasyl Shakhrai), Revoliutsiia na Ukraine (Saratov: n.p., 1919), p. 22.
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little band of romantics or maniacal intellectuals. It was a living force which
had power over the masses, which moved them and lifted them up’.12 It was
widely regarded as the beginning of a national democratic revolution, echoing
powerfully the developments in Petrograd and setting down a bulwark against
the threat of a restoration of the old order. However, it also introduced a quite
unexpected current into the stream of the all-Russia revolution, one which
posed an evenwider set of possible outcomes than those envisaged by the Rus-
sian democratic camp.

The Rada called a National Congress in Kyiv in early April. According to
Hrushevsky the organisers wanted to impress upon the Provisional Govern-
ment the gravity of the situation with regard to Ukrainian national demands,
that they could no longer be ignored:

The Provisional Government had a tendency to put everything off until
after Constituent Assembly elections and that’s where it filed away the
Ukrainian situation, in a general folder on the national question. How-
ever, it considered Finland, Poland and the South Caucasus sufficiently
self-evident issues that it could decree them political rights on the basis
of its own existing authority, not waiting for the outcome of Constitu-
ent Assembly elections. Thatmeantwe had to demonstrate forcefully and
unambiguously that Ukrainian demands were very widely supported and
of an urgent nature if we wanted to achieve a resolution of the Ukrainian
question.13

Judging by the turnout the National Congress was a great success – 900 deleg-
ates, a majority of them soldiers, workers and peasants.14 The congress heard
greetings from Russian, Jewish, Polish and Estonian organisations. At the end
of deliberations the delegates adopted motions supporting national territorial
autonomy for Ukraine within a democratic, federated Russian republic, pro-
tection of the rights of national minorities living in Ukraine and the rights
of Ukrainians living outside its borders; that borders be decided henceforth

12 Mykhailo Hrushevsky, ‘Spomyny: Chastyna 11’, Kyiv, 8 (1989), p. 143.
13 Hrushevsky, ‘Spomyny: Chastyna 11’, p. 144.
14 Robitnycha hazeta, 9 April 1917, p. 2. Estimates of the number of delegates vary from

700 to 1,500 in the following literature: Pavlo Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia: Zamitky i
Materiialy do Istorii Ukrains’koi Revoliutsii 1917–20 rr, 4 vols (Vienna: Ukrains’kyi Sotsiolo-
hichnyi Instytut, 1921), Vol. 1, pp. 38–41; Mykyta Shapoval, Velyka Revoliutsiia i Ukrains’ka
Vyzvol’na Prohrama (Prague: Vilna Spilka i Ukrains’kyi Robitnychyi Instytut, 1927), p. 78;
Volodymyr Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, 3 vols (Kyiv-Vienna: Dzvin, 1920), Vol. 1,
pp. 92–3.
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by plebiscites of border populations; that national territorial autonomy be
implemented before elections to an All-Russian constituent assembly, with the
immediate establishment of a regional Ukrainian council (Kraieva Rada); and
finally, that stateless peoples, not only states, be represented at international
peace talks to bring theWar to an end.

Hrushevsky was elected head of the Rada almost unanimously in a secret
ballot. The author and playright Volodymyr Vynnychenko from the usdwp
and Serhii Yefremov, a journalist and historian from the upsf, were elected in
an open ballot as his deputies. They headed the mala rada, a standing body
which adopted decisions of policy between general assemblies of Rada depu-
ties. Numbering 20 in all, it was drawn overwhelmingly from the intelligentsia
and in its majority from the moderate upsf. Only one member of the mala
rada, Pavlo Khrystiuk, was a socialist revolutionary from the upsr.

The congress elected deputies to the Rada’s general assembly: 13 from Kyiv
civic associations, eight from soldiers’ organisations, five each from co-opera-
tives, the Peasant Union, students and teachers, one from the Ukrainian
Women’s Union; from the upsf five, usdwp four, upsr and Ukrainian Revolu-
tionary Democratic Party (urdp) three each; and one from a small group of
nationalist independentists. Each provincial capital got three deputies and the
province’s population outside its capital four. Ukrainian communities living in
the Kuban, Bessarabia, Petrograd, Moscow, Rostov and Saratov also sent depu-
ties into the Rada.15

Thus the Rada’s first elected leadershipwasmoderate and even conservative
in outlook compared with the more radical bent of its assembly deputies.

2 Peasants in the City

The first year of the Revolution was distinguished from the ones that followed
by the strength of the soldiers’ movement in the cities and the link it provided
betweenurbanworkers andpeasants on the land. Right from thebeginning this
new, momentarily urban force tipped the balance of social forces in favour of
the working class against the upper classes. The peasant conscripts who joined
the bread protests in Petrograd precipitated the fall of the autocracy. Theywere
the pride of the revolutionary movement in 1917. ‘The soldier was a persona
grata. He made the Revolution. Everywhere he was accorded first place’.16

15 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 193–213.
16 Dmytro Doroshenko, Moi Spomyny pro Nedavnie Mynule, 1914–20 (Munich: Ukrains’ke

Vydavnytstvo, 1969), p. 156.
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By 1917 there were 4.5 million Ukrainian soldiers in the Russian army. They
had come to hate the War, in which they were fighting on behalf of a state
that denied them land and rights and that sent them into battle against men
like themselves, including Ukrainian soldiers on the Austro-Hungarian side.
Militant village teachers in their ranks taught them to fashion their hatred
into demands for an end to the War, for land, national equality and self-
determination. The Ukrainian soldiers’ movement was like others in the Rus-
sian army in 1916 and 1917 which demanded its reorganisation into national
armies, solely for the defence of each nation’s homeland against all the belliger-
ent powers in theWar.17 Soldiers formed clubs and associations, read newspa-
pers to one another to share news and discussed ways to defend their interests.
They agitated for the election of officers and the establishment of separate regi-
ments and demanded to be stationed on Ukrainian soil or as close as possible
to it on the front.

In the early days of the soldiers’ movement a struggle broke out between
Ukrainian nationalist officers in the army, who wanted solely to organise and
lead national regiments from the ranks already under their own command, and
Ukrainian socialist revolutionaries and social democrats who supported the
demands of the ranks to elect their own officers and make them accountable
to councils of elected soldiers’ deputies.18 This internal struggle was resolved
in favour of the latter soon afterwards, when the soldiers’ movement swelled
tomassive proportions and dispelled any notions of officers’ authority without
soldiers’ consent.

An early example of the soldiers’movement in formationwas a spontaneous
gathering of three thousand unassigned recruits in April in the centre of Kyiv.
They wanted to leave together for the front as the First Ukrainian Regiment of
Bohdan Khmelnytsky. Electing their own officers, the recruits dispatched them
to headquarters of the Kyiv Military District to seek its approval. When they
were refused the soldiers turned to the Rada to request its intercessionwith the
military authorities. TheRada supported them,while theKyivCouncil ofWork-
ers’ Deputies and the Executive Committee of the Provisional Government
stood strongly opposed. The Khmelnytsky regiment was eventually accepted
into the army on its own terms. However, as it left Kyiv for the front in the wake

17 Mark von Hagen, ‘A Socialist Army Officer Confronts War and Nationalist Politics: Kon-
stantin Oberuchev in Revolutionary Kyiv’, Journal of Ukrainian Studies, 33–34 (2008–09);
Mikhail Frenkin, Russkaia armiia i revoliutsiia 1917–1918 (Munich: Logos, 1978); AlanWild-
man, The End of the Russian Imperial Army, 2 vols (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1980, 1987).

18 N.N. Popov, ‘Moskovs’ka hrupa “livykh” u usdrp’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 6 (1928).
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in July, nationalist Russian officers raked its train with machine gun fire and
killed 16 soldiers on board.19

Other regimentswere formed, including the Shevchenkoheavy artillery regi-
ment in Berdychiv, the Ivan Honta regiment in Uman, the Polubotok regiment
in Chernihiv, regiments named after Taras Shevchenko, Pylyp Orlyk, Chyhyryn
and Nalyvaiko in Petrograd, until there were 30 of them in the city garrisons
and another 27 on the front, a combined force of a million and a half soldiers.
In Kyiv alone, there were 50,000 soldiers in the Ukrainian regiments by the
end of June.20 In the councils of soldiers’ deputies, they worked mainly with
the upsr.

On 5 May, 700 elected deputies representing 993,400 soldiers met in Kyiv
for the First All-Ukrainian Soldiers’ Congress. They adopted resolutions calling
on the Provisional Government to recognise Ukraine’s national autonomy in
principle and to begin negotiating with the Tsentral’na Rada on its practical
implementation. The deputies called for an end to the War, reorganisation of
the entire Russian army into national regiments, the training of a Ukrainian
officer corps and for regular provision of Ukrainian language newspapers to the
front. The Congress chose the Rada as its political representative and identified
itself as ‘the foundation of the organisedmilitarymight of theUkrainian demo-
cracy’. It elected a General Military Committee headed by the social democrat
Symon Petliura to advise the Rada on all matters pertaining to the army and
theWar.21

The Tsentral’na Rada’s rural base of support came from the selians’ki spilky,
village unions of poor andmiddle peasants organised by the upsr in April and
May. They adopted a common programme at the First All-Ukrainian Peasants’
Congress, held in Kyiv on 28 May–4 June and attended by 2,500 deputies from
approximately 1,500 spilky.22 It called for the expropriation of all landed estates
without compensation, its division and redistribution by local peasant coun-
cils, and a ban on the sale of land or the hiring of labour. The Congress also
demanded an end to theWar without indemnities or annexations, recognition

19 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 1, p. 48.
20 I.F. Kuras, ‘Borot’ba bils’hovykiv za zmitsnennia soiuzu syl sotsialistychnoi revoliutsii i

natsional’no-vyzvol’noho rukhu (ber.-zhovt. 1917 r.)’, Ukrains’kyi Istorychnyi Zhurnal, 12
(December 1976), p. 40; Isaak Mazepa, Ukraina v Ohni i Buri Revoliutsii 1917–1921, 3 vols
(n.p.: Prometei, 1950), Vol. 1, p. 29.

21 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 1, pp. 53–4; Andrii Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’
(Odesa: Astroprint, 2007), pp. 66–9.

22 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 1, p. 65; Encyclopedia of Ukraine, 1984 edn, s.v. ‘All-
Ukrainian Peasant Congresses’.
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of the Tsentral’na Rada by the Provisional Government and the establishment
of an autonomous Ukrainian government.23

The Congress elected a Council of Peasants’ Deputies which delivered to the
Rada a proposal that it adopt immediately a plan for the autonomy of Ukraine
in a federal democratic Russian republic. It called upon the Rada to convene
a congress of peoples of the empire who supported the federal principle as
a basis for rebuilding the existing state and urged it to use all its resources
to bring forward general elections in Ukraine, to democratise all civic institu-
tions and local governments to ensure they represented their resident popula-
tions.

Therewasnot a single congress in 1917 atwhich thepeasants’ representatives
did not demand the confiscation of land without compensation nor an imme-
diate end to theWar. Theymade these demandswith impatience, insisting that
the Rada act expeditiously to secure them. Kovalevsky, a delegate from Uman,
put it to the first peasants’ congress that if the Provisional Government refused
to satisfy their demand for national autonomy

then we should take it ourselves, relying on the revolutionary self-organi-
sation of the entire Ukrainian people and on the peasantry in particular.
Our children will not forgive us if we don’t win at least national territorial
autonomy. If words don’t help then swordswill! The timehas come to take
what’s ours! We won’t plead or bow anymore because this is ours!24

The Rada’s leaders responded to the resolutions of the First All-Ukrainian Sol-
diers’ Congress by composing a declaration to the Provisional Government and
the Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. They sent it to Petro-
grad on 13May with a delegation headed by Volodymyr Vynnychenko. Now the
Rada spoke to those it regarded as its counterparts in Russia, as a mandated
representative of the Ukrainian people and as their equal:

The growth of the Ukrainian movement, which has revealed itself with
such intensity in these days of revolution, demands new methods for its
assessment, newpolitical approaches, not tomention just getting to know
what it is saying… in this regard, however, everything remains as it was in
the past and the Russian citizenry by and large rests on its old, undefined
position.

23 Robitnycha hazeta, 3 May 1917, p. 1; Shapoval, Velyka Revoliutsiia, p. 80.
24 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 360–1.
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This is already impacting negatively on the mutual relations between
our two fraternal peoples, while for the future it threatens us with very
undesirable complications. To avoid them and to overcome these diffi-
culties both sides should take action on a state and civic level …

But how does the Russian community living in Ukraine treat this truly
fabulous reawakening of a 35 million strong people?We have to say right
away that its relationship is a superficial one and not in the interests
of revolutionary Russia. On the contrary, it is what threatens the entire
cause of freedom with so many problems. There are a lot of reasons for
this, but the main one is class interest. The ruling classes in Ukraine are
not Ukrainian. Industry is in the hands of a Russian, Jewish and French
bourgeoisie; a big part of the commercial and agricultural bourgeoisie is
made up of Poles, Russians, and Ukrainians who have long since called
themselves russki. Similarly all administrative posts are in the hands of
non-Ukrainians.

It is also necessary to consider in the round the national dimension.
Having been suckled on the milk of autocracy and centralism, being
accustomed to looking at Ukraine as merely the southwestern region of
the Russian Empire and at Ukrainians as khakhly25 who differ fromRussi-
ans only in someminor aspects of everyday life, never having bothered to
acquaint themselves with the life of these khakhly and what their ideals
are, ideals which never died even under the oppression of Tsarism, the
bourgeois intelligentsia cannot find in itself the strength to rise to a clear
understanding of what has been going on here all the time. And by suc-
cumbing to these two forces of class and national egoism, it has taken
the path of strongly resisting the formation of the Ukrainian democracy,
resorting to every available means.

Twisting the facts in the press and at public meetings, they are spread-
ing rumours that the khakhly want to separate from Russia, that they are
preparing to expel all non-Ukrainians from Ukraine because, allegedly
their slogan is ‘Ukraine only for the Ukrainians’, that in its entirety the
Ukrainian movement is, without regard for its internal social or polit-
ical differences, a counterrevolutionary movement that must be stopped
immediately. They have become so frightened by the massive growth of
this movement that they have infected with their fears even the demo-
cratic non-Ukrainian milieux. The Russian democracy has been so infec-
ted with the attitudes of the Russian bourgeoisie, with the idea that the

25 A pejorative term in Russian for a Ukrainian.
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Russians rule over Ukraine… that an unusually high level of hostility now
persists. Such hostility has, for example, led the head of the Kyiv Coun-
cil of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies to appear before a conference of
socialist organisations of all nationalities and to threaten to use bayonets
to break up a Ukrainian congress.26

Believing they were ill informed by their representatives in Ukraine the Rada
wanted to impress upon the Provisional Government and the Petrograd Soviet
the mass character of the Ukrainian national movement and the alarm and
hostility it was provoking among the Russian minority. The Rada’s delegation
was instructed to seek a way out of the looming conflict by proposing to the
Provisional Government ‘the adoption of an act of agreement in principle of
Ukraine’s right to national autonomy, appointment of a commissar of Ukrain-
ian affairs in the Provisional Government and a governing commissar for all
Ukraine with a Regional Council attached to him, and the assignation of funds
for the national cultural needs of theUkrainian people and for othermatters’.27

The Rada’s delegation met with Prince Lvov, head of the Council of Min-
isters, but could not persuade him to bring its demands for consideration
before the government as a whole. Instead the delegation was granted a meet-
ing with a commission, which informed them after some discussion that it
could not respond to any of their proposals. The delegation then informed the
commission that the Rada henceforth could not be held responsible for main-
taining order in Ukraine. Delegation members also met for talks with Nikoloz
Chkheidze, head of the Petrograd Soviet. The Soviet offered no formal response
to the Rada’s proposals. After waiting for three weeks in the capital for an
official statement from the Provisional Government the delegation returned
empty-handed to Kyiv.

The Rada then recalled the soldiers’ deputies to Kyiv. Defying a ban imposed
by Aleksandr Kerensky, then Minister of Defence, 2,308 deputies mandated
by over 1.6 million soldiers travelled to Kyiv to take part in the Second All-
Ukrainian Soldiers’ Congress. Convened on 5 June, the Congress charged the
Provisional Government with

misunderstanding completely the national relations prevalent inUkraine
andnot estimatingproperly thedegreeof self-organisationandelemental
power of the awakening Ukrainian democracy… If it wants to uphold the

26 Oleksandr Reient, RobitnytstvoUkrainy iTsentral’naRada (Kyiv: Akademiia Nauk, Instytut
Istorii, 1993).

27 Visty z Ukrains’koi Tsentral’noi Rady, 8 (May 1917).
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gains of the Revolution … then its first task must be to change its attitude
to the demands forwarded by the Tsentral’na Rada and to accept them
without delay.28

Promising its full support, the Congress demanded the Rada halt further nego-
tiations with the Provisional Government, unilaterally declare Ukraine’s au-
tonomy and begin putting it into practice. It also demanded the Government
recognise the authority of its General Military Committee to command organ-
ised Ukrainian ranks in the Russian army. Volodymyr Vynnychenko came from
the Rada on the last day of the Congress with the text of the First Universal, a
unilateral declaration of autonomy. He read it to the assembled deputies:

Let Ukraine be free.Without separating from all-Russia, without breaking
with the Russian state, let the Ukrainian people have the right to govern
their own lives in their own land. Let universal, equal, direct and secret
elections to a Ukrainian National Assembly (Parliament) bring order and
harmony to Ukraine. Only our own Ukrainian Assembly should have the
right to make laws that provide such order here in Ukraine. And the laws
which should provide order across the whole Russian state should be
issued by an All-Russian Parliament.29

The soldiers’ deputies then adopted the First Universal and sang Taras Shev-
chenko’s revolutionary poem Zapovit (Testament) on their knees.TheUniversal
was read out a few days later to the citizens of Kyiv on the square around
Khmelnytsky’s monument.30

3 UkrainianWorkers

Thedaily newspaper of theusdwp, Robitnychahazeta, publishedmany reports
in the first months of the Revolution describing the turbulent growth of na-
tional consciousness among Ukrainian workers. While the party already had a
modest cadre of working class militants from before 1917 to lend it some direc-
tion, it now witnessed a largely spontaneous process of politicisation released
by the collapse of the autocracy and driven by the promise of fundamental
change. There were thousands of factory and railway workers, teachers, postal

28 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 1, p. 201.
29 Ibid, Vol. 1, pp. 219–20.
30 Ibid, Vol. 1, pp. 202, 225.
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and telegraph employees at the first mass demonstration in Kyiv that backed
theTsentral’na Rada on 19March.31 Similarmeetings and demonstrations were
taking place in towns and cities across Ukraine.

Teachers and sugar refinery workers in Kalnyk, Kyiv province, organised
a demonstration bearing red flags and national blue and gold flags on the
second day of Easter to back demands for Ukrainian national autonomy.32 On
3 April, 300 garment workers and peasants in the town of Myropillia, Kursk
province, composed a resolution calling for ‘the right of self-determination …
every nation must decide for itself with which state it wants to associate or if
it wants to live independently’. The resolution expressed a desire of Myropillia
residents, who lived in the far north eastern tip of Ukrainian ethnographic ter-
ritories, to associate with Kyiv. It also expressed their concern for Galicia, over
the western border with Austro-Hungary and then under military occupation,
‘where our countrymen, the Ukrainians live’.33

Ukrainianworkersmarched in their own contingents in theMayDay parade
in Kharkiv. Most of themwere employed at the Helferich Sade and Shymansky
factories. They were joined by railways workers on the southern lines and sol-
diers carrying national flags inscribed in the slogans ‘Long live socialism’ and
‘Down with militarism’. After the May Day ceremony in the Kharkiv Hippo-
drome, they marched again through the city led by a soldiers’ orchestra.34

The first organised manifestation of Katerynoslav Ukrainians was also on
May Day when their contingents received huge ovations from the crowds lin-
ing the march.35 In Poltava, the usdwp attracted many May Day marchers to
its section in the parade.36 In Petrograd, over forty thousand workers and sol-
diersmarched under usdwp banners on that day.37 The town of Lubny, Poltava
province,was adorned for theMayDayholidaywith red andblue and gold flags.
Among the eighty-seven groups taking part in the march there were numer-
ous contingents carrying banners with the slogans ‘Long live the International’,
‘Long live socialism’, ‘Long live a free Ukraine’ and ‘Long live an autonomous
Ukraine’. When the first speaker to address the participants in the Ukrainian
language began, a roar of approval went up. ‘It was hard to tell’ wrote Robit-

31 ClarenceManning,TwentiethCenturyUkraine (NewYork: BookmanAssociates, 1951), p. 37;
Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 1, p. 29.

32 Robitnycha hazeta, 6 April 1917, p. 4.
33 Robitnycha hazeta, 22 April 1917, p. 3.
34 Robitnycha hazeta, 2 May 1917, p. 3.
35 Mazepa, Ukraina v Ohni, Vol. 1, p. 18.
36 Robitnycha hazeta, 4 May 1917, p. 4.
37 Avdiienko, ‘Liutneva Revoliutsiia v Petrohradi’, p. 231.
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nycha hazeta’s correspondent in Lubny ‘just where the workers’ holiday ended
and the national one began’.38

The firstmass demonstration byUkrainians in Luhansk tookplace on 11May.
It was held in honour of Shevchenko. Of the ten flags carried in the demon-
stration, four were red ones bearing socialist slogans and demands for national
autonomy.The participantswere addressed by speakers from theusdwp, upsr
and the Luhansk Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies.39 Such demon-
strations were an overt sign of a significant growth in national awareness
among Ukrainian workers during the War, which then affected the way they
looked upon the prospects opened up by the collapse of Tsarism. It brought the
national question squarely into the realm of concerns of the labourmovement
and stimulated a debate on the issue between workers in numerous places of
employment.

A thousand railway workers and soldiers assembled on 13 April at the No. 2
passenger station in Kyiv to discuss disagreements between Russian and
Ukrainian workers over the national question and the future of Ukraine. Vyn-
nychenko spoke to the gathering on ‘the spontaneous rebirth of national con-
sciousness among the Ukrainian people’. Hortynsky, a member of the Kyiv
Council ofWorkers’Deputies (most likely from theusdwp) spokeof ‘theneces-
sity for a successful struggle by the working class with the capitalist order, for
the freedevelopmentof workers’ spiritual strength and, as a first condition, that
teaching in the schools be conducted in their native language’. He was joined
by a Menshevik speaker who supported the principle of national autonomy
andUkrainisation of schools. According to the report in Robitnycha hazeta ‘the
friendly and comradely tone of the comrades from both parties made a good
and uplifting impression on the Ukrainian and Russian workers alike’.40

Workers at the Kyiv Arsenal gathered in the first week of April to hear
speeches from Ukrainian deputies of the Petrograd Soviet and the Odesa and
Katerynoslav Councils. They adopted a resolution supporting the Petrograd
Soviet and calling for ‘the reconstruction of the Russian state into a demo-
cratic, federated republic’.41 On 15 April, the Poltava usdwp branch sponsored
a meeting attended by a thousand railway workers at which a spirited debate
on the national question was joined by representatives of all socialist parties
in the city.42 At the Shymansky factory in Kharkiv, where over half of the work-

38 Robitnycha hazeta, 30 April 1917, p. 4.
39 Robitnycha hazeta, 25 May 1917, p. 4.
40 Robitnycha hazeta, 2 May 1917, p. 4.
41 Robitnycha hazeta, 12 April 1917, p. 3.
42 Robitnycha hazeta, 27 April 1917, p. 3.
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force was Ukrainian, fierce debates were taking place throughout April over
the type of literature that they should collect and send to army units on the
front. Ukrainian workers demanded that at least 30 percent of the literature
be in their own language ‘because whole regiments of the army are composed
of Ukrainians and they need newspapers and books written in our language’.
Bolsheviks among Shymansky’s workers opposed this demand and accused
the Ukrainians of chauvinism, of wanting to divide the workers. Eventually,
two literature collections were held, one for Russian and another for Ukrain-
ian material.43

The Tsentral’na Rada’s First Universal drew resolutions of support from
workers on the railway lines between Moscow, Voronezh and Kyiv, at Kateryn-
oslav foundries and rolling mills, the Kyiv railway depots, Odesa water works,
sugar refineries in Chernihiv and elsewhere.44 The Myrhorod (Poltava prov-
ince) Council of Workers’, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Deputies resolved on 13 June
‘to implement all of the directives of the Tsentral’na Rada in regards to estab-
lishing the autonomy of Ukraine’.45 The executive committee of the Zinkov
Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies recognised the Rada ‘as its own
national government’ and promised ‘to use all means to implement imme-
diately and comprehensively the First Universal in town and country’.46 An
executive member of the Poltava Council of Workers’ and Peasants’ Deputies
and a member of the upsr, Leonard Bochkovsky appeared before the Rada’s
general assembly in June to declare its support for the Universal. Significantly,
Bochkovsky called for the expansion of the assembly to include delegates from
all workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ councils in Ukraine.47

4 First All-UkrainianWorkers’ Congress

Support for the Tsentral’na Rada came initially from those workers’ councils in
which Ukrainians constituted a significant bloc of the deputies. By mid-1917 it
was a sufficiently strong current to warrant bringing together its leaders and
co-ordinating their local work at a national level. usdwp and upsr deputies

43 Robitnycha hazeta, 25 April 1917, p. 4.
44 Robitnycha hazeta, 20 May 1917, p. 4; 24 May 1917, p. 3; 29 May 1917, p. 4.
45 Yu. M. Hamretsky, ‘Stavlennia Rad Robitnychykh i Soldats’kykh Deputativ Ukrainy u

Periodi Dvovladdia do Pytan’ Natsional’no-Vyzvol’noho Rukhu’, Ukrains’kyi Istorychnyi
Zhurnal, 7 (July 1966), p. 13.

46 Ibid.
47 Visty Ukrains’koi Tsentral’noi Rady, 10 (June 1917), p. 3.
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in the Kyiv Council of Workers’ Deputies took the initiative in June to organ-
ise a national congress of Ukrainians active in the workers’ movement. Held
in Kyiv from 11–14 July, the First All-UkrainianWorkers’ Congress attracted 400
participants delegated to represent forty thousand workers. The usdwp com-
manded the largest fraction of 175 delegates, followed by the upsr fraction of
75 delegates. The Congress received greetings from the Bund, Poale Zion and
the Polish Socialist Party (pps). It was a gathering of militants active mainly
among the Ukrainian agricultural proletariat and the workers of industries
closely associated with agriculture. Although it was significantly smaller than
the peasants’ and soldiers’ congresses that preceded it, this congress never-
theless was an important first attempt in 1917 to build a bridge between the
Ukrainian national movement and the multinational workers’ movement.

In line with a longstanding tradition the congress adopted at the outset a
resolution of solidarity with the struggle of Irish workers against the British
bourgeoisie.48 Delegates then heard speeches and deliberated on eight sub-
jects, adopting resolutions on all of them: the political situation in Russia;
the War; Ukraine’s autonomy in a federated Russian republic and Constituent
Assembly elections; the land question; the supply of basic provisions to the
population; employment and industrial relations policy; on workers’ organisa-
tions; and state education policy. Their resolutions called for an immediate end
to theWar, the confiscation of landed estates without compensation and a ban
on the sale of all land. The congress addressed essentially the same big issues
as the first soldiers’ and peasants’ congresses and adopted broadly similar res-
olutions.

The devil, however, hid in the details of the debates taking place on the
congress floor. The delegates disagreed with one another and with the Rada’s
leaders whom they had invited to address them over three closely intertwined
issues: first, the nature of the revolutionary process then underway; second,
the class nature of the Tsentral’na Rada, its willingness and capacity to under-
take all the tasks on the agenda of the revolution; and third, the tasks facing
Ukrainian workers and their relationship to the multinational working class of
Ukraine.

The usdwp’s centrist leaders dominated the congress debates, pushing
aside their own left wing members and the even more radical socialist revolu-
tionaries. The centrists in the usdwp expected the revolutionary process to
culminate in democratic elections to constituent assemblies for a federated

48 A.P. Hrytsenko, Ukrains’ki Robitnyky na shliakhu tvorennia natsional’noi derzhavy: per-
shii vseukrains’kii robitnychii z’iizd 11–14/24–27 lypnia 1917r (Kyiv: Instytut Istorii Ukrainy,
National’na Akademiia Nauk Ukrainy, 1992), pp. 5, 18.
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Russian republic and for an autonomous Ukrainian republic within it. Only
in these assemblies would the main tasks of the revolution be definitively
resolved. They also acknowledged that bourgeois interests, as well as those of
workers and peasants, were represented, and indeed should be represented, in
the Rada. They believed the resolution of the national question and overcom-
ing the economic crisis both required a combined effort of all the social classes.
Vynnychenko in his address to the congress spoke out against turning the Rada
into a council representing workers, soldiers and peasants alone, cautioning
the revolutionary democracynot to take on all government responsibility. If the
industrial and landowning bourgeoisiewas excluded from the Rada, he argued,
there would be chaos in the event of the Rada’s failure to create a functioning
national government. Likewise, constituent assembly elections for a federated
Russian republic should lead to a government of all classes. Socialism, he said,
was still some way off in the future:

No-one will cope with this ruin that now envelops us. Because the social-
ists themselves and the Councils of Workers’ Deputies don’t build the
trains, they can’t give us bread, and they won’t deliver the goods. So that
responsibility is shared out between all the classes they first must have
their representatives in our parliament.49

The usdwp’s leaders did not see beyond this horizon, which was domin-
ated for them by the revolution’s national tasks. Of course, an autonomous
national government should become an important site for the resolution of
other struggles over social, economic and political inequalities. Thus the social
democrats envisaged co-operation with the bourgeoisie simultaneously with a
struggle against it. Their vision clashed with the expectations of more radical
participants in the congress who wanted the Rada to start implementing the
social and economic demands of the workers and peasants immediately. Like
the Bolsheviks they were advocating these demands with a sense of urgency.
But unlike the Bolsheviks they were looking to Kyiv rather than Petrograd as
the capital in which to assemble the organised power to resolve them.

‘The Rada must win power’, argued the delegate Dubovy, ‘and get involved
in a new struggle, a social and economic one’. To which Mykola Porsh replied:
‘We can be at ease once power is in the hands of the Tsentral’na Rada here and
when in Russia it is in the hands of the revolutionary democracy’s representat-
ives’. To which the usdwp delegate from Moscow Andrii Richytsky countered:

49 Hrytsenko, Ukrains’ki Robitnyky na shliakhu tvorennia natsional’noi derzhavy, pp. 22–3.
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‘Only when the Rada has been completely rebuilt on the model of the Council
of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies will we have a strong government’.50

The Declaration adopted at the end of proceedings reflected the dilemma
facing those who adhered to the centrist usdwp faction’s vision and strategy:

TheUkrainianTsentral’naRada holds not onlyworkers but also bourgeois
classes of the Ukrainian and non-Ukrainian population. Bound to fight in
concert with them for its national, cultural and political liberation the
Ukrainian proletariat must fight simultaneously against all kinds of bour-
geoisie, which includes the Ukrainian bourgeoisie. Once again this path
is slippery and dangerous because conscious Ukrainian workers do not
have the right in any way to back down from their own class interests and
needs. But they should alsonot push theUkrainianbourgeoisie away from
themselves in the common struggle for national freedom and Ukraine’s
autonomy.51

What, then, did the Ukrainian workers’ representatives at this congress see as
their immediate tasks? By mid-1917 a majority of Ukrainian workers belonged
to unions andworked in enterprises that elected and sent delegates to the local
workers’ council. The Ukrainian fraction of the Kyiv Council of Workers’ Depu-
ties which initiated the workers’ congress had called upon similar fractions
in other workers’ councils, as well as organisations such as the sugar work-
ers’ unionwhereUkrainianworkerswere concentrated, to send their delegates.
One of its objectives was simply to find out just howmany organised and unor-
ganised Ukrainian workers there were in every locality.

The congress resolution on workers’ organisation called upon Ukrainian
workers to build and take part in industrial and trade unions, which should
be open to all without regard for political or religious conviction, nationality or
race. These unions should eventually coalesce into a single IndustrialWorkers’
Union of Ukraine. The role of the unions was threefold: to improve workers’
economic standing, to reduce their hours of work, and to equip them through
training and education ‘to bring to life the socialisation of the means of pro-
duction’, that is to say, workers’ control, ownership and management of the
economy.

Within this broad objective the congress resolution also set out specific tasks
for the unions with regard to their Ukrainian members: ‘In view of the need to

50 Ibid, p. 17.
51 Ibid, Appendix.
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improve the cultural level of Ukrainian workers which has sunk very low after
many years of national oppression, the congress calls upon workers to create
their own cultural and educational societies… to form anAll-Ukrainian central
bureau of workers’ educational societies which should provide general direc-
tion to the societies and shed light on the class position of the proletariat in our
existing social order’.52

Finally, the congress elected 100 deputies, 70 usdwp members and 30 from
theupsr, to represent it in theRada’s general assembly.The deputies,whowere
seated in the Rada on 5 August, were instructed to retain their independence
as a voting bloc and to seek a united course of action with the workers of other
nationalities.53 In his speech Vynnychenko assured them that

in the Rada they will meet the workers of other nations of Ukraine and
together they will represent all the working people of Ukraine. We can’t
have any discord, so that the working class can indeed join battle in the
Tsentral’na Rada with the Ukrainian and non-Ukrainian bourgeoisie … in
this parliament the working people will fight for their freedom without
regard for nationality. They will be actively creating our national political
life in the name of our bright future – socialism.54

Vynnychenko’s optimism could not dispel the doubts about the usdwp
strategy that many must have felt at the end of the congress. There were no
other nationalities yet formally represented in the Rada, let alone delegations
of workers of other nationalities. Was this the way to proceed, given that the
focus of workers’ self organisation and representation in 1917 was the burgeon-
ing movement of councils of workers’ deputies? The First All-UkrainianWork-
ers’ Congress hadnot evendiscussed, let alone adopted, a policy on theworkers’
councils nor the role thatUkrainianworkers’ fractions shouldplaywithin them.

5 A National Autonomy of Sorts

It was quite understandable why the Ukrainian social democrats and their
milieu felt wary, if not pessimistic, about staking their claim in the wider work-
ing classmovement. It was not just a question of their relatively small numbers,
but of the hostility to their national demands from thewider democratic camp.

52 Ibid.
53 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 1, p. 104.
54 Hrytsenko, Ukrains’ki Robitnyky na shliakhu tvorennia natsional’noi derzhavy, p. 11.
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Liberal and conservativeRussianswereprotesting to thePetrograd government
that their own national rights were being threatened by the Ukrainian national
movement, while Russian social democrats protested that it was threatening
the unity of the working class. ‘There was frequent clamour of the kind that
“Ukrainians have stabbed the revolution and democracy in the back” ’.55 The
First Universal was denounced as a German intrigue in Kyiv’s Russian news-
papers of the right and as ‘bourgeois nationalism’ in papers of the left.56 The
Katerynoslav city dumamounted a campaign against ‘Ukrainian separatism’.57
Upon learning of the First Universal theAll-RussianCouncil of Peasants’ Depu-
ties under the leadership of the Russian srs supported national autonomy and
federalism in principle but called upon the Rada to withdraw the Universal.

Issuing this Universal is dangerous because its immediate implement-
ation introduces new and massive complication to state life, threatens
to cause national hostility, contributes to national conflicts, weakens the
capacity of the state to resist its external enemy, undermines the author-
ity of the Provisional Government, encourages similar demands by other
nationalities and altogether weakens and tears the revolution apart.58

Yet there were dissenters from this viewpoint in the left flank of the demo-
cracy. The First All-Russian Congress of Soviets in Petrograd, meeting eleven
days after the Rada issued the First Universal, resolved to support the attain-
ment of national autonomy for Ukraine, but noted also that it could only be
confirmed after All-Russian constituent assembly elections. The Congress’ sup-
port for the Rada’s efforts was largely the result of the Bolsheviks’ work among
its delegates, while the condition attached to the resolution was the insurance
demanded by the Mensheviks and Russian srs against any further unilateral
moves by the Ukrainian movement.

Lenin attacked Aleksandr Kerensky, who asMinister of Defence tried to ban
the Ukrainian soldiers’ congress, and the Provisional Government as a whole
for its refusal to recognise the legitimacy of the Rada’s demands:

No democrat, to say nothing about a socialist, will dare to deny the com-
pletely lawful nature of Ukrainian demands. Nor can any democrat deny
Ukraine’s right to freely separate from Russia: it is precisely the uncon-

55 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 360.
56 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 1, pp. 82–3.
57 Mazepa, Ukraina v Ohni, Vol. 1, p. 18.
58 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 1, p. 237.
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ditional recognition of this right that alone makes it possible to agitate
for a free union of Ukrainians with Great Russians, for the voluntary uni-
fication of both peoples into one state. It is precisely the unconditional
recognition of this right that is capable of breaking in practice, irrevers-
ibly and finally, with that accursed Tsarist past which did everything to
alienate these peoples from one another, who are so close in language,
place of settlement, in character and history. Accursed Tsarismmade the
Great Russians into the oppressors of the Ukrainian people, who in turn
came to hate those who even prohibited Ukrainian children to speak and
learn their own native language.59

Lenin, however, was in a minority among the Bolsheviks. The leading Kyivan
Bolshevik Hryhorii Piatakov opposed the Ukrainian movement, saying ‘this
movement is not convenient for the proletariat’:

We can see in this movement the national bourgeoisie in struggle against
elements of the social revolution. It is trying to use national means to
tie the hands of the revolutionary movement and turn back the wheel
of history. This movement is against the social revolution … We stand
before two tasks: to protest against the government’s actions, including
Kerensky’s, and to fight against the chauvinistic efforts of the Ukraini-
ans.60

Piatakov went on to argue that only a plebiscite of the entire population could
empower a body like the Rada to speak in the name of the Ukrainian people.
Without such empowerment the Bolsheviks would oppose these demands, if
necessary by force.

The divisions in the democratic camp over the Ukrainian question were
most evident among the intelligentsia and petit bourgeoisie, who readily be-
came involved in the political process after the February Revolution and took
seats in all the new institutions vying for political power, including the urban
workers’ and soldiers’ councils. Their presence made it very unlikely that these
councils would be guided in their actions solely by the economic and social
interests of the proletariat and peasantry without regard for their national
interests and sensibilities or, indeed, prejudices. Serhii Mazlakh, a Ukrainian
Bolshevik, pointed out that the councils were no more purely class organs

59 Lenin, CollectedWorks, Vol. 32, pp. 333–4; cited in Soldatenko,Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu,
Vol. 1, pp. 450–1.

60 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 443.
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than the Tsentral’na Rada was a purely national organ. From the outset of the
Revolution, leadership in the workers’ councils was assumed by the Russian
petit-bourgeois intelligentsia, most of whom belonged to or sympathised with
the Mensheviks.61 Andrii Richytsky noted that

in the first few months of this unstable period, the councils of work-
ers’ deputies became props and places of refuge for the Great Power,
nationalist, urban petit bourgeoisie (Mensheviks, Socialist Revolutionar-
ies, Bundists). In its struggle to retain national privileges in Ukraine, the
petit bourgeoisie covered itself with a fig leaf of democracy, revolution
and even internationalism. While in Russia even the most conciliatory
workers’ councils had strained relationswith the ProvisionalGovernment
and opened up a dual power contest with it that was so hated by the bour-
geoisie, in Ukraine until the Kornilov offensive … they were propagators
of the ‘All-Russian’ [obshcherusskoe] point of view and of the Provisional
Government’s policies. Instead, they had strained relationswith theTsen-
tral’na Rada… they fed off the struggle of the urban petit bourgeoisie and
were a conservative force that blocked with the big bourgeoisie against
the Ukrainian national and peasant petit bourgeoisie.62

Leon Trotsky writes in his History of the Russian Revolution:

The difference in nationality between the cities and the villages was pain-
fully felt also in the soviets, they being predominantly city organisations.
Under the leadership of the compromise parties the soviets would fre-
quently ignore thenational interests of the basic population.Thiswas one
cause of the weakness of the soviets in Ukraine…Under a false banner of
internationalism, the sovietswould frequentlywage a struggle against the
defensive nationalism of the Ukrainians or Mussulmans [Muslims], sup-
plying a screen for the oppressive Russifying movement of the cities.63

61 Skorovstiansky, Revoliutsiia na Ukraine, pp. 121–2; Yavorsky, Revoliutsiia na Vkraini, p. 39;
M.A. Rubach, ‘Proty revizii bil’shovytskoi skhemy rushiinykh syl ta kharakteru Revoliutsii
1917 roku na Ukraini’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 5 (September–October 1930), p. 42; Hamretsky,
Tymchenko and Shchus, Rady Ukrainy, pp. 19, 83.
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Vynnychenko believed already in the spring of 1917 that the democratic,
pro-Government wing of the Russian petit bourgeoisie had made a tacit alli-
ance with the bourgeoisie to derail the Ukrainian national movement. The
most active promoter of the alliance was the Black Hundreds daily newspa-
per Kyivlianin whose insinuations that the Rada was a German intrigue were
believed and repeated by democrats. ‘The Russian intelligentsia needed some
justification for their conservatism and chauvinism’.64

The Provisional Government’s reading of the situation changed substan-
tially after the Rada declared Ukraine’s autonomy. Its initial shock at the defi-
ance shown by the second soldiers’ congress and the Rada’s unilateral declara-
tion of autonomy gave way to pragmatism. The Russian army’s June offensive
on the western front had collapsed, demoralisation and insubordination grew
in the soldiers’ ranks. The Rada could be useful to the Government in help-
ing to maintain order in the army divisions stationed on its territory given
that theUkrainian soldiers’ movement already recognised the Rada’s authority.
However, the growth of theUkrainian nationalmovement alarmed the Russian
minority. The Government could reconcile the Russian parties to the devolu-
tion of some limited power to the Rada by including them in Rada’s decision-
making bodies, by ensuring they had a hefty share of its power. If that could be
done, the Government could also rely on them to hold the Ukrainian majority
in the Rada in check. For their part, the Rada’s existing leaders were ready to
co-operate with the Government, wanting its recognition and approval. They
had been rebuffed once, they had since acquired even more popular support,
but they were still looking for formal legitimacy from Petrograd.

The Bund played an important role in bringing the Government around to
this point of view. Its members in Ukraine were concerned about the growth of
opposing nationalisms as theMensheviks and the Russian srsmore vigorously
put forward their all-Russian unity position in the face of Ukrainian demands
for autonomy. To prevent an escalation to open war between them the Bund
proposed an autonomous administration on terms that would likely be accept-
able to both the Provisional Government and most parts of the revolution-
ary democracy in Ukraine. A resolution of the Bureau of the Bund’s Southern
Oblast Committee argued that the growing division in the camp of the revolu-
tionary democracy between the Tsentral’na Rada and the councillist move-
ment threatened to become a catalyst to national conflict. In order to avoid
it and at the same time ‘to satisfy the lawful demands of the Ukrainian nation
and all other nations living in Ukraine’ the Provisional Government should set

64 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 1, p. 106.
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up a ‘general territorial organ… in the form of a representative body of the All-
Russian Provisional Government’

to realise the consistent democratisation of all aspects of life … to com-
bine the territorial autonomy of Ukraine with the autonomy of its na-
tional minorities, which in turn will guarantee for each one of them the
right to national cultural autonomy and equality with other nations in
all questions of national and state life … A draft statute of territorial
autonomy drafted by a territorial assembly, including the guarantee of
national rights for minorities, should be presented for ratification by an
All-Russian Constituent Assembly.65

TheBureau’s resolutionwas adoptedwith a fewminor changes by the Southern
Conference of the Bund and was ratified by the Bund’s Central Committee July
meeting inKyiv,whichdeclared an autonomousUkrainian government admin-
istration ‘unconditionally necessary’ and once established should become the
only local authority. The Central Committee added that the participation of
social democrats in the Rada was conditional on it having the competence and
an action programme to secure the rights of all national minorities.

The Bund then carried this resolution to the nationalities commission of
the First All-Russian Congress of Soviets on 21 June, where it was adopted
and forwarded to the Provisional Government ‘in the context of strengthening
the revolution’s gains and uniting the labour democracy of all nations’. Moshe
Rafes, a leading Bundmember, claimed it was this intervention that finally per-
suaded the Provisional Government ‘to make peace with Ukraine’.66

At the end of June, four ministers of the Government, A. Kerensky, I. Tsere-
teli,M.Tereshchenko andM.Nekrasov, came toKyiv to seek a compromisewith
the Rada. The negotiations produced a Government position paper on 3 July
and a parallel text of theTsentral’na Rada. This was its SecondUniversal, which
called for an autonomous government responsible for finances, food supply,
land reform, justice, education, nationalities, trade and industry, transport and
postal and telegraph services. In return for such authority the Rada pledged
to halt ‘the unauthorised realisation of autonomy’ until after All-Russian con-
stituent assembly elections were held and to relinquish all matters to do with
the military to the Provisional Government so as to ensure that the Ukrainian
movement did not compromise the army’s combat capacity.67

65 Rafes, Dva goda, footnote on p. 38.
66 Ibid, p. 39.
67 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 481.
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A key issue in the negotiations was the proportion of seats in the Tsentral’na
Rada’s mala rada and General Secretariat which should be given to represent-
atives of the Russian, Jewish and Polish minorities. Proposals discussed with
the Government’s envoys ranged from between one third to a half of the seats
in the Rada’s executive organs being given over to them.68 No firm agreement
on this issue seems to have been reached.

The Government delegation returned to Petrograd, where the agreement it
had reached with the Rada deepened an already mounting crisis in the Pro-
visional Government. Economic chaos and dislocation were driving up unem-
ployment, yet theGovernment failed to heed the call of the factory committees
to increase its regulation of production andhalt factory closures andworkplace
lockouts. The army’s June offensive had collapsed within days. Attempts made
by the military command to use the offensive to rein in the powers of soldiers’
committees over their officers further alienated the troops. In Petrograd army
units were refusing to leave for the front. One of these, the First Machine Gun-
ners Regiment, set up outposts in strategic positions in the capital. On 3 July
demonstrations of armed soldiers andworkers descended on the Soviet’s exec-
utive committee headquarters demanding it take power from the Provisional
Government. The Bolsheviks and the anarchists now commandedmuchwider
influence among workers and soldiers, with the Bolsheviks holding a majority
in the workers’ section of the Petrograd Soviet. The Bolsheviks supported the
demonstrators but resisted their demand for a seizure of power from the Pro-
visional Government, judging rightly that they still lacked sufficient support
across the country.

The crisis unfolding in Petrograd echoed strongly in Kyiv. Here both theGov-
ernment’s authority and the Rada’s capacity to assume control of the situation
on the ground were tested on 4 and 5 July by the actions of five thousand con-
scripts of the self-styled Polubotok Regiment. The conscripts were refusing to
be sent to the front and demanded to be recognised by themilitary authorities
as a self governed regiment. They placed their own guard posts over govern-
ment buildings, arrested Kyiv’s chief of police, seized several police stations
and destroyed the private residence of the commander of the Kyiv Military
District. The Rada managed to deploy other troops to disarm the Polubotok
insurgents and restore order in the centre of Kyiv. The incident heightened
fear andmistrust of theUkrainian nationalmovement in several quarters. Both
the military command in Kyiv and Kerensky in Petrograd insisted that Ukrain-
ian soldiers obey orders and leave for the front. They did not want to see the

68 Ibid, Vol. 1, p. 96.
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Rada surrounded by army units sympathetic to its assumption of even greater
authority. More ominous still, the revolt of the Polubotok Regiment evoked
vengeance from Russian nationalist officers who ordered troops under their
command to fire upon two trains carrying another Ukrainised unit, the Bohdan
Khmelnytsky regiment, as it left Kyiv for the front. Sixteen soldiers were shot
dead and 30were injured.Their attackers sufferedno casualties. TheKhmelnyt-
sky regiment’s commandersweredisarmed, the trains looted and theUkrainian
soldiers duly humiliated.69

The entire incident exposed the deep ambivalence, if not outright opposi-
tion, of the usdwp leaders of the Rada towards theUkrainisationmovement in
the army. As anti-militarists the Ukrainian social democrats were in principle
opposed to standing armies. Rather, they stood for local popular militias, but
they could not see how existing units of the Russian army, albeit with a large
measure of rank and file control over officers and orders, could be reconciled
with their conception of armed force. Moreover, as federalists, they believed
the armed forces and foreign policy were prerogatives of a future Russian fed-
eral government, not an autonomous Ukrainian one. The Social Democratic
leaders in the Rada actually opposed the formation of the Polubotok regiment
aswell as other attempts, before and after the Polubotok revolt, toUkrainise the
armed forces. Only under great pressure and with reluctance did they inter-
vene on behalf of such regiments with the Provisional Government and its
military general staff. The pressure to support them came from soldiers and
officers, the upsr, the moderate upsf and the small contingent of nationalist
independentists in the Rada itself.70 The Polubotok revolt thus left the strong
impression that the Rada would struggle to contain the mass mobilisations
rising up around it, especially if it did not want to command an armed force
of its own or would not be entrusted with such a command by the Provisional
Government.

It was precisely in themidst of the so called July days that the Government’s
delegation returned from Kyiv to Petrograd with the negotiated agreement on
autonomy. Charging that it had offered the Rada far too much power, all the
Kadets in the Cabinet except Nekrasov resigned in protest. The Cabinet was in
the midst of trying to replace the Kadets and the Prime Minister, Prince Lvov,
who resigned over the Government’s handling of the land reform issue, when a
delegation from the Rada, composed of Moshe Rafes, Volodymyr Vynnychenko
and Khrystian Baranovsky arrived in the capital to resume the negotiations.

69 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 499–618.
70 Ibid, Vol. 1, pp. 336–9.
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They brought with them a draft Statute of a Higher Administration of Ukraine.
However, theGovernment’s attentionwas elsewhere: demonstrations of armed
soldiers and workers had broken out, demanding the Petrograd Soviet assume
power from the Government and deal with the deteriorating situation in the
economy and on the front. All this made it unlikely the Rada delegation would
even be seen. As with the Rada’s attempt to negotiate with Petrograd in May,
this delegation was rebuffed by senior government officials and lectured by
lower officials on its lack of legal expertise. Following three weeks of fruitless
effort, Rafes and Vynnychenko returned to Kyiv, leaving Baranovsky behind to
wait for a formal response to its draft statute on autonomy.

On 4 August the Provisional Government made its final offer in the form
of a ‘Temporary Instruction to the General Secretariat of the Provisional Gov-
ernment in Ukraine’. The Instruction did not recognise the Tsentral’na Rada,
but only its General Secretariat which it defined as an institution represent-
ing the Provisional Government itself. Four of the nine posts in the General
Secretariat were reserved for representatives of minority nationalities. Its juris-
dictionwas to extendover five, rather thannine gubernia –Kyiv,Volyn, Podillia,
Poltava and Chernihiv. The General Secretariat was accorded nine ministerial
portfolios: interior, agriculture, finances, education, trade and industry, labour,
nationalities, recording secretary and the post of general controller. The army,
railways, post and telegraph, and food supply remained under the control of
the Provisional Government. The General Secretariat had no authority in the
provinces of Kharkiv, Katerynoslav, Kherson and Northern Tavria. All of its
decisions would require Petrograd’s approval. The Tsentral’na Rada was not
evenmentioned in theTemporary Instruction, neither as a representative body
nor as an interlocutor with the Provisional Government.

The Temporary Instruction was denounced roundly in the Rada’s plenary
session that opened on 5 August. Had it not been for repeated interventions
by Vynnychenko it would have been rejected. On 9 August the Rada accep-
ted it by a vote of 247 to 16. A resolution appended to the motion to accept
declared the Instruction, ‘dictated by mistrust towards the aspirations of the
entire democracy of Ukraine, is steeped in the imperialistic tendencies of the
Russian bourgeoisie … and completely fails to meet the needs not only of the
Ukrainian people but also of the national minorities that live in Ukraine’.71

The soldiers’, peasants’ andworkers’ congresses described above had all sent
permanent delegations to take seats in the Rada. One hundred and fifty-eight

71 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 1, pp. 339–40.
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seatswere takenby soldiers’ deputies, 212 bypeasants and 100byworkers.72The
assembly included representatives of themainUkrainian political parties – the
upsr, usdwp and upsf – in separate delegations in addition to their presence
in the soldiers’ peasants’ andworkers’ delegations.The firstmeeting of theRada
in which representatives of national minorities took part occurred on 25 July.
After the Rada adopted the terms outlined in the Temporary Instruction, the
assembly was increased to 822 and apportioned among the following blocs of
delegations:73

All-Ukrainian Council of Peasants’ Deputies: 212
All-Ukrainian Council of Soldiers’ Deputies: 158
All-Ukrainian Council of Workers’ Deputies: 100
City Councils of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies: 50
Russian parties: 40
Jewish parties: 35
Ukrainian parties: 20
Polish parties: 15
Representatives of cities and provinces: 84
Trade union, educational, co-operative and community organisations: 108
Total 822

Alongside the usdwp, upsr and upsf the Rada now seated the following
parties: the Russian srs, Mensheviks and the Russian Popular Socialist Party
(Trudoviki); the Polish Democratic Centre; the Jewish General Workers’ Union
(Bund), Jewish Social Democratic Party (Poale Zion), the United Jewish Social-
ist Party (Fareinigte), the Zionists and Folkspartei.74 The Bolsheviks refused to
take the seats they were offered because they disagreed with any allocation on
the basis of nationality.75

The upsr remained numerically the strongest party by virtue of its com-
manding influence in the soldiers’ and peasants’ councils. A youthful organ-
isation whose leaders averaged 25 years in age, the upsr was less skilled in
parliamentary tactics than the usdwp, whose members’ average age was ten
years greater. As a result, the upsrwas unable to translate its numerical weight

72 Shapoval, Velyka Revoliutsiia, p. 94.
73 Ibid.
74 Shapoval, Velyka Revoliutsiia, p. 83.
75 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 628.
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in the assembly into effective leadership. The usdwp took up the leading role
instead andmaintained it to the end of 1917.76 It resorted frequently to blocking
with the moderate upsf in order to keep control of the Rada’s 40-strong day-
to-day decision-making chamber, the mala rada, and the General Secretariat,
its executive cabinet. Rather than building an alliance with themore powerful,
mass based peasant party, it appeared as a left flank for the upsf and occasion-
ally its critic.77 The upsr’s lack of influence in the Rada’s leadership and the
social democrats’ seemingly unprincipled alliance with the older generation of
moderates and conservatives caused the young socialist revolutionaries end-
less frustration and provoked them on several occasions to walk out for a day
or two. Their demonstrative protests did little to move, let alone dislodge the
usdwp.

6 TheWorkers’ Movement

Industrial workers in Ukraine organised themselves along three principal lines
in 1917: at the point of production they established factory committees; on a
town or city-wide basis they convened councils of workers’ deputies; and on
an industry-wide basis or within specific occupations they formed industrial
and trade unions. These institutions of the workers’ movement involved them-
selves in the struggle for power mainly through the economy and at the level
of city politics. Leading members of the workers’ movement who were inter-
ested in the larger picture, the struggle for state power, looked to the contest
in Petrograd between the Government and the Soviet for guidance and signs
of its ultimate resolution. The Tsentral’na Rada did not figure in their calcu-
lations until it demonstrated its appeal to soldiers and peasants, challenged
the Provisional Government’s authority in Ukraine and began drawing support
from the lower, Ukrainian speaking strata of theworking class. The fact that the
struggle for power would involve three contenders in Ukraine dawned slowly,
but it was evident to all by the summer of 1917. It obliged the urban and indus-
trial working class to come to terms with the aspirations of the peasantry and
soldiers being voiced in the Rada’s assembly, as well as in its ownmultinational
ranks.

76 M. Yavorsky, Revoliutsiia na Vkraini v ii holovnishykh etapakh (Kharkiv: Derzhavne Vydav-
nytstvo Ukrainy, 1923), p. 45; N.N. Popov, Narys Istorii Komunistychnoi Partii (Bil’shovykiv)
Ukrainy (Kharkiv: Proletaryi, 1931), pp. 109–10.

77 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 3, p. 117.
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The factory committee was a fundamental base organisation of the workers’
movement. Its origins can be traced to theWar when state controlled military
industries set up factory committees made up of employers’ and employees’
representatives. Fashioned on West European models of the time, the com-
mittees were charged with strengthening labour discipline and boosting war
production. Fitters, turners, mechanics and electricians were invariably placed
on the factory committees because they were also the foremen of unskilled
workers on the shop floor. When opposition to the War grew stronger among
the industrial workforce in 1916 and workers’ representatives began voicing
this opposition as well, the committees were dissolved and many Mensheviks
and anarchists serving on them, as well as some Bolsheviks, were thrown into
prison.78

Factory committees were revived after the fall of the autocracy, but without
management participation. Strengthened by the release of thousands of polit-
ical prisoners returning to their jobs, the committees set out to win basic rights
for workers at the point of production: modern practices of collective bar-
gaining, an eight hour day and elementary conditions of safety and hygiene
on the job.79 They tried to develop a common policy towards the owners of
industry and the Provisional Government. An exploratory conference of fact-
ory committees in Petrograd decided in April that the committees should
assume responsibility for the organisation of production in each factory, firing
and firing workers, deciding the length of the working day and vacations, ‘the
factorymanager to be kept notified’.80 On 23 April the Provisional Government
recognised the factory committees in all private and state run enterprises. Its
decree stipulated that committees be elected by the entire workforce and have
the power to negotiate wages, hours and working conditions on its behalf. The
decree did not recognise anymanagerial role or control over production by the
factory committees.81

Industrialistswere afraid of the factory committeemovement and combated
it with lockouts and transfer of assets out of the country. This only drove the
committees onto a more radical path in an effort to save jobs. Having secured
most of their original demands, they aspired to take greater control of produc-

78 Chris Goodey, ‘Factory Committees and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat’, Critique, 3
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tion. At first this meant coercing capitalists to co-operate with them. Later it
took the form of outright takeovers and the removal of factory managers.82

The First Conference of Factory Committees in Petrograd and Environs from
30 May to 3 June opposed by an overwhelming majority all co-operation with
either the Provisional Government or the bourgeoisie.83 The 568 delegateswho
took part represented over one third of a million workers in 236 factories. They
passed resolutions in which control of production assumed a comprehensive
scope. Organs of the Provisional Government were to be composed of amajor-
ity or two thirds’ representation from factory committees, councils and trade
unions. Participation of factory owners and technical specialists in worker-
controlled production was to be made ‘compulsory’. Employees’ committees
were expected to take over the banks as well. The financial records of compan-
ies were to be made public.84

Factory committees were established in Ukraine in amajority of enterprises
duringMarch and April.85 A regional conference of factory committees held in
Kharkiv on 29 May defined their tasks in terms similar to those being adopted
at the time in Petrograd: ‘The factory committees must take over production,
protect it and develop it … look after hygiene, fix wages, control the technical
quality of products, decree all internal factory regulations and determine solu-
tions to all conflicts’.86

Whereas workers’ councils had first appeared only towards the end of the
1905 Revolution, they were organised anew at the very beginning of 1917. In
Ukraine, councils appeared in 11 major cities in the first week of March: Kyiv,
Kharkiv, Katerynoslav, Kremenchuk, Luhansk, Poltava, Odesa, Mykolaiv,
Vynnytsia, Kherson and Zhytomyr. In the followingweeks they spread through-
out the Donbas, appearing there first inMakiivka, Kramatorsk, Horlivka, Shch-
erbynivtsi, Lysychansk and Shosta.87

The councils were composed of delegates from factory committees, trade
unions and socialist parties. As city-wide organisations they competed with
the local Executive Committees of the Provisional Government for municipal
authority and the allegiance of garrison soldiers. In Kharkiv, Katerynoslav,

82 B. Kolos, ‘Profesiinyi Rukh na Ukraini’, Vpered. Kaliendar dlia Ukrains’koho Robitnytstva
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Odesa, Poltava, Mariupol and in towns of the Donbas, the workers’ councils
disarmed the police, dismissed reactionary officials of the former regime and
assumed control of the city councils (dumy) and district councils (zemstva).88

Workers’ and soldiers’ councils began meeting in joint session in Kharkiv,
Poltava, Chernihiv, Vynnytsia andKherson during the first weeks of the Revolu-
tion. They joined forces in Mykolaiv in April, Katerynoslav in May, Kremen-
chuk in August and Zhytomyr, Uman and other northern towns in Septem-
ber. The Kyiv and Odesa Councils of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies did not
begin working together until the eve of the October crisis.89 By that time there
were approximately 320 urban councils in Ukraine, the majority of them com-
posed of both workers’ and soldiers’ deputies.90 They were grouped into three
regional organisations, each with their own executive committee: the South-
western organisation’s committee was in Kyiv, Donets-Kryvyi Rih in Kharkiv
and the Romanian Military Front, Black Sea Fleet and Odesa Military District
(Rumcherod) in Odesa. Their territories corresponded to the old Tsarist admin-
istrations of gubernia-general of Kyiv, Kharkiv and Novorosiia. These regional
organisations of workers’ councils did not co-ordinate their work with each
other, but liaised directly with Petrograd.91

It is difficult to make precise estimations of the changing balance of party
influences in the workers’ movement. Delegates to the urban councils, more-
over, did not always vote along party lines, especially in the first months of the
Revolution when political differences were submerged by a general enthusi-
asm to unite the class and to stand firmly behind the Provisional Government.
Even the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks ‘dreamed of unity’ and displayed little
of the sharp antagonisms that characterised their pre-1917 history.92 Decisions
in the councils were made by reconciling and amalgamating a broad range of
views from independent deputies and themembers of established parties. This
remained the case until the Kadets resigned from the Provisional Government
over thequestionof Ukraine’s autonomyand thePetrograd Soviet began to split
on the issue of collaboration with bourgeois parties.

The Bolsheviks in Ukraine concentrated their efforts on building the fact-
ory committees. They were their most consistent organisers and leaders. In
the south, their influence in the factory committees was matched only by the
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anarchists.93 Since the anarchists were suspicious of state building projects,
the Bolsheviks were the only party to offer leadership to the factory commit-
tees as a whole and to co-ordinate their development with the councillist and
union movements. By April, they had majorities in the factory committees of
Kharkiv, Kyiv, Luhansk, Katerynoslav andmanyDonbas towns.Theywere espe-
cially strong in the coal and steel industries and on the railways. By August they
controlled 70 percent of all factory committees in Ukraine.94

TheMensheviks dominated the workers’ councils by virtue of their strength
in the unions. Their experienced cadres played an important role in the city
dumy as well as in the urban workers’ councils, and their unqualified support
for the Provisional Government was very popular among the urban petit bour-
geoisie and working class in the first months of 1917. They faced a sustained
challenge from the Bolsheviks in the summer when new elections of deputies
to the councils were called, but the Mensheviks managed to keep control of
most of them, including those in the Donbas.95

The usdwp fared poorly in the councils and did not record gains of the
same order as the Bolsheviks when the political situation became critical over
the summer months. Between September and November, the Ukrainian social
democrats acquired sufficient numbers of delegates to workers’ councils in
Katerynoslav, Kharkiv and Kyiv (about 10 percent) to elect members to their
executive committees. In Odesa, usdwp members made up only 6 percent of
the workers’ council at the end of 1917.96

The organisation of industrial and trade unions began in the first weeks
of the Revolution.97 By May most cities in Ukraine had a Central Bureau of
Trade Unions composed of delegates from the locals.98 Union membership
in Ukraine rose to 275,000 by the summer and to 617,000 in January 1918. At
that time there were approximately three million workers in unions across the
Russian state.99 Many unions, especially in Ukraine’s northern provinces, were
organised along craft or occupational lines. In the south, where the concen-

93 K.K. Dubyna (gen. ed.), Istoriia Ukrains’koi rsr, 2 vols (Kyiv: Naukova Dumka, 1967), Vol. 2,
p. 14.

94 Suprunenko, Istoriia Ukrains’koi rsr, Vol. 5, pp. 57–8.
95 Ibid, Vol. 5, pp. 19, 83; Yavorsky, Revoliutsiia na Vkraini, p. 39.
96 Iu. Hamretsky, ‘Kryza dribnoburzhuaznykh partii na Ukraini v 1917 r.’, Ukrains’kyi Istory-

chnyi Zhurnal, 12 (December 1976), p. 79.
97 B. Kolesnikov, Professional’noe dvizhenie i Kontrrevoliutsiia: Ocherki iz istorii profession-

al’nogo dvizheniia na Ukraine (n.p.: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo Ukraine, 1923), p. 17.
98 Ie. M. Skliarenko, Narysy Istorii Profspilkovoho Rukhu na Ukraini 1917–20 (Kyiv: Naukova

Dumka, 1974), p. 13.
99 Ibid, pp. 13, 18.



148 chapter 4

tration of workers in plants was much higher and assembly line production
prevailed over the bay system, the craft mentality was superseded by industrial
unionism.Miners,metalworkers andmachine builders had the largest andbest
organised industrial unions.100

The Mensheviks were the most influential political party in the unions in
Ukraine, as they were in Russia. They had a strong following not only in the
numerous single shop unions spread out in small industries and trades but also
in the big industrial unions where they competed with the Bolsheviks for their
leadership.101 The unionmovement inUkraine swung behind the Bolsheviks in
times of acute social crisis, but invariably handed leadership back to the Men-
sheviks when crises passed.

Ukrainians were the least organised of the three major nationalities in the
working class at all levels of economic and political struggle. Few belonged to
craft unions because they weremainly unskilled. In the south where industrial
unionism took root there were more Ukrainians in unions, but on the whole
they were in a minority of their class. Those who did not speak Russian well
could not easily seek leadership positions or take active part in unionmeetings,
educational and cultural programmes. Such factors, combined with the Men-
sheviks’ and Bolsheviks’ negative attitude to national demands contributed to
the formation of breakaway unions in Ukraine and to agitation within the uni-
ons organised on an All-Russian scale for their reconstruction along territorial
and federalist lines. National tensions of this kind were evident among railway
workers, teachers, paramedics and midwives, postal and telegraph employees
and sugar refineryworkers. Their attempts to buildAll-Ukrainian unions in 1917
presaged a much bigger effort along such lines in 1918.

An official history of the Soviet Ukrainian republic published in 1977 decried
the breakaway unions as attempts to divide the unionmovement into separate
organisations based on the nationality principle.102 The original sources con-
vincingly show that was not the case. Rather, these were attempts to establish
territorial union organisations that could participate as autonomousmembers
in the All-Russian union movement. The resolutions of the First All-Ukrainian
Workers’ Congress in July spelled out this strategy; they merely restated resol-
utions on the national question adopted by the Third All-Russian Congress of
Trade Unions held in Petrograd in the previous month, adding the demand for

100 Ibid, pp. 15–16; Kolesnikov, Professional’noe dvizhenie, p. 17.
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territorial autonomy to them.103 The usdwp fought against the idea of an eth-
nic union movement and denounced a feeble campaign to set up a union of
Ukrainian workers in Kyiv as ‘feudal nationalism’.104

At the same time it cannot be denied that many Ukrainian workers in
1917 first organised themselves on a nationality principle, that is as Ukrainian
language speakers, into educational societies and clubs. Ukrainian socialists
among them were the first to raise the call for territorially based unions and
an All-Ukrainian union central council. A majority of the existing unions did
not support this call until May 1918, so the attempt to reform the union move-
ment first took the form of breakaway unions that were open to workers of all
nationalities, but were being joined overwhelmingly by Ukrainians.105 The All-
Ukrainian RailwayWorkers Union, which began organising in April, competed
with the five All-Russian railway unions on all the lines.106 Its leaders claimed
the need for a new union because the existing ones did not adequately repres-
ent Ukrainian workers nor take heed of their needs. For example, Ukrainians
made up over 50 percent of the workforce on the South Western Lines, but
not one of them was elected to the union’s regional executive committee.107
They also wanted to bring railways and other means of long distance transport
under the control of a single organisation ‘to advance the goal of autonomy for
Ukraine in union with other free states of the Russian republic’.108

Three hundred delegates took part in the First All-Ukrainian RailwayWork-
ers’ Congress held in Kharkiv from 29 June to 1 July. They adopted resolutions
recognising the Tsentral’na Rada as their government, calling for national ter-
ritorial autonomy in a federated, democratic republic, and the Ukrainisation
of railway services and training of railway workers.109 The union’s second con-
gress, which convened in Kyiv in September right after Kornilov’s coup was
quashed, demanded the removal of all railway officials ‘who have exposed
themselves as enemies of the new political order and of the Ukrainian move-
ment’ and their replacement by candidates approved by the unions. Its res-
olutions called for an immediate end to the War on the basis of the self-

103 Yu. Mykolov (ed.), Putevoditel’ po Rezoliutsiiam Vserossiis’kykh Siezdov i Konferentsii Pro-
fessional’nikh Soiuzov (Moscow: V.Ts.S.P.S. 1924), p. 59.
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determination of nations, extension of the Tsentral’na Rada’s jurisdiction into
Kharkiv, Katerynoslav and Kherson provinces, and the formation of a workers’
militia to guard the railways from sabotage.110 There are widely ranging estim-
ates of the numerical size of the All-Ukrainian Railways Workers’ Union. The
First Congress of the union in Kharkiv claimed to represent two hundred thou-
sand workers on twelve railway lines in the Russian state. The Encyclopedia of
Ukraine gives the same figure, unusually high and possibly a misprint.111 Robit-
nychahazeta reported on 25April 1917 that 15,000workers on theMoscowLines
out of a total of 50,000Ukrainian employees had signedupwith thenewunion.
The union’s membership on the SouthWestern Lines was set at five thousand
in December 1917.112

A committee of Kyiv workers began organising an All-Ukrainian Postal and
TelegraphWorkers’ Union soon after the February Revolution. Despite opposi-
tion from theAll-Russian union, a Congress attended by one hundred delegates
took place in Kyiv on 22 August. The newunion supported theTsentral’na Rada
andwanted to remain in theAll-Russian union as a federated, autonomous sec-
tion.113

An article in the 23 July issue of Vistnyk describes the founding congress of
a telegraphists’ union on the Kherson railway network which took place at the
Katerynoslav Prosvita popular education society hall on 9 July:

During thepreparationof theunion’s statutesRussianmembers started to
voice a lot of protest over the issue of Ukrainising the telegraph services.
Without paying toomuch attention to the outbursts of their brothers, the
Great Russianworkers, amajority of those present supportedZubkovsky’s
advice that ‘one shouldn’t crawl into a monastery and expect others to
obey one’s ownRule’ andnominated himand comradeChernomaz to for-
mulate the union’s statutes …. Russians, Poles and other nations belong
to the union … it is a political and economic organisation. All comrades
are bound by the statutes to defend actively the national and territorial
autonomy of Ukraine and to recognise theTsentral’na Rada as the highest
authority in the land.114
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An All-Ukrainian Union of Paramedics and Midwives based on the same
principles as these was founded in Kyiv in August 1917. Its membership
was multinational and spread out in eight provinces (excluding Northern Tav-
ria).115

The All-Ukrainian Teachers’ Union was not a breakaway organisation like
the railway or telegraph workers’ unions, but it shared their objective of a
national territorial union movement. The union was composed mainly of vil-
lage teachers who had a long history of self-organisation in Ukraine andwere a
majority of their profession. It would be fair to say that the urban based teach-
ers broke away from these rural teachers rather than the other way around, and
that the reasons for the split were mainly political in nature. Ukrainian village
teachers were among the first to organise insurance co-operatives (kasy dopo-
mohy) that often served additional purposes in the early days of the workers’
movement. Under their cover they conducted populist agitation in the coun-
tryside and held regional teachers’ conferences. The All-Ukrainian Teachers’
Union followed in this tradition when it was organised in the spring of 1905.
During the post-1905 reaction and the First World War, the union agitated for
universal access to public education and the use of the native language in
schools. Many village teachers went into the army where they contributed to
the formation of the soldiers’ movement.116 Whereas village teachers tended
to side with radical peasant parties, urban teachers were mostly liberals and
often members of the Kadet party. University professors were conservative in
the main and among the last to turn against the old regime.117

When the regime collapsed in February 1917 village teachers took the initi-
ative to organise district and provincial conferences of their profession. These
gatherings sided overwhelmingly with the Tsentral’na Rada.118 The All-
Ukrainian Teachers’ Congress held in Kyiv in April seated 600 delegates from
all parts of Ukraine as well as the Don and Kuban where sizeable Ukrainian
minorities lived. The Congress called for the introduction of Ukrainian lan-
guage instruction to the schools andminority language instructionwherenum-
berswarranted it, the establishment of teacher training institutes at public cost
and the revival of the Prosvita popular education movement.119 By the end of
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1918, the union had 78 local branches with 20,000 members. Its first president
in 1917 was S. Rusova.120

Sugarworkerswere the largest single contingent of wageearners in the coun-
tryside. Practically all sugar beet plantations in the Empire were located in
Ukraine due to thenarrow rangeof climatic and soil conditions conducive to its
profitable cultivation. Sugar refineries were located both in Ukraine and Russia
along the freight lines to the Baltic Coast and close to domestic urban mar-
kets. The seasonal workforce on plantations and in refineries was composed
mainly of semi-proletarianised Ukrainian peasants while the skilled workers
and administrative personnel in refineries were mainly Russians, Poles, Jews
and Belarusians.

After the February Revolution Ukrainian sugar workers began organising
cultural societies, reading rooms and libraries. They turned to the usdwp
for help in these efforts and in the resolution of conflicts with employers.121
However, the party seemed unable to advance their interests.

The first All-Russian Congress of Sugar Industry Workers was held in Kyiv
in May with the objective of creating a new union. Two hundred delegates
representing approximately 100,000 workers in 140 refineries took part in its
deliberations.122During the debate on the union’s statutes Slonymsky, a usdwp
member, argued that the most suitable form of organisation was not a cent-
ralised union, but a federation of territorial unions. Another usdwp member,
Dovzhenko, reasoned that the union’s structure should conform to the polit-
ical and economic reorganisation of the Russian state which he anticipated
would lead to a federal republic with a broad measure of national autonomy.
Sugar workers in Ukraine, therefore, needed a territorial union to defend their
economic and cultural interests. The usdwp’s intervention did not have the
desired effect. As Dovzhenkowrote afterwards in Robitnycha hazeta, amajority
of the delegates were Ukrainians while the working commissions were dom-
inated by Russian Mensheviks who remained resolutely opposed to a federal
organisation of autonomous sections.123

Over 500 delegates from 220 refineries came to the Second Congress of
the union two months later. Ukrainians made up 47 percent of those present,
Russians 26 percent, Poles 16 percent and Jews 7 percent. Two delegates gave
their national affiliation as ‘internationalists’ in the registration forms. Salar-
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ied employees, as opposed to wage earners in production, made up 43 percent
of those in attendance. For reasons unexplained in Robitnycha hazeta, which
reported extensively on both Congresses, there was no discussion at all on the
national question during the second conference.124

7 The Seizure of Power

The first period of the Revolution came to an end in July when the equilibrium
struck between the Provisional Government, Tsentral’na Rada and the work-
ers’ movement in the first phase of peaceful self-organisation was dissolved
by new mass mobilisations from below, The simultaneous soldiers’ mutinies
in Petrograd and Kyiv signalled the beginning of a major tilt in the balance of
power. The soldiers and workers now understood that the Provisional Govern-
ment was not committed to the same goals as they were. Allegiances began
shifting more firmly to the other two poles in the power triad.

The collapse of the Russian army’s offensive on the Southwestern front
shattered all hopes for a speedy end to the War. The Provisional Government
needed stability in the Ukrainian provinces in order to hold the front against
Austro-Hungary andGermany. But theTsentral’naRada’s demand for territorial
autonomy challenged theGovernment for a share of control over resources and
infrastructure that were vital to the war effort, while the Ukrainisation move-
ment in the army further weakened the authority of the military command.
Growing numbers of soldiers’ councils on the front began issuing threats to
lead their regiments back into Ukraine, partly in protest against the Govern-
ment’s failure to sue for peace and partly out of fear that the Tsentral’na Rada
might be dispersed by troops loyal to the Government.125

In their great majority these soldiers were peasants; their demobilisation by
whatever means could only strengthen the movement for land reform, which
was led by peasant unions. As this movement gained momentum it adopted
new forms of struggle at each turn in the agricultural cycle. During the sowing
season peasants fought big landowners for the use of more land and restric-
tions in rent increases. In July and August they fought for a greater share of
the harvest picked on landowners’ estates. Between August and October, they
began to confiscate and redistribute the land. In many places peasants formed
into armed brigades to guard their locality against bandits and to resist army
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units sent in to protect estates from confiscation.126 In districts of Podillia and
Volyn which were directly adjacent to the front between 50 and 60 percent
of all estates were seized and partitioned by October. In the interior of these
gubernia as well as in Kyiv further east 20 to 25 percent of big landholdings
were seized. On the Left Bank the biggest number of confiscations and the
greatest amount of destruction of landowners’ capital occurred in Chernihiv
province, crammed with landless agricultural workers. Here the landowners
lost between 15 and 20 percent of their land. Further to the east and south on
the steppe and in the most industrialised provinces peasants took over only 5
to 10 percent of all big estates by October. Altogether, about 25 to 30 percent of
the landed estates in Ukraine was confiscated and redistributed by the peasant
unions before the fall of the Provisional Government.127

The peasant unions did not restrict their demands to land. TheWar, national
autonomy and public education were other major subjects of discussion at
their provincial and national congresses. The demands they put forward to
the Tsentral’na Rada were always more radical than anything the usdwp,
the Rada’s leading party, was prepared to pursue. We have already noted the
demands issued by the First All-Ukrainian Peasants’ Congress on 28 May to
2 June. The Second Plenum of the All-Ukrainian Council of Peasants’ Depu-
ties on 2 September continued in the same vein, calling for an immediate end
to the War and conclusion of peace among the belligerent states. The plenum
spoke out in favour of workers’ control of industry as the best guarantee of con-
tinued production and distribution of consumer goods, stable prices and the
re-opening of factories locked or closed down by their owners.128

The peasant unions continued to look to the Tsentral’na Rada as the repres-
entative body through which to advance and resolve the political, social and
economic problems they faced.Vynnychenkowrote that ‘the realistic andmon-
istic mind of the peasant fused these two categories, the national and social,
into a single, indivisible and organic whole.Whoever wanted land also wanted
Autonomy; if you were against Autonomy you were also against the seizure of
land’.129
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Relations between the Tsentral’na Rada and the Provisional Government
continued to deteriorate after the Rada accepted the humiliating terms of the
Temporary Instruction. It boycotted the 12 August Moscow Conference called
by the Government to cement a coalition cabinet of bourgeois and socialist
parties under Alexandr Kerensky, the new primeminister. The Ukrainians’ lack
of confidence in it came through clearly during the debate in themala rada on
the Government’s invitation to Moscow. usdwp member Tkachenko was one
of the first there to openly call for the complete replacement of the Provisional
Government: ‘The Russian bourgeoisie has proven itself completely incapable
of organising the country. That is why it must be deposed and power passed
into the hands of the workers and peasants … Ukraine’s autonomy should be
secured de facto and in its fullest possible scope’.130

Others, however, were already plotting its overthrow. On 25 August Lavr
Kornilov, Commander in Chief of the Russian armed forces, mounted a coup
against the Provisional Government. Kornilov publicly declared his intention
was to restore order to Petrograd and the army. He called for the return of cap-
ital punishment, courts martial and the ruthless suppression of the Bolsheviks.
However, Kerensky saw in hismarch on the capital an attempt to overthrow the
Government itself and install a military dictatorship. Lacking the authority or
popularity to mobilise opposition to the coup attempt, Kerensky was forced to
appeal to the Petrograd Soviet for support. He agreed to release imprisoned
Bolsheviks and to arm workers so that they could guard the approaches to
the capital. The coup was crushed in a matter of days. The entire episode
served to undermine further the authority of the Provisional Government and
to strengthen that of the Petrograd Soviet, which had called for resistance to
the coup conspirators right across the country.

Kornilovwas relying on the support of the general staff, includingA.I. Obele-
shev, chief of staff of the Kyiv Military District, General Kaledin in Eastern
Ukraine and General Denikin on the Southwestern front. Here, as in Petro-
grad, Kornilov’s move was seen widely as an attack on the democratic gains of
the Revolution.Workers’ and soldiers’ councils on the Left Bank started taking
control of postal and telegraph services, placing guards at mines and factories.
In the Donbas they sent agitators into the ranks of Kaledin’s Cossack troops
to explain what Kornilov and his allies aimed to achieve. Soldiers’ committees
on the Southwestern front demanded their officers be arrested and prosecuted
as supporters of the coup. In Berdychiv, the second most important location

130 Ibid, Vol. 2, p. 31.
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of Kornilov’s allies in the Russian army after the Stavka headquarters of the
general staff in Mohilev, soldiers actually arrested General Denikin and other
commanders and held them for a time. In Kharkiv a Committee in Defence of
the Revolution took control of the city commissariat of the Provisional Govern-
ment, while its armed guards held the railway lines.

A Committee in Defence of the Revolution was established in Kyiv, com-
posed of the general secretaries of the Rada, commissars of the Provisional
Government for Kyiv city and the Kyiv Military District, the mayor, chief of
police, representatives of the Kyiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Depu-
ties, the trade unions and practically all the political parties of the revolu-
tionary democracy: the Bolsheviks, Mensheviks, Russian srs, Ukrainian Social
Democrats and srs, the Bund and the United Jewish Social Democratic Party.
The Committee arrested Kornilov’s key supporters, General Obeleshev and
S. Stradomsky, Government commissar for Kyiv and a Kadet.

From the beginning of September the successful resistance to the attempted
coup handed the initiative over to the councils in the Donbas, which retained
the control they had taken away from Kornilov’s sympathisers and collaborat-
ors and themselves assumed the responsibilities of local government.131

Whereas it hadboycotted theProvisionalGovernment’sMoscowconference
in August the Rada did accept the invitation of the All-Russian Central Execut-
ive Committee of the Councils of Workers’, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Deputies to
its Democratic Conference on 18 September. Called to support the Provisional
Government against the restorers of the old regime who had flocked around
Kornilov, the conference actually revealed the great diversity of political cur-
rents in the camp of the democracy. The Tsentral’na Rada handed its twelve
delegates to the conference an ‘imperative mandate’ to defend the following
demands:

Formation of an exclusively revolutionary socialist government answer-
able to the democracies of all the peoples of Russia … until a constituent
assembly is formed the transfer to themanagementby landcommittees of
all landowners’, monastic and church land holdings … the establishment
of state and regional [krai] government control over economic produc-
tion and distribution … handing over to regional governments the man-
agement of the most important branches of industry … convocation in
every krai that demands it a national sovereign constituent assembly …
[and] the transfer of power in Ukraine to the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada

131 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 710–18.
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and its General Secretariat, formed on the basis of the statute adopted by
the Tsentral’na Rada on 16 July.132

This last demand referred to the statute the Rada negotiated with the repres-
entatives of the Provisional Government inKyiv, whichwas rejected afterwards
in Petrograd and replaced with the Temporary Instruction.

The Rada’s delegation presented its demands to the 2,000 people in attend-
ance and won support for them only from the Bolsheviks and Russian left srs.
The majority refused to consider them while the more right-wing delegates
accused the Rada of separatism in the service of Germany’s war aims against
Russia. When the vote was cast whether to support a coalition government of
bourgeois and socialist parties, the Rada’s representatives joined the Bolshev-
iks, left srs and delegations from other nations seeking autonomy to defeat
it.133 Lenin noted afterwards that

the national delegations ensured a considerable majority for the oppon-
ents of a coalition government…Their radicalism stands higher than that
of the workers’ and soldiers’ councils … the conflicts Ukrainians are hav-
ingwith theGovernment, andespecially those of Ukrainian soldiers, grow
fiercer all the time.134

The demise of the Provisional Government in the autumn of 1917 polarised the
political forces within the democracy between three camps: those who still
believed a government of bourgeois and socialist parties could work; those
who advocated a government made up exclusively of socialist parties ‘from
the trudoviki to the Bolsheviks’; and those who no longer believed the Pro-
visional Government could be reformed sufficiently to serve the goals of the
Revolution and that a new state power had to be built from the ground up. The
main advocates of the third path were of course the Bolsheviks and the left
Socialist Revolutionaries, for whom the ground was already prepared by the
councils. And while the Bolsheviks appeared to represent a minority position
within the broad camp of the democracy, they were receiving a groundswell
of support within the workers’ movement, particularly from the industrial pro-
letariat. During re-elections of deputies to the workers’ councils in September
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the Bolsheviks in Ukrainemade their biggest gains in the Donbas, capturing 79
percent of the seats in Horlivka-Scherbynivtsi, 70 percent in Luhansk, 60 per-
cent in Bokovo-Khrystalskyi, 58 percent in Lozova-Pavlivsk and Makiivka and
44 percent in Mariupol. In Kyiv, Kharkiv, Katerynoslav, Odesa, Mykolaiv and
Kryvyi Rih, they increased their proportion of delegates to the councils, but
failed to unseat the Mensheviks and moderate Russian srs. Bolsheviks were
already pressing the councils in the Donbas from early September to take on
the responsibilities of government, which they did, well before the convoca-
tion of the Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets.135

One hundred and twenty-eight delegates fromUkraine attended the Second
All-RussianCongress of Sovietswhich opened in Petrograd on 25October. They
represented 12 workers’ councils, 12 workers’ and soldiers’ councils, nine coun-
cils of workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ deputies, three soldiers’ councils and
one council of peasants’ deputies. By political affiliation the delegates from
Ukraine were divided into 60 Bolsheviks, 30 Russian srs, 30 Mensheviks, six
usdwpmembers, fourupsrmembers and seven independents.136 Fifty six per-
cent of delegates from Ukraine supported the Bolshevik position to overthrow
the Provisional Government and replace it with a new one based on the coun-
cils. This compared with 70 percent of all 600 delegates attending the Second
Congress going with the Bolsheviks.137

The Congress was not representative of all the councils in the Russian state.
Had it been representative the alternative of a restructured Cabinet of the Pro-
visional Government composed of all socialist parties would almost certainly
have prevailed. Revolutions, however, are not made democratically. They are
driven forward by initiatives on a mass scale whose organisers seek approval
and reconciliation only after they secure new positions of strength. In Petro-
grad the Bolsheviks took the initiative to overthrow the Provisional Govern-
ment. They did so through the Revolutionary Military Committee of the Petro-
grad Soviet which led soldiers and sailors in an assault on the key institutions,
civil and military, of the Government. Among themwere Ukrainian soldiers in
the Leibgarde (Life Guard) of the First, Second and Third Divisions and sailors
of the Baltic Sea Fleet acting under the leadership of the Petrograd usdwp.138
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Developments in Kyiv in the last week of October 1917 culminated like those
in Petrograd in the overthrow of the Provisional Government. However, the
fundamental difference was that in Kyiv and all the major cities of Ukraine it
brought the Tsentral’na Rada to power.

The Third All-Ukrainian Soldiers’ Congress convened in Kyiv on 20 Octo-
ber and sat in continuous session until 29 October. More than 3,000 delegates
representing 1.5 million soldiers took part, two thirds of them members and
supporters of the upsr. The Congress provided the Rada with the political
backing and essential military force needed to take power, adjourning to form
into military detachments to defeat the forces loyal to the Provisional Govern-
ment in Kyiv.139

When news of the Bolshevik-led seizure of power in Petrograd reached Kyiv
the Soldiers’ Congress expressed support for it by a large majority and took
the position that the Tsentral’na Rada and the Council of Peoples’ Commissars
should work together. Asked by a speaker from the floor with whom they were
prepared to go, with Lenin or Kerensky, delegates shouted back ‘With Lenin!
With Lenin!’140 and adopted a motion declaring that

This Congress cannot consider the actions of the Bolsheviks to have been
antidemocratic, and it will take all measures to ensure that armies from
Ukraine as well as separate Ukrainian army units on the front and in
the rear are not sent to fight against the representatives of the working
people’s interests.141

The Tsentral’na Rada responded to the news from Petrograd by convening a
Committee in Defence of the Revolution and establishing a staff headquarters
charged with organising an armed force. The Committee’s members were from
every party except the Mensheviks, who insisted that the Kyiv Duma was the
only authority legitimately empowered to defend the gains of the Revolution
and public order in Kyiv.142

139 Skorovstansky, Revoliutsiia na Ukraine, pp. 66–7.
140 Ibid.
141 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. ii, p. 47.
142 The members of the Kyiv Committee in Defence of the Revolution were: from the Rada,

M. Tkachenko andM. Porsh (usdwp), O. Sevriuk, M. Shapoval andM. Kovalevsky (upsr),
A. Nikovsky, M. Matushevsky (upsf), H. Piatakov (Bolsheviks), and S. Goldelman (Jew-
ish Social Democratic Labour Party – Poale Zion). Political parties sent the following
members to the Committee: M. Zilberfarb (Jewish Socialist Workers Party), S. Saradzhev
(Russian srs), M. Rafes (Bund), M. Zatonsky (Bolsheviks) and A. Pisotsky (pseud. Richyt-
sky) – usdwp. From other organisations came I. Kreisberg (Bolshevik), representing the
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On the following day the Committee issued a statement to the population
of Ukraine in which it spoke in the name of ‘all the bodies of the revolutionary
democracy, all revolutionary and socialist parties of our country, both Ukrain-
ian and non-Ukrainian’ demanding that ‘all civic and military authorities in
the rear, all organisations of the revolutionary democracy firmly and without
wavering implement all its orders and instructions’. It would not tolerate any
actions hostile to the interests of the revolution, it would suppress them ruth-
lessly and, if necessary, by force of arms.143

The Committee and the Rada suffered a serious setback within days when
the Bolsheviks quit their ranks. The Bolsheviks had insisted that two of their
members,M.Zatonsky andYurii Piatakov, the latterHryhorii Piatakov’s brother,
be made members of the mala rada as their condition for joining the Com-
mittee.144 It was the body where the strategic objectives of the Committee
were being discussed and decided on a daily basis. On 26 October M. Rafes
introduced a resolution to the mala rada on behalf of the Bund that ‘resol-
utely condemned the Bolshevik seizure of power’ in Petrograd and promised
to oppose any attempts by the councils to take power in Ukraine.145 The resol-
ution sparked amajor debate. usdwp leaders spelled out their party’s position:

There can be no coalition with the bourgeoisie. Power should pass into
the hands of the revolutionary democracy, which does not at all mean it
should be handed to the councils of workers’ and soldiers’ deputies. We
are against the uprising of the Petrograd proletariat if that means it will
apply such a formula. But at the same timewe resolutely oppose putting it
downbymilitary force. In the current situation thatwouldmean in reality
to hand all power to the actual counterrevolution. The Petrograd conflict
must be resolved solely by peaceful means.146

Kyiv Council of Workers’ Deputies, M. Shumytsky from the Central Committee of the
All-Ukrainian Railway Workers’ Union, S. Petliura (usdwp) representing the Ukrainian
General Military Committee, M. Telezhynsky and Ye. Kasianenko from the All-Ukrainian
Council of Soldiers’ Deputies. Finally, there were representatives on the Committee from
the Kyiv Council of Soldiers’ Deputies, and the Odesa, Kharkiv and Katerynoslav Councils
of Workers’, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Deputies. See Soldatenko,Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu,
Vol. 1, pp. 790–2; S. Volin,Mensheviki naUkraine 1917–21 (NewYork: Inter-University Project
on the History of the Menshevik Movement, paper no. 11, September 1962), p. 20.

143 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 793.
144 Rafes, Dva goda, pp. 46–8.
145 Robitnycha hazeta, 28 October 1917, p. 1.
146 Ibid.
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This position, which was supported also by the upsr, differed from the
Bund’s.TheBundheld theBolsheviks solely responsible for thePetrogradupris-
ing without acknowledging the broadermotives and involvement of the Petro-
grad workers, soldiers and sailors and the backing of the Second All-Russian
Congress of Soviets. Themala rada refused to condemn the uprising, adopting
a resolution that opposed it for the reasons spelled out by the usdwp.

The Kyivan Bolsheviks nevertheless felt compelled to quit the Committee
in Defence of the Revolution as well as the Rada. Their main reason for join-
ing in the first place had been to shield the Petrograd seizure of power from
a possible counterrevolutionary riposte. Volodymyr Zatonsky recalled in his
memoirs, written in 1920:

Our basic demand to the Rada was the following: not to allow any mil-
itary formations out of Ukraine or the Southwestern or Romanian fronts
that could suppress the revolution inMoscowandPetrograd. These fronts
were the most problematic because we knew that the forces around Ker-
enskywere unitingwith theKornilovists in struggle against the revolution
andwould try to rely onmilitary units standing in Ukraine.We could take
care of this task of, so to speak, giving passive support to the revolutionary
centre most easily in union with the Rada, as long as it honourably met
its obligations.147

The Kyivan Bolsheviks’ most important task at that moment was to provide
support, passive support as Zatonsky put it, to the revolution in ‘the centre’, in
Russia proper. This was a fundamentally different motive for participating in
the Committee in Defence of the Revolution from that of the usdwp and the
upsr, who were using it to build another institution of state power in Ukraine.
The Ukrainian parties either opposed outright the Bolshevik-led seizure of
power or were at least deeply troubled by it. Bolshevik norms of representation
in a government based on the councils discriminated against the peasantry, the
Rada’s main base of support. Moreover, the Bolsheviks had given no indication
just what they meant in practice by the right of nations to self-determination.

On quitting the Committee in Defence of the Revolution and the Rada Yurii
Piatakov declared in themala rada:

147 Udni Zhovtnia. Spohadyuchasnykiv borot’by za vladuRadnaUkraini (Kyiv, 1967), p. 3, cited
by Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 795.
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The battle on the streets of Petrograd has been going on for three days.
That testifies to the fact that it is not a Bolshevik uprising, but an uprising
of the revolutionary proletariat and the army … By speaking out against
the uprising of the Petrograd proletariat and army you have by the same
token struck a blow against our party. That is why we are walking out
of the mala rada with our hands untied. But know that regardless of all
this we will be with you in arms the moment you are perishing under the
blows of Russian imperialism.148

A usdwp deputy responded to Piatakov that the Ukrainian people would not
forget the services rendered to them by the Bolsheviks. The hall erupted in
applause.149

The Bolsheviks then called a meeting on 27 October of the combined Kyiv
Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies at which Hryhorii Piatakov accused
the Rada of putting a knife in the back of the Petrograd uprising. He con-
sidered the battles for control of Petrograd and Moscow to be still unresolved
and warned that the Ukrainian people could forget about their national self-
determination if the forces of the Provisional Government succeeded in
drowning the uprisings there in blood. The meeting adopted the Bolsheviks’
resolution of solidarity with the Petrograd workers and soldiers and declared
its determination ‘to organise a revolutionary committee of the Councils, hand
all power in Kyiv over to it, mandate it to implement comprehensively the res-
olutions of the Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets and to subordinate it
(the revolutionary committee) to the Kyiv Councils of Workers’ and Soldiers’
Deputies which have the right to re-elect its members at any time’.150

A revolutionary committee (revkom), composed mainly of Bolsheviks and
left Russian srs, set up headquarters in a palatial residence in the centre of the
city and brought in some two hundred rifles. However, it failed to take any fur-
ther action for on the same day a delegation from the Rada, the city Duma, the
Russian srs, Mensheviks and Bund visited the revkom and had its headquar-
ters surrounded by an armed detachment. Situated far from the working-class
neighbourhoods of the city, the revkom could not easily call in reinforcements.
It surrendered its arms and its members were arrested. But the Bolsheviks
decided to press on and formed a new revkom on 29 October. It issued a call

148 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 799–800.
149 M.Maiorov, Z Istorii Revoliutsiinoi Borot’by naUkraini 1914–1919 (n.p.: DerzhavneVydavnyt-

stvo Ukrainy, 1928), p. 46; D. Petrovsky, Revoliutsiia i Kontr-Revoliutsiia na Ukraine (Mos-
cow: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1920), p. 14.

150 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 800–5.
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to the workers of Kyiv to rise up against the Provisional Government’s forces,
but not the Rada. That evening an uprising began in the Pechersk district that
was directed against the headquarters of the Kyiv Military District.

The fighting in Kyiv over the following three days and nights was a two-on-
one struggle. The Provisional Government had approximately 10,000 troops
under its command, including part of the city garrison. Bolshevik forces, which
included both Red Guards and regular army detachments loyal to them,
numbered 6,600. The Tsentral’na Rada had the support of a detachment
formed at the Third All-Ukrainian Soldiers’ Congress, the Kyiv Council of Sol-
diers’ Deputies which was vying with officers who supported the Provisional
Government for the loyalty of the city garrison, and the 34th ArmyCorps under
General Skoropadsky’s command. Together they constituted the largest armed
camp in Kyiv, a force of approximately 16,000.151

How the ensuing struggle unfolded is the subject of considerable dispute
among historians, specifically whether the Bolsheviks and the Rada co-oper-
ated or operated autonomously in defeating the forces of the Provisional Gov-
ernment. Hryhorii Piatakov telegrammed the Council of People’s Commissars
in Petrograd after his release from arrest: ‘By the joint efforts of Bolshevik and
Ukrainian soldiers and armed Red Guards the headquarters [of the Kyiv Milit-
aryDistrict]was forced to surrender…Kerensky’s lackeys tried to senddifferent
army units against the Ukrainians and Bolsheviks, but none of them would
go’.152

Piatakov here made the important observation that the outcome of the
armed struggle depended not just on the numbers on each side but on the loy-
alty and strength of conviction of the workers and peasants involved once the
fight for power literally became a question of their life or death. In this regard
the Provisional Government was least able to retain the loyalty of its troops.
Furthermore, Mykhailo Hrushevsky, the Rada president, had persuaded for-
midable Cossack units in Kyiv to remain neutral, telling them they should not
intervene in a conflict taking place in what was for them now a foreign coun-
try.153

151 Hamretsky, Tymchenko and Shchus, Rady Ukrainy, p. 192; Rafes, Dva goda, p. 46; Sold-
atenko, Ukraiina v Revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1.

152 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 860–1.
153 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 752–6, notes that the Rada convened

a Congress of Peoples in Kyiv from 8–15 September that brought together 84 delegates of
12 national movements in the former Empire which, like the Ukrainian movement, were
seeking to rebuild the Russian state on the principles of national territorial autonomy and
federalism. Among the delegates there were nine representatives of Cossacks from their
Tersk, Don, Amur, Kuban, Ural, Transcaspian and Orenburg armies. Some of the units
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Historians agree that the Rada emerged the victor from these three days of
fighting. Its forces took control of Kyiv, occupying the garrison, the police sta-
tions, Lukianivka prison, government buildings, the city’s banks, the railways
and post office. The Bolsheviks were not strong enough to challenge the Rada
and so they withdrew their forces from the streets. Some members of the gen-
eral staff of the Kyiv Military District were arrested while others evacuated
south to join General Kaledin’s army on the Don.154

On 1 November the General Secretariat of the Rada declared itself the gov-
ernment of Ukraine, asserting that the Rada was chosen by all its people,
expressed the will of the entire revolutionary democracy and was, in essence,
a national council of peasants’, workers’ and soldiers’ deputies.155 Holding a
decisive military advantage over the Bolsheviks and the Provisional Govern-
ment largely as a result of the allegiance to it of the soldiers’ movement, the
Rada was acknowledged as the acting government throughout the Ukrainian
provinces. Its assumptionof powerwas peaceful everywhere except inKyiv and
Vynnytsia, where there were armed confrontations between the forces of the
Rada, the Bolshevik-ledworkers’ brigades and units of the army still loyal to the
Provisional Government. Still, the Rada’s forces prevailed in Vynnytsia as they
did in Kyiv.156

The concluding resolution of the Third Soldiers Congress on 29 October
demanded the Tsentral’na Rada’s general assembly declare the formation of
a Ukrainian People’s Republic. Its federative ties with other republics of Rus-
sia should be decided, the Congress argued, by an elected, already sovereign
Ukrainian constituent assembly.

The Tsentral’na Rada adopted its Third Universal on 7 November, which
declared theUkrainian People’s Republic, claimed all ethnographically Ukrain-
ian territories and proposed a settlement of border disputes by plebiscite. The
Universal expressed a desire for federation with Russia and other nations of
the former Empire, and the hope that a democratically constituted govern-
ment of the federation would sue immediately for peace. It also outlined the
programme to be pursued by the Ukrainian Republic: a combination of state
and workers’ control of industry, confiscation of all privately owned landed
estates without compensation, an eight hour working day, national personal

accompanying these delegates stayed behind in Kyiv after the Congress andwere a poten-
tial, though uncertain, military force on any side in the ensuing struggle for power.

154 Hamretsky, Tymchenko and Shchus, Rady Ukrainy, p. 214; Shapoval, Velyka Revoliutsiia,
p. 91.

155 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 809.
156 Andrii Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, pp. 60–4.
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autonomy for minorities, defence of basic democratic rights, abolition of the
death penalty and a general amnesty of all political prisoners. Elections to a
Ukrainian Constituent Assembly were scheduled for 27 December and its con-
vocation for 9 January 1918.157

The initial draft of the Third Universal agreed between the Ukrainian social
democrats and socialist revolutionaries was subjected to considerable amend-
ment by representatives of the Bund, Mensheviks and Russian srs before they
were prepared to put it to a vote. They insisted that, in declaring a Ukrainian
republic, the Universal stresses the desire of its people to remain within the
Russian state, for its government to work through the central government and
not unilaterally for the conclusion of peace and for the purpose of defending
Ukraine’s rights at interstate forums. These parties wished to retain all sover-
eign rights in the Russian state, which should then devolve some of them to
Ukraine. They feared that by unilaterally declaring an autonomous republic the
Ukrainian nationalmovementwas prone to drift towards themaximumgoal of
a fully sovereign, independent state. Such amovewould jeopardise the political
influence of the Russian and Jewish minorities in Ukraine. Rafes wrote:

It was clear to the Bund that this ‘Ukrainian democracy’ could retain its
revolutionary character only in a tight union with all of revolutionary
Russia. Declaring its ‘independence’ would open the sluice gates to the
nationalist petit bourgeois reaction and immediately weaken the influ-
enceof the ‘nationalminorities’whowere strongonly by force of their ties
with revolutionary Russia, and inwhose name theywere putting pressure
on the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada.

The desire to ensure their ongoing influence led these parties to seek stronger
representation in the Rada’s government. The Third Universal upgraded the
vice secretaries for Russian, Jewish and Polish national affairs to the rights and
status of full secretaries. The upgrade gave the minorities a third of the votes
in the General Secretariat (6 out of 18) and a quarter of the portfolios (6 out of
24).158

The Bund’s representatives voted for theThirdUniversal when the amended
version was put to the Rada’s general assembly. The Mensheviks, Russian srs
and Popular Socialists as well as the Polish Democratic Centre abstained. The
Mensheviks justified their abstentionby stating theyhadnotwanted toweaken

157 Robitnycha hazeta, 8 November 1917, pp. 2–3.
158 Rafes, Dva goda, p. 58.
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‘the revolutionary front’, and that while they supported national self-determi-
nation in principle only an elected All-Russian Constituent Assembly had the
power to determine the form such self-determination could take.159 TheKyivan
Bolsheviks dismissed the Third Universal as ‘a typical bourgeois democratic
melodrama which can be taken to mean one thing or another’. The real issue,
they argued, was how and by which classes the objectives contained in it were
going to be implemented. Did the Rada stand on the position of a bourgeois
democratic revolution or a proletarian-peasant one?160

For the Rada’s supporters, however, the problem lay elsewhere. Rafes noted
that ‘the Bund could easily reconcile itself to the declaration of a federal order
in Russia, for which the Ukrainian Bundists were long prepared by their pre-
vious political work. However, a federated union of Russia and Ukraine in the
absence of a central government is a fiction’.161 That absence, or at least the
belief that the Bolsheviks would not succeed in consolidating an alternative
central government, left a gaping hole in the Third Universal. It made clear
what the Tsentral’na Rada wanted in terms of power in Ukraine, but it failed
altogether to take a position on the struggle for power in Petrograd, Moscow
and elsewhere. It was silent, neither recognising nor rejecting the new Soviet
government. Rather, the Universal described the struggle for power in the Rus-
sianmetropoli as ongoing and unresolved, the general situation there as one of
chaos.

A grave and difficult hour has befallen the land of the Russian republic.
To the north in the capitals a hand-to-hand bloody battle is being waged.
The central government is nomore and across the state anarchy, disorder
and ruin are spreading.

The Universal went on to assure the people that after taking power in Ukraine
the Rada ‘will use its power and authority to stand guard over their rights and
the revolution not only in our own country but in all Russia’. The Rada had
made clear on 26 October that it did not recognise the Council of People’s
Commissars, but wanted the conflict between the socialist parties provoked
by the overthrow of the Provisional Government to be resolved by peaceful
means. All the party leaders in the Rada disagreed with the Bolsheviks’ con-
ception of the revolution and their goal of a proletarian dictatorship. Rather,
they espoused the goal of a federal, democratic republic whose central and

159 Ibid.
160 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 904.
161 Rafes, Dva goda, pp. 56–7.
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autonomous national governments should be elected by universal suffrage.
That was the most they expected of the revolution they saw unfolding before
them. The peasantry and working class would be represented amply in such
a republic’s governing institutions, but they would rule in the long run only
in coalition with or opposition to the bourgeoisie. As for this period of excep-
tional crisis before constituent assembly electionswere concluded, the socialist
parties should exclude the bourgeois and landowners’ parties from govern-
ment. General elections would then decide the composition of the constituent
assemblies of the Ukrainian republic and the federated Russian republic, and
who would form the new government in each of them.

Themoderatewings of Russian, Jewish andUkrainian social democracy con-
soled themselves in their common belief that the nascent Petrograd govern-
ment of Bolsheviks could not survive for very long. For them there was in fact
no viable government in Petrograd on whom the Ukrainian People’s Republic
could rely as a credible central authority and partner in federation. However,
the situation was extremely fluid and the Rada’s advantage was momentary,
secured by the peasant soldiers who stood for an autonomous Ukrainian
People’s Republic because they believed it stood ready to satisfy their demands
for land, national self-determination and an end to theWar. The position of the
working class, on the other hand, was far from clear. The workers’ councils in
theUkrainian towns and cities of the north, inwhich theMensheviks andBund
were strong, were internally divided over such cardinal issues and the kind of
government that was needed to resolve them. The Bolsheviks led the workers’
councils in the industrial Donbas, supported the seizure of power in Petrograd
and sought to bring their region under the authority of the Russian Council of
People’s Commissars.

The Third All-Ukrainian Soldiers’ Congress had also declared its sympathy
for the Bolsheviks’ course of action in Petrograd. It clearly wanted the Rada to
follow the same course in Ukraine without waiting for constituent assembly
elections: to sue for peace unilaterally, to distribute land to the peasants imme-
diately, to enforce workers’ control of industry, to provide for democratic self
government, while securing Ukraine’s national independence as a means to
those ends. The Rada had proven strong enough to overcome the Provisional
Government, to reject the Bolsheviks’ terms of state power in Ukraine and
to declare the Ukrainian People’s Republic. But could they consolidate their
momentary victory and build a viable state power? And how could they join
their republic into a federated Russian republic when they could no longer
detect a functioning central government in Russia but only ‘anarchy disorder
and ruin’?
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chapter 5

November 1917: Attempts at Reconciliation

The Tsentral’na Rada overthrew the Provisional Government’s forces with the
support of the peasantry on the land and in the army. It took control of
Ukraine’s cities and declared the Ukrainian People’s Republic (upr). It stood at
a threshold of state power, but to step over it and to consolidate its momentary
victory the Rada had to deal decisively with the demands of the revolutionised
masses, namely to end the War, to carry out land reform, to arrest the cata-
strophic decline of industrial production, and to involve the workers, peasants
and soldiers directly in the exercise of that state power. The workers’ councils
that claimedpower at the local level, and inmany towns and cities already exer-
cised it, posed a particular challenge. Until October Kyiv was nowhere on their
broader horizon; they looked only to Petrograd for a higher state authority that
could support them in dealing with the multifaceted crisis their communities
faced.

By overthrowing the Provisional Government and declaring the Republic
the Rada ended direct rule of Petrograd over Ukraine. It claimed substan-
tial autonomy in a future federated Russian republic to which the Ukrainian
Republic would devolve some of its sovereignty, in the first instance in order to
negotiate on its behalf an end to theWar. In the long run, the respective com-
petences of the central and autonomous governmentswouldbenegotiated and
then held by new constituent assemblies at both levels of the federal state.

However, this vision of the revolution’s trajectory was thrown into disarray
at the end of October 1917 when armed forces led by the Petrograd Soviet’s Mil-
itary Revolutionary Committee (mrc) overthrew the Provisional Government
in the Russian capital and the Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets elected
a government to take its place.Wemust therefore turn directly to the situation
in Petrograd and to the predicament of the Russian state in November 1917 in
order to understand the Rada’s own predicament and its negative perception
of this turn of events. Indeed, how could the Rada incorporate the upr into a
federated Russian republic when it could no longer even detect a functioning
central government in Russia, but only ‘anarchy disorder and ruin’?
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1 The New Power in Petrograd

The Rada’s rejection of the Council of People’s Commissars as the successor
of the Provisional Government mirrored that of a minority of the delegates at
the Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets who opposed both the Bolshevik-
led overthrow and a government answerable solely to the councils/soviets.
Overnight and in the morning hours of 25 October the forces of the Military
Revolutionary Committee had seized key points in the capital and surrounded
the Winter Palace, seat of the Provisional Government. Fighting around the
Winter Palace continued all day and into the evening of 25 October when the
Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets opened nearby in the Smolny Institute.
The congress was protected by sailors under the command of the mrc.

The uprising and the congress taking place on the same day was no coincid-
ence.

Trotsky wanted to link the action to the Congress itself, believing that
an insurrection conducted on the party’s own initiative would have less
chance of winning mass support; Lenin believed it ‘criminal’ to tempor-
ize until the Congress, since he feared that the Provisional Government
would forestall the insurrection by a vigorous offensive … Lenin wanted
the insurrection to precede the Congress, which would have no alternat-
ive but to sanction the accomplished deed.1

Mensheviks and srs at the congress denounced the uprising as a Bolshevik
conspiracywhich rendered the congress illegitimate.They demanded the fight-
ing be stopped and negotiations for a new coalition cabinet take place with the
Provisional Government.

The Winter Palace was finally taken, Kerensky fled, ministers of the Pro-
visional Government were arrested and taken to the Fortress of Saints Peter
and Paul. Among them were several Menshevik ministers. When Volodymyr
Antonov-Ovsiienko, commander of the mrc’s assault on the Winter Palace,
declared to the Congress that the Provisional Government was finally over-
thrown, around 60 Mensheviks and srs, around one tenth of the delegates,
walked out in protest. The left srs and a small group of Menshevik Internation-
alists remained behind, but continued to protest the Government’s overthrow,
demanding peaceful negotiations with it instead. They were even supported

1 Victor Serge, Year One of the Revolution, translated and edited by Peter Sedgwick (Holt, Rein-
hart, andWinston, 1972), p. 66, https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year‑one/index​
.htm [accessed 2 October 2017].

https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/index.htm
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by some Bolsheviks led by Zinoviev and Kamenev, who doubted their own
party could survive long alone at the helm while the Mensheviks, srs and the
Kadets controlled critical institutions and infrastructure such as the telegraph,
the postal services and the railways.

However, the congress sanctioned the overthrow by amajority of around 70
percent and resolved to form a new government answerable to the councils
alone. Of the 128 delegates from Ukraine, representing 36 councils of work-
ers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ deputies, 56 percent upheld these positions. The
congress elected a Central Executive Committee (cec) of the Soviets as its
legislative assembly, andon26October aCouncil of People’s Commissars (cpc)
as the governing executive.The compositionof thececwasdeterminedbypro-
portional representation of parties elected to the congress. Vacant seats were
retained for the Mensheviks and srs who had quit the congress should they
decide to return. The Council of People’s Commissars was made up entirely of
Bolsheviks, with Lenin as its chairman. The Bolsheviks invited the left srs to
govern alongside them in the cpc, but they hesitated and remained in opposi-
tion within the cec alone.2

The Congress entrusted its government to convene the Constituent As-
sembly on schedule. It adopted two decrees, on peace and land reform. The
first decree called for ‘an immediate peace without annexations [without the
seizure of foreign territory and the forcible annexation of foreign nationalities]
andwithout indemnities’. The decree on land declared private ownership abol-
ished in perpetuity, that all estates, including those of the crown, church and
large landowners, were confiscated without compensation and all their land
should be distributed equitably to the peasantry. The decree stated that ‘the
land question in its full scope can be settled only by the popular Constituent
Assembly’.

TheMensheviks and srswhohadquit theCongress joinedupwith two insti-
tutions they held sway in, the powerful All-Russian ExecutiveCommittee of the
Union of Railway Workers, known in English by its Russian acronym Vikzhel,
and the Central Executive Committee of the All-Russian Congress of Peasant
Deputies. Together they formed a Committee to Save the Fatherland and the
Revolution, ‘to recreate the Provisional Government’ based on the bourgeois as
well as the revolutionaryparties that should lead the country to theConstituent

2 Vladimir Brovkin, The Mensheviks After October: Socialist Opposition and the Rise of the Bol-
shevik Dictatorship (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), p. 17; ‘Session of the Petersburg
Committee of the SocialDemocratic Labour Party of Russia (Bolshevik), November 1(14), 1917’,
in Lev Trotsky, The Stalin School of Falsification, https://www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/​
1937/ssf/sf08.htm#a41 [accessed 1 August 2017].

https://www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1937/ssf/sf08.htm#a41
https://www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1937/ssf/sf08.htm#a41
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Assembly elections. They called upon state employees and the population as a
whole to obey the Committee, not the new Soviet government, and they des-
perately sought troops for Kerensky to mount a march on the Russian capital
against the Soviet government. Sporadic fighting carried on inside Petrograd,
culminating on 29 October in an uprising by officer cadets, which the mrc
quickly put down. Thereafter, all publications calling for the overthrow of the
Soviet government were ruthlessly suppressed and their publishers arrested.

On 29 October the Bolsheviks agreed to multiparty negotiations mediated
by the Vikzhel in order to find a way out of the conflict and to forestall the
further estrangement of the Mensheviks and srs from the new government.
The threat remained of a march on the capital by troops supporting the ous-
ted government. These talks did not progress, however, as all three parties were
themselves split internally over the seizure of power andwere now increasingly
alienated from one another by their dispute having escalated into an armed
conflict. At the heart of the conflict was not whether these parties should gov-
ern in coalition, but whether the said government should answer solely to the
councils/soviets or to the entire democracy, that is to all the bourgeois and
socialist parties represented in the soviets and the Provisional Government.

Kerensky, who fled Petrograd to the camp of General Krasnov, mounted
a march of Cossack horsemen on the capital. Thousands of Petrograd work-
ers responded to the new government’s call to defend it, dug trenches on the
approaches to the city and equipped soldiers, sailors andRedGuardswith artil-
lery, munitions and provisions directly from their factories. On the night of
30 October they repelled and completely demoralised a mere one thousand
cossacks, who advanced without the reinforcements they had been promised
from the front.Thereafter, Kerensky andothermembers of the ProvisionalGov-
ernment departed for the front in a vain attempt to find new forces prepared
to march on Petrograd.

TheBolsheviks inPetrogradmet for aparty conferenceon 1Novemberwhere
they continued to disagree among themselves about the composition of their
new government, whether it was sufficiently broad to hold and consolidate its
power across Russia. Its position remained uncertain as its ability to govern
through existing state administrations and to communicate with the rest of
the country through the telegraph, postal services and the railways were being
blocked by the hostile parties within them. However, the position advocated
by Lenin and Trotsky, that it should remain a homogenous Bolshevik govern-
ment, was gaining ground. They had been elected to this government by the
Second Congress while majorities in the other parties had refused to take the
seats allocated to them. Lenin argued further that the new government should
ruthlessly suppress those who opposed it, to use terror to deny the bourgeoisie
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any chance to mount a counteroffensive. By 1 November a compromise with
the bourgeois parties and those socialist parties that advocated coalition with
them appeared less urgent. Kerensky’s much feared march on Petrograd had
just been repelled and the pro-soviet forces in Moscow, Russia’s second city,
had prevailed over Provisional Government forces after a week of bloody fight-
ing.3

TheMensheviks at their Petrograd conference on 3November failed to find a
common position. Somewere calling for armed struggle against the Bolsheviks
as usurpers of the revolution while others demanded that civil war be pre-
vented at all costs. The prospects for a united position among themselves and
for a peaceful compromise between the three main parties were increasingly
remote. Indeed, the seizure of power was testing the unity and coherence of all
the parties. On 5 November eleven Bolsheviks on the Central Executive Com-
mittee of the Soviets, three of whom also served on the Council of People’s
Commissars, resigned and demanded an end to the use of terror to maintain
the cpc in power as a single party government.4

Thus the overthrow of the Provisional Government, the conflict between
the parties of the Russian revolutionary democracy over the legitimacy of the
new Soviet government and the outbreak of fighting between the supporters
of the ousted and the new government was the ‘anarchy, disorder and ruin’ the
Rada referred to in its Third Universal of 7 November. The Rada promised ‘to
defend the rights and the revolution not only in our country but in all of Rus-
sia’. While opposing the Bolshevik-led seizure of power, the Rada also opposed
any forcible suppression of the new government, insisting that a compromise
be sought through peaceful negotiations. All the parties in the Rada remained
in touch with the rapidly evolving situation in Petrograd, the Russian and Jew-
ish parties communicatingwith their respective Central Committees there, the
Ukrainianpartieswith their comrades in thePetrograd Soviet, the armyand the
Baltic Sea fleet.

Undoubtedly the Rada’s leaders were also wondering what kind of voice
and representation the Ukrainian People’s Republic could possibly secure in
a future coalition government through such negotiations. The Provisional Gov-
ernment had never negotiated with the Rada in good faith, and in its last
days turned on it completely, ordering the arrest of Vynnychenko on charges
of treason. The Council of People’s Commissars addressed the question of
national self-determination for the first time on 2 November, a week after

3 Ibid.
4 Brovkin, TheMensheviks After October, pp. 19–33.



november 1917: attempts at reconciliation 173

adopting its decrees on peace and land reform. It issued a Declaration of the
Rights of Peoples of Russia, signed by Stalin as People’s Commissar of Nation-
alities and Lenin as head of the Council. The Declaration called for ‘a voluntary
and honest union of the peoples of Russia’. The Provisional Government’s lies,
provocations and mistrust of peoples ‘should be replaced with an open and
honest policy leading to complete mutual trust between the peoples of Russia’.
A strong unionwas necessary, the declarationwent on, for it ‘to be able towith-
stand all kinds of attacks by the imperialist-annexationist bourgeoisie’, a refer-
ence to the military advance of the Central Powers on Russia. Proceeding from
these motives the Council declared it would place four principles at the heart
of its policy in the sphere of nationalities: the equality and sovereignty of the
peoples of Russia; their right to self-determination up to separation and estab-
lishment of their own independent states; rejection of all national and religious
privileges; and the free development of national minorities. However, it pro-
posed no practical steps towards implementing any of these principles other
than forming a commission on nationalities within the Soviet government.
Ending the War first was its immediate priority, and this required an orderly
demobilisation on the military front and remaining united behind the front
lines. However, the Bolsheviks saw in ‘an honest and voluntary union of the
peoples of Russia’ more than an immediate requirement to stabilise the Soviet
government so it could secure a ceasefire and negotiate a peace. It was their
long-term objective to reconcile at least some of Russia’s oppressed nations to
a new union, to a more equal relationship with their former oppressor nation
within the new Soviet state.

Which of these nations were likely to choose to remain with Russia? No
less than twelve national movements were seeking a new settlement or out-
right separation. Ringing the Russian heartland, they were in Finland, Poland,
Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia, Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan,
Moldova and the Cossacks in the Kuban, on the Don and other regions across
the south. This outer ring of Russia’s colonial possessions coincided in many
places with the military front with the Central Powers. The latter were seek-
ing to tear these regions away from an enfeebled Russia, while the new Soviet
government was committed to halting the war and negotiating a peace. The
Bolsheviks surely could not fail to see that the Central Powers wanted to take
from Russia by force what imperial Russia had itself once taken by force. The
principle of national self-determination denied both of them the right to hold
onto these colonies against their nations’ will. Yet to release them into the
hands of another imperialist power was equally unacceptable. The Bolshev-
iks had never before had to face the possibility of a break-up of the Russian
state. Even though they opposed ‘the forcible annexation of foreign national-
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ities’ and advocated the national independence of the colonial possessions of
the other European imperialist states, they did not imagine they may them-
selves one day become responsible for implementing the principle of national
self-determination up to the separate statehood for any part of their ownmul-
tinational state. The fact that at this precise point in time their country was
being invaded and about to be dismembered by another imperialist statemade
it practically impossible for the Bolsheviks to see how they could implement
this principle in any practical and just way. For them the national question in
Russia had to remain a domestic issue to be addressed in practice only after the
threat of foreign aggression was repulsed.

2 The Constituent Assembly

Within one week of the Provisional Government’s ouster from Petrograd and
Kyiv the parties of the revolutionary democracy were deeply and, as it turned
out, irrevocably split over the question of the succeeding state power. How
should democracy and popular sovereignty be exercised: through the institu-
tion of soviet democracy that excluded the bourgeois and landowning classes
or through a parliamentary republic that included them? The question was
posed immediately and in an entirely practical way, since on 12 November
elections finally were held to the Constituent Assembly. More than 44 million
people, around60percent of the electorate across the country andon the fronts
voted, giving aplurality to theRussian srs of around45percent, followedby the
Bolsheviks (25 percent), the Ukrainian srs (9.5 percent), Kadets (5 percent),
and the Mensheviks (between 1.8 and 2.5 percent).5 The Bund’s slate won just
over 31,000 votes and Poale Zion’s around 21,000.Within their own communit-
ies these twoworkers’ parties were overshadowed completely bymoderate and
religious parties which claimed over 80 percent of the half million votes cast
for Jewishparties.6 Like their Russian andUkrainian counterparts,many Jewish
workers cast their votes instead either for Menshevik or Bolshevik candidates.

The Bolsheviks polled strongly in the urban areas and on themilitary fronts,
while the Russian and Ukrainian srs took majorities in the rural areas.

5 The sources give various estimates of the final count. See: http://www.encyclopediaofukra
ine.com/pagespercent5CApercent5CLpercent5CAll6RussianConstituentAssembly.htm [ac-
cessed 9 September 2017], and N.V. Sviatitsky in A Year of the Russian Revolution: 1917–18
(Moscow: Zemlia i Volia, 1918).

6 Gitelman, Jewish Nationality, p. 80.

http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/pagespercent5CApercent5CLpercent5CAll6RussianConstituentAssembly.htm
http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/pagespercent5CApercent5CLpercent5CAll6RussianConstituentAssembly.htm


november 1917: attempts at reconciliation 175

The returns in the nine Ukrainian provinces taken together gave the Ukrain-
ian srs 52 percent of the votes, the Russian srs 25 percent, usdwp 13 per-
cent, Bolsheviks 10 percent and Kadets 3.7 percent. The Bolshevik vote was
highest in the more industrialised provinces; in the Donbas it approached 50
percent. The bourgeois and landowning class parties got 12 percent of the votes
in Ukraine, which was practically half the votes cast for them across the entire
Russian state.7 The Ukrainian and Russian srs ran on joint tickets in Kharkiv
and Kherson gubernia. The Ukrainian sds and srs ran on joint tickets on the
military fronts and in some interior districts. Overall, 120 deputies to the Con-
stituent Assembly were elected in Ukraine: 71 Ukrainian srs, 30 Russian srs,
11 Bolsheviks, two Ukrainian Social Democrats, one Kadet, one from the Union
of Landowners and four from Jewish, Polish and Muslim parties. In addition,
another 11 deputies from the bloc of Ukrainian srs and sds were elected by
soldiers on the fronts. Some of the Ukrainian parties’ deputies, around 50 in
all, decided at a meeting in Kyiv in December not to take part in the actual
Constituent Assembly until elections to the Ukrainian Constituent Assembly
were held.8

Throughout the period from February to October the Bolsheviks had called
for elections to a constituent assembly, but they criticised the election outcome
and sought to subordinate the Assembly to the authority of the Soviet govern-
ment. Trotsky argued that the Constituent Assembly could not truly represent
the electorate’s wishes because the party lists were drawn up for these elec-
tions three months prior to the actual voting, when the right-wing candidates
on the Russian srs’ list outnumbered the left by three to one. The balance of
forces within the Russian srs had changed by November, he argued, for the left
srs were in the ascendancy and were splitting away to form a distinct party
of their own to champion the poor peasantry.9 For Trotsky, the Constituent
Assembly ‘lagged behind the course of political events’. The Russian srs and
the Bolsheviks having taken 70 percent of the votes made this internal correl-
ation of sr forces highly significant, for the fact that the majority of Russian
srs sent to the Constituent Assembly were from its right wing meant that the
Bolsheviks could not achieve a working majority with the left sr wing in the
Assembly.

7 A.P. Hrytsenko, Politychni Syly u Borot’bi za Vladu v Ukraini (Kyiv: Akademiia Nauk ursr,
1993), p. 5.

8 http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/pagespercent5CApercent5CLpercent5CAll6Russia
nConstituentAssembly.htm [accessed 9 September 2017].

9 Trotsky, From October to Brest-Litovsk.

http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/pagespercent5CApercent5CLpercent5CAll6RussianConstituentAssembly.htm
http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/pagespercent5CApercent5CLpercent5CAll6RussianConstituentAssembly.htm
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Trotsky’s criticism of the Assembly was just one illustration of the Bolshev-
iks’ belief that the soviet institution of democracywasmore representative and
responsive to the lower classes, particularly so in a fast-moving revolutionary
situation, than the cumbersome machinery of general elections and parlia-
mentary democracies. Moreover, the institution of soviet power was a reality;
it was authorised by the Second All-Russian Congress to govern the country.
Thus the Bolsheviks put their efforts into strengthening this government while
seeking to subordinate the Constituent Assembly to its will. On 15 November
they persuaded the left Russian srs, whowere splitting away from theirmother
party, to join the Soviet government and give it its first significant peasant rep-
resentation. From 19 November seats in the Central Executive Committee of
the Soviets more than doubled from 119 to 258 and now included 108 deputies
from the All-Russian Congress of Peasants’ Deputies, 100 soldiers’ and sailors’
deputies and 50 from the trade unions. There were 108 left Russian srs and 92
Bolsheviks among them.10

The Constituent Assembly’s convocation was delayed until 5 January 1918
for various reasons that included the banning of the Kadet party as ‘enemies
of the people’, the domestic disruptions caused by the War and the threat of
German forces pressing on Petrograd. The Council of People’s Commissars put
to the first session of the Assembly the decisions of the Second All-Russian
Congress of Soviets and called for their ratification. It was, in effect, a demand
that the Assembly recognise the authority and support the programme of the
Soviet government. The Assembly refused and so Red Guards were instructed
by the government to prevent it from reconvening on the following morn-
ing. There were some public protests, but they were not large. That ended
what may be considered an extension of the dual power struggle in truncated
form which followed the overthrow of the Provisional Government. For the
Ukrainian People’s Republic a path to autonomy in a federated Russian repub-
lic through the Constituent Assembly was irrevocably lost.

3 War and Peace

The new Soviet government, notwithstanding its ongoing struggle to secure
its authority at home, now faced the task of extricating Russia from the War.
German forces advanced as the Russian army continued to disintegrate on the
front. Riga had fallen in September and Petrograd itself was threatened by Ger-

10 Brovkin, TheMensheviks After October, p. 36.
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man land and naval forces. Immediately upon the Second Congress’s adoption
of its decree on peace the government broadcast it internationally in a ‘Mes-
sage to All’. On 7 November Trotsky, as People’s Commissar of Foreign Affairs,
telegrammed an invitation from his government to the Entente and Central
Powers to meet and conclude a general peace. The Entente refused to recog-
nise the Soviet government, rejected its proposal out of hand and threatened
grave consequences should it proceed to negotiate separately with the Central
Powers.

The Bolsheviks, however, saw an immediate halt to the carnage as their over-
riding and urgent responsibility. On 11 November they published the secret
treaties the Russian state had entered into on the eve of theWar and declared
they would relinquish all the claims in them that went against the interests
of the peoples of the countries concerned. The exposure of these treaties,
which detailed how the disputed lands of stateless nations should be carved
up between allies as spoils in war, caused consternation in the governments
and outrage among the public of all the European imperialist states.

The Russian army was disintegrating on the front, soldiers were deserting in
growing numbers to headhomewhere the seizure anddivision of landwas rap-
idly gaining pace. The Bolsheviks could not andwould not try to hold the front,
but they wished to demobilise it in as orderly a way as possible. Their govern-
ment alsodesperatelyneededabreathing space to regroup its forces against the
threat of a domestic counterrevolution. They understood their bid for power as
the opening shot of an international revolution, which needed to break out of
Russia and envelop the advanced capitalist countries, especially Germany. So,
in seeking peace with the imperialist powers, they remained ready to break the
peacewith any of these countries as soon as the balance of social forces in them
changed and to encourage the spread of social revolution to them.

While the Entente refused to countenance any talk of peace, the Central
Powers calculated they stood to gain much from a separate peace with an
exhausted Russia. Theywere pressing on its borders across awide front stretch-
ing from the Black Sea to the Baltic. Peace with Russia would relieve the pres-
sure on their eastern front and enable Germany to turn more of its forces into
thewestern front. By securing peace hereGermany could also getmuchneeded
food, fuel and other crucial materials for its war effort elsewhere.

Germany’s calculations were informed by even bolder ambitions, indeed by
a grand strategy for global expansion. Long-term German policy towards Rus-
sia aimed to break it up entirely as a state, to destroy its economic and political
unity, to link up its dismembered parts directly toGermany to serve its strategic
interests. Germany wanted a cordon of client states stretching from the Baltic
to the Black Seas, separating it from the Russian core and pushing Russia away
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into the east. It wanted to evict Russia permanently from the Balkan peninsula
and to open a direct land passage for itself from Berlin to Baghdad.11 Ukraine,
it was plain to see, was by far the richest and strategically best placed of all of
Russia’s colonial possessions that Germany needed to gain in order to destroy
Russia, to win theWar and implement its grand strategy.12

The German Central Command responded positively to Trotsky’s invitation,
hostilities were suspended on different parts of the front, and on 22 Novem-
ber a truce was signed that halted all fighting. An armistice was concluded on
15December. The Bolshevik government continued to inform the Entente of its
actions and of its intention to conclude a general, democratic peace among all
the belligerents. The Entente continued to refuse entering into peace negoti-
ations. So Soviet Russia and the Central Powers initiated separate peace nego-
tiations at Brest Litovsk on 9 December. There the Soviet representatives once
again set out the objectives of their 26 October decree, calling for a general,
democratic peace without annexations or reparations on the basis of the self-
determination of nations.13

4 The Political Parties in Ukraine

As in Russia, the parties of the workers’ movement in Ukraine were divided
over the seizure of power in Petrograd. The Bolsheviks had majorities in the
workers’ councils across the Donbas. They gained a majority in the Kyiv Coun-
cil of Workers’ Deputies at the very end of October. In other towns and cities
the Mensheviks and the Bund remained the dominant parties in the workers’
councils, with the usdwp in a distinct minority. These three parties continued
to call for a united socialist government for all Russia until general elections
and the convocation of the Constituent Assembly. However, a second question
was now posed by the Rada’s assumption of power in Kyiv and the major cities
of Ukraine. All the parties here, the city and district governments and thework-
ers’ and soldiers’ councils were obliged to take a stand for or against its claim
to govern as well.

11 Fritz Fischer, Germany’s Aims in the First WorldWar, with Introductions by Hajo Holdorn
and James Joll (New York: Norton and Co., 1967), pp. 479–86.

12 ‘As much as anything, the First World War turned on the fate of Ukraine’. This is the very
first sentence of Dominic Lieven’s Towards the Flame: Empire, War and the End of Tsarist
Russia (London: Penguin, 2016).

13 Trotsky, From October to Brest Litovsk.
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The Russian Socialist Revolutionaries, Russian Popular Socialists, the Polish
DemocraticCentre, theBundandPoaleZionnowheldportfolios in theGeneral
Secretariat alongside the Ukrainian Social Democrats, Socialist Revolutionar-
ies and Socialist Federalists. The Mensheviks insisted they were prepared to
join the Secretariat, but they held back after clashing with the usdwp over the
portfolio of Labour Secretary,whichbothwanted tohold.That is to say, all these
parties had committed themselves in varying degrees to theTsentral’na Rada as
aUkrainian autonomous government. However, the Rada’s authority remained
untested andunsettled despite the evidentmass support given to it by the peas-
antry and the fact that it heldmilitary power inKyiv andother cities.Howmuch
did the mass memberships of these workers’ parties support their representat-
ives in theRada?Andwhat did theseparties domorewidely among theworkers
to help decide these questions of government? Herewe examine the responses
of four parties: the usdwp, the Bund, Mensheviks and Bolsheviks.

4.1 The Ukrainian Social Democrats
The usdwp had ten functioning branches in April 1917: Kyiv, Kharkiv, Kateryn-
oslav, Odesa, Cherkasy, Chernihiv, Novhorod-Volynsk, Berdiansk, Moscow and
Petrograd. Six more were reported in their newspaper Robitnycha hazeta in
May: Kremenchuk, Romny, Poltava, Zolotonosh, Dunaiv and Voronezh. New
brancheswere set up inNyzhnia-Krymka and Luhansk in June, Kherson in July,
Bakhmut in August, Mykolaiv in November and Sevastopol on the southern tip
of Crimea inDecember.14 This still incomplete list of usdwp branches suggests
that theparty expandedover the year in a broad sweep fromnorth to south.The
Fourth Congress of the usdwp in October reported 28 branches. By the end
of 1917, the party claimed to have some 40,000 members, an impressive figure
that appeared to be based on a very loose definition of membership. Themem-
bership of the Kharkiv usdwp branch at its height in 1917, described below, is
illustrative of a loose definition.

The usdwp did not have the intellectual or organisational resources needed
to take full advantage of the opportunities for growth that presented them-
selves in 1917, especially in the south. For example, a member of the Mykolaiv
branch wrote in November that the deepening political crisis ‘had created very

14 Robitnycha hazeta, 12 April 1917, p. 8; 14 April 1917, p. 3; 15 April 1917, p. 3; 26 April 1917, p. 4;
27 April 1917, p. 3; 2 May 1917, p. 4; 3 May 1917, p. 4; 4 May 1917, p. 4; 5 May 1917, p. 4; 9 May
1917, p. 4; 11 May 1917, p. 4; 16 May 1917, p. 4; 21 May 1917, p. 4; 24 May 1917, p. 4; 26 May 1917,
pp. 2–3; 27 May 1917, p. 4; 20 June 1917, p. 4; 22 June 1917, p. 4; 24 June 1917, p. 4; 21 July 1917,
p. 3; 27 August 1917, p. 3; 24 October 1917, p. 3; 27 October 1917, p. 3; 5 November 1917, p. 4;
11 November 1917, p. 3; 23 December 1917, p. 4; 29 December 1917, p. 4.
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favourable conditions for thework of Ukrainian social democracy inMykolaiv’,
but that it was not taking advantage of them for lack of organisers. ‘The central
organs of our party must pay more attention to the big industrial cities’.15

The usdwp had some intellectually powerful orators, publicists and organ-
iserswho rose quickly to the leadership of theTsentral’na Rada. But they lacked
experienced organisers and militants on the ground to grow from a vanguard
into amass party. The requestmademost often to the party headquarters by its
branches and by unaffiliated, yet interested, workers was for organisers.16 Isaak
Mazepa noted that in Katerynoslav therewere nomore experienced organisers
in the party’s branch at the end of 1917 than there were at the beginning. The
overwhelming majority of new recruits were workers, both in the provincial
capital andnearby towns of Nizhnedniprovsk, Diivka andKodaky. At its 28May
meeting in the city railway station, where the usdwp had its headquarters in
premises taken from the police, the branch expanded its executive committee
to bring in representatives from the Briansk factory, pipe factories ‘A’ and ‘C’,
the railways workshops and train depot, and from several new cells in the city
centre.17 The party had its own fraction of deputies in the Katerynoslav Coun-
cil of Workers Deputies, a network of Prosvita cultural and educational centres
and a choir.18

The usdwp in Kharkiv formed branches in the Helferich Sade factory, the
Shymansky factory and the locomotive works. It re-opened a defunct branch at
the Liubotyn railway depot where it gained 30 newmembers from the rsdwp.
By mid-year the Kharkiv party organisation claimed 700 members. However,
only 180werepayingdues andabout 80were actually attending city-widemeet-
ings. The Kharkiv organisation staged public meetings across the city atten-
ded by thousands of workers, and it sent its members to outlying villages to
address peasant gatherings. In May, it members collected 8,000 pieces of liter-
ature for Ukrainian soldiers and sent a delegation to the front to deliver them.19
They tried to issue their own newspaper Robitnyk, but failed to sustain it and

15 Robitnycha hazeta, 5 November 1917, p. 4.
16 Robitnycha hazeta, 29 April 1917, p. 1.
17 VistnykTovarystva Prosvity uKaterynoslavi, 31March 1917, p. 4; 18 June 1917, p. 3; Robitnycha

hazeta, 27 April 1917, p. 3; 24 May 1917, p. 4.
18 H.F. Kryvoshy, ‘Robitnytstvo iTsentral’naRada: dopytannia pro sotsial’nubazuukrains’koi

derzhavnosti’, Naukovi pratsi istorychnoho fakul’tetu Zaporiz’koho Derzhavnoho Univer-
sytetu (Berdiansk: Zaporizhzhia, 1998), Vypusk iii: Mizhnarodni Vidnosyny I problemy
derzhavnoho budivnytstva v krainakh Yevropy I Ameryky.

19 Robitnycha hazeta, 12 April 1917, p. 5; 26 April 1917, p. 4; 3 May 1917, p. 4; 5 May 1917, p. 4;
21 July 1917, p. 3.
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decided to concentrate instead on distributing Robitnycha hazeta, the party’s
main paper out of Kyiv.20

The Kyiv branch recruited new members at the Arsenal and regularly col-
lected money there for Robitnycha hazeta. A second usdwp branch was estab-
lished in the Podil district. The Luhansk usdwp branch was set up in June by
workers from the Hartman factory, a majority of them seasonal workers with
ties to the land. Seasonal workers in coal mines and chemical plants predom-
inated also among the usdwp’s recruits in Nyzhnia-Krymka andTahanrih. The
Bakhmut organisation had branches at the Sofiiev mine and the grain elevat-
ors in the city and in nearby mining towns of Enakiievo, Avdiivka, Nykolovk,
Horlivka and Donets. Practically all of these organisations were built from
scratch, often taking members from the Prosvita Society and the rsdwp.21

Ukrainian fractions were formed in many councils of workers’ deputies,
including Kyiv, Katerynoslav, Kharkiv, Poltava, Mykolaiv and Odesa. They
confidently put to the leaders of these organisations, which mainly rep-
resented Russian and Russian speaking workers, their own Ukrainian
requirements. They came out with their own initiatives. The Ukrainian
fractions in the councils were eithermade up of usdwpmembers orwere
politically aligned with them. The Ukrainian social democrats … made
up 10 percent of the executive committees of the Katerynoslav council
in September, the Kyiv council in October and the Kharkiv council in
November. There were somewhat fewer usdwp members in the Odesa
council of workers’ deputies, between five and seven percent of the total.
It was the same picture in other cities of Ukraine, although in the middle
sized and smaller urban centres the influence of Ukrainian social demo-
crats on the work of their councils was stronger.22

The usdwp attracted a modest, if growing number of workers. Its capacity to
grow was limited not only by the small number of its experienced cadres, but
also by its inadequate programmatic response to the crisis in 1917. IsaakMazepa
recalled that from the beginning of the Revolution ‘the social moment played

20 N.O. Bondar, ‘Diial’nist’ Kharkivs’koi orhanizatsii usdrp v seredovyshchi robitnykiv I
selian na pochatku revoliutsiinykh podii 1917 roku’ (n.p.: n.d.).

21 Robitnycha hazeta, 16 May 1917, p. 4; 26 May 1917, p. 4; 22 June 1917, p. 4; 11 Novem-
ber 1917, p. 3; 23 December 1917, p. 4; M. Ostrohorsky, ‘Z Istorii Bil’shovyts’koi Orhan-
izatsii Horlivs’ko-Shcherbynivs’koho Raionu Donbasa (1901–1918)’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 5
(September–October 1930), p. 108; Hamretsky, ‘Kryza dribnoburzhuaznykh partii’, p. 79;
Bor’ba za Oktiabr na Artemovshchine (Kharkiv: Proletaryi, 1929), p. 95.

22 Kryvoshyi, ‘Robitnytstvo I Tsentral’na Rada’.
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a great and decisive role … in the temperament of the Ukrainianmasses’.23 The
threat of impending economic collapse spurred workers into action and self
organisation. They paid attention to governmental slogans to the extent that
they addressed this threat, as much as they did their democratic and national
aspirations. Yet the party’s leaders and its daily paper Robitnychahazeta contin-
ued to focus on the national question with little regard for the socio-economic
crisis even as that crisis deepened into the autumnmonths.

A conference of ten usdwp branches in April had made no decisions at all
on ways to combat the economic crisis.24 An editorial in the 20 May issue of
Robitnycha hazeta described the dislocation of industry and transport, lack of
fuel and rawmaterials and rising unemployment. It stressed the need to defend
the means of production from imminent ruin. But rather than point to the
factory committees as instruments for such a defence, the editorial cautioned
workers to restrain their economic demands and support the Provisional Gov-
ernment’s efforts to keep production going.25 In October the usdwp Fourth
Congress called for ‘decisive central and regional government control over pro-
duction and exchange of industrial goods with the direct participation of the
organised proletariat’.26 Perhaps the party stressed state control of industry
because the embryonic levers of state power at its disposal in the Tsentral’na
Rada were more tangible to it than those in the workers’ movement like the
factory committees. Yet more than anything else it was the usdwp leaders’
preconceptions about the trajectory of the 1917 Revolution and its objective
possibilities and limits that made them think this way. The usdwp’s old guard
did not believe that the working class could assume state power on its own in
1917, that ultimately it would share power with the bourgeoisie in a democratic
republic.27

That stance exposed the party’s ranks to the appeal of the Bolsheviks’ more
pro-active response to the economic crisis. At the local level where the usdwp
had strong working class branches, its rank and file members were drawn to
the Bolshevik view of workers’ control and soviet power. usdwp deputies in
the Kyiv and Kremenchuk workers’ councils described themselves as ‘Bolshev-
iks, only Ukrainian ones’.28 The Kherson Bolshevik leader Lipshyts recalled ‘the
Ukrainian social democratswhocamealong in stepwithus and saw themselves

23 Mazepa, Ukraina v Ohni, Vol. 1, p. 13.
24 Robitnycha hazeta, 7 April 1917, pp. 2–3; 30 April 1917, p. 3.
25 Robitnycha hazeta, 20 May 1917, p. 1.
26 Robitnycha hazeta, 6 October 1917, p. 4.
27 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 2, pp. 91–2.
28 Maiorov, Z Istorii Revoliutsiinoi Borot’by, p. 37.
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as more left wing than the Bolsheviks themselves’.29 The Kyiv usdwp branch
adopted a resolution on 9 September calling for the introduction of workers’
control over production anddistributionwithout assigning any role at all to the
state.30 The Bakhmut branch supportedworkers’ control of industry.31 The Pet-
rograd branch, with a following among the Russian capital’s Ukrainian soldiers,
sailors and workers, co-operated with the Bolshevik party in conducting anti-
war propaganda and voted for their candidates to the city Duma elections.32
When theMoscow branch split at the end of 1917 the right faction departed for
Ukraine while most of the left went over to the Bolsheviks.33

The usdwp’s Fourth Congress at the beginning of October debated the role
of the working class in the exercise of power. From the right wing of the party,
Valentyn Sadovsky argued that 1917 had ushered in a bourgeois democratic
revolution which would be consummated in the formation of a coalition gov-
ernment of bourgeois and socialist parties. Sadovsky was not even prepared
to give a greater share of power inside the Rada to the All-Ukrainian Soldiers’,
Peasants’ and Workers’ Congresses. Rather, he contended, it was the parties
that should hold onto the reins.34 From the centre, Mykola Porsh character-
ised 1917 as a ‘social revolution’ in which the proletariat and poor peasantry
were playing a leading role. Volodymyr Vynnychenko stood between these two
positions, characterising the revolution as both socialist and democratic but
in the first instance as a national revolutionwhich required cross-class unity to
achieve its aims.This viewhehad consistently enunciated since the SecondAll-
Ukrainian Soldiers Congress in June.35 From the left wing of the party, Yevhen
Neronovych and Mykola Tkachenko argued that working class and peasant
parties should break with the bourgeois parties and that the Tsentral’na Rada
should co-operate with the workers’ councils to transform itself into a national
council of workers’, peasants’ and soldiers’ deputies.36

Mykola Porsh appeared to side with the left wing:

When our party entered the Rada, it replaced its class orientation with
a national one. Some of our comrades said quite plainly that until we

29 Kryvoshyi, ‘Robitnytstvo I Tsentral’na Rada’.
30 Popov, Narys Istorii, p. 115.
31 Borot’ba za Oktiabr na Artemovshchine, p. 95.
32 M. Avdiienko, ‘Liutneva Revoliutsiia v Petrohradi I usdrp’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 1, no. 28

(January–February 1928).
33 N.N. Popov, ‘Moskovs’ka hrupa ‘livykh’ u usdrp’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 6, no. 33 (1928).
34 Robitnycha hazeta, 3 October 1917, p. 3.
35 Robitnycha hazeta, 7 June 1917.
36 Robitnycha hazeta, 1 October 1917, p. 3; 3 October 1917, pp. 2–3.
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achieve the goal of unity there can be no class struggle in the Tsentral’na
Rada…As far as I am concerned, Ukrainian social democrats had no right
compromising on class interests in deference to general, national ones,
about which I have a lot of doubt. That is why the opposition tendency
in the Tsentral’na Rada demanded its transformation into a Council of
Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, because this tendency stood
on a more realistic footing.37

Pavlo Khrystiuk in his history of the Ukrainian revolution suggested the
usdwp’s leaders were more concerned about retaining their own power in the
Rada than placing it in the hands of the working class:

During the revolution the party conducted not so much a social class as
a national politics among the workers, which even provoked complaints
within the party ranks. So too in the Tsentral’na Rada the usdwp frac-
tion was in its majority more a petit bourgeois national democratic party
than a socialist proletarian one. For this reason it oftenmore willingly co-
operated with the Socialist Federalists than with the Ukrainian Socialist
Revolutionaries.38

The final resolutions of the Fourth usdwpCongress show the centrist wing for-
ging votingmajorities bymaking compromiseswith both the left and right. The
party recognised that the Revolution was at an impasse. The Provisional Gov-
ernment had not only proved itself incapable of bringing theWar to a close or
dealing with the urgent questions facing the country, but in fact had prolonged
theWar and opposed the fundamental demands of the workers, peasants and
soldiers.

That is why in the state as a whole as in its separate countries there
must immediately be formed a homogenous revolutionary democratic
power, a power of the organised proletariat, peasantry and army… bring-
ing the imperialist war to a halt, drawing the proletariat and the entire
revolutionary democracy in Russia and the warring states to a demo-
cratic peace without annexations or reparations and on the basis of the
self-determination of nations … the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada should
become the supreme revolutionary state authority in Ukraine.39

37 Robitnycha hazeta, 4 October 1917, p. 1.
38 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 117.
39 Robitnycha hazeta, 6 October 1917, p. 2.
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The Congress also pointed out that a majority of deputies in the Rada were
still from the intelligentsia, which caused the Rada to waver towards ‘petit-
bourgeois nationalism’. It therefore resolved that the usdwp strengthen its
activity in theAll-UkrainianCouncils ofWorkers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Depu-
ties, build local councils across the country and transform them ‘from national
organisations into general, territorial ones’. However, the Congress also made
clear that ‘these organisations by their activity should not obscure the leading
role of Social Democracy among workers and suitable, proletarianised groups
of peasants and soldiers’.40

These objectives appeared both unrealistic and misplaced in view of the
weak implantation of the usdwp in the working class and the fact that multi-
party, multinational workers’ councils were already well established in towns
and cities throughout the country. Until now these councils had a tenuous rela-
tionship with the Rada, if any at all. The usdwp needed to pursue its goal of
expanding direct working-class representation in the Rada by concentrating
its work on the councils and among themultinational working class. The upsr
commanded sufficient authority among the peasantry and soldiers to repres-
ent their aspirations.TheUkrainianSocialDemocrats held sway in theRadabut
they did not have the same kind of mass support squarely behind their backs
as the upsr did. The Fourth usdwp Congress grasped the significance of the
new conjuncture, that the Provisional Government which had so begrudgingly
legitimised the Rada in July was all but finished. Authority and legitimacy were
now required directly from the mass organisations of workers and peasants.
The Congress stood on the brink of a decision to link the Rada’s peasant and
soldier base with the workers’ movement, but the hour was late, the usdwp
lacked a viable strategy to do this and the party leadership was afraid to lose its
leading role in the Rada. In the end the Fourth Congress resolutions left things
much the sameway as theywere before and set the party’s sights on theupcom-
ing Constituent Assembly elections. However, the usdwp now faced a grave
andmultifaceted social crisis and a struggle for state power in Ukraine, neither
of which could be tackled by parliamentary means alone.

4.2 The Russian Social Democrats
There were no sharp political differences between Bolsheviks and Menshev-
iks in Ukraine except on the question of peace until the summer months of
1917. Both factions of the rsdwp were loyal to the Provisional Government.
They stayed together in the same branches in Mykolaiv until July, Poltava until

40 Robitnycha hazeta, 6 October 1917, pp. 2–3.
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August, Katerynoslav and Odesa up to October and in Kharkiv for the whole
year.41 Differences between them sharpened in the wake of the disastrous June
offensive of the Russian army into Galicia, during Kornilov’s attempted coup,
and with the mounting popular disaffection over Kerensky’s coalition cabinet.
It was only then that the arguments Lenin had made upon his return to Russia
in his April Theses took hold of a growing number of rsdwp members: that
they should give no support to the Provisional Government, but look instead
to the soviets/councils as the basis for an alternative government. The cata-
strophic situation on the front and the war weariness behind the lines gave
increasing credence to the Bolsheviks’ demand for an immediate peace and
their conviction the Provisional Government could not secure it.

Bolshevik ranks throughout Ukraine grew from approximately 1,000 in Feb-
ruary to between 7,000 and 8,000 in April. Their Kyiv city organisation had
1,500 members in six branches by May (Pechersk, Podil, Shuliavka, Demiivka,
Zaliznodorozhnyi andHorodsky),with a growingbase of support at theArsenal
munitionsworks, the aviation plant and the railwayworkshops. Theywere out-
numbered in the Kyiv Council of Workers’ Deputies by theMensheviks and the
Bund right up to the end of Octoberwhen they secured a narrowmajority. They
beganworking among the soldiers but remained excluded from the Kyiv Coun-
cil of Soldiers’ Deputies by the Octobrists, Kadets and Right Russian srs who
represented units stationed in the Kyiv Military District. At the Sixth rsdwp
(Bolsheviks) Congress in August, their branches in Ukraine reported a total
membership of 22,303 with 15,818 of them living in the Donbas and Kryvyi Rih.
Thereafter, the estimates of their numbers vary, ranging from 45,000 to 60,000
in October 1917. Half of them were based in the industrial region of the south
east, with the other half evenly divided between the agricultural provinces and
the army.42 There were several attempts by the Kyiv organisation to create a
co-ordinating body for Bolshevik branches across the Ukrainian provinces, but
these attempts met with little success until the very end of 1917. Not having
a Ukrainian territorial organisation meant not having a strategy towards the
Ukrainian social formation, the national question or the Tsentral’na Rada.

The Bolsheviks have been researched far more than the Mensheviks or,
indeed, any other party. The late Soviet era historians Yurii Hamretsky and

41 Sukhyno-Khomenko, ‘Z pryvodu osoblyvostei’, pp. 102–10.
42 Yevgeniia Bosh, God bor’by, Bor’ba za vlast’ na Ukraine s aprelia 1917g. do nemektskoi oku-

patsi (Moscow: Gosizdat, 1925), pp. 11–15; Volin, ‘Pershyi Ziizd’, p. 23; Suprunenko, Istoriia
Ukrains’koi rsr, Vol. 5, pp. 44, 137; Skrypnyk, ‘Nacherk istorii proletars’koi revoliutsii’,
pp. 100–5; Skliarenko, Narysy Istorii Profspilkovoho Rukhu, p. 17; Soldatenko, Ukraina v
revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 64, 228, 723.
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Yevhen Skliarenko dealt briefly with the Mensheviks in Ukraine. In 1987 Vladi-
mir Brovkin published a study of the Mensheviks that offered some inform-
ation about their membership here.43 Hamretsky found that the Mensheviks
peaked in their numerical growth by September, while the Bolsheviks contin-
ued to growuntil at leastOctober orNovember.Throughout the former Empire,
there were about 45,000Mensheviks inMay, expanding to 200,000 by Septem-
ber, but dropping back to 140,000 in October. The Bolsheviks, on the other
hand, continued to recruit new members and grew to 350,000 by October.44
Such a pattern of growth, Hamretsky suggested, reflected a loss of popular con-
fidence in the Mensheviks as they failed to resuscitate the Provisional Govern-
ment, and the ascent of the Bolshevik faction in the workers’ councils between
August and October where they were agitating for the Government’s complete
overthrow.

Hamretsky’s estimate of Bolshevik and Menshevik forces in nine Ukrain-
ian towns and cities in October (Katerynoslav, Kharkiv, Luhansk, Enakiievo,
Druzhivka, Poltava, Zhytomyr, Yelyzavethrad and Yuzivka) placed them on a
par with about twelve thousand members each.45 But this was just a snap-
shot and it gave no indication of the total membership of the Mensheviks in
Ukraine or the pattern of their growth anddecline.Valerii Soldatenko, however,
notes that from the beginning of November the Bolsheviks agitated for the re-
election of those councils which had refused to support the October seizure
of power or recognise the Council of People’s Commissars or to seek to estab-
lish their own rule locally. Through such re-elections they gained control of
councils in at least twenty one cities and towns, as well as in the four armies
standing on Ukrainian fronts.46 Thus the Bolsheviks in Ukraine continued to
grow stronger after October both in terms of membership and the exercise of
power locally, especially in the south east.

On the other hand, Brovkin found that the Mensheviks did not decline,
but rather they grew in number overall between August and December from

43 Brovkin, TheMensheviks After October.
44 Hamretsky, ‘Kryza dribnoburzhuaznykh partii’, pp. 74–5.
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139,000 to 246,000. They did not grow everywhere: in Ukraine they declined
over these months from 46,000 to 33,000.47

We should also recall some other characteristic strengths of these rsdwp
factions: the Mensheviks had the support of older, skilled workers, especially
in the smaller industries and trades, whereas the Bolsheviks excelled in recruit-
ing the younger generation of assembly line workers in the big factories, mines
and steel making plants. The Mensheviks held the leadership of many trade
unions, while the Bolsheviks put much of their efforts into the factory com-
mittees. Each faction had its own members elected as deputies from the trade
unions and factory committees to the workers’ councils. In times of mounting
crisis and radicalisation workers tended to swing behind the Bolsheviks, but
as crises subsided they would hand back leadership, or at least the balance of
power, to the Mensheviks.

The Mensheviks held a clear position on the national question: they defen-
ded Russia’s unity as a state and were prepared to concede only limited auton-
omy to its nations and national minorities. The Ukrainian Bolshevik Heorhii
Lapchynsky described them as ‘representatives of the urban petit bourgeoisie
and the qualified elite of workers…who alwayswere determined russifiers and
adherents to “a united and indivisible” Russia’.48 There is considerable evidence
to support Lapchynsky’s claim. In April 1917 a conference of Mensheviks from
the five northern provinces of Kyiv, Volyn, Podillia, Poltava andChernihiv rejec-
ted a federal state system on the grounds that

it would hinder the development of the workers’ movement. To satisfy
the demands of separate nationalities, a system of autonomy that sim-
ultaneously preserves Russia’s unity as a state and economic entity is
required. The motion opposes bourgeois nationalist demands that com-
plicate the tasks of the revolution, blur the proletariat’s class conscious-
ness and threaten its unity.49

In May, another conference of Mensheviks active in Kyiv gubernia adopted a
similar resolution that characterised federalism as contradictory to historical
progress, the growth of productive forces and unity of the proletariat’s class

47 Brovkin, TheMensheviks After October, p. 42.
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struggle.50 TheMensheviks of Katerynoslav campaigned alongside the Russian
srs against the introduction of the Ukrainian language into schools. Theywere
outspoken opponents of the Ukrainian soldiers’ movement and they led the
opposition to the First Universal in the Petrograd Soviet and in the Kyiv Coun-
cils of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. They consistently blocked attempts to
discuss the national question in the southern urban councils in 1917.51 They
supported national autonomy for Ukraine as long as it was first approved by
the Provisional Government. They did not recognise Ukraine’s right in prin-
ciple to separate from Russia. Rather, only Russia as a centralised state had the
right to accord any autonomy to its parts. They joined the Tsentral’na Rada in
July to participate in the power devolved to theRada by the ProvisionalGovern-
ment and to forestall any alliance developing between the upsr, usdwp and
the Bolsheviks.

Like theMensheviks, the Bolsheviks were unprepared for the political awak-
eningof theUkrainianmasses.VolodymyrZatonskynoted that in theKyivparty
organisation

Unfortunately, practically no-one among us knew the language. Our
organisation was almost entirely Russian. Other than myself, only two or
three others could speak Ukrainian. For the ‘soviets’ [Zatonsky uses the
Russian term sovety] and therefore for the parties of the urban proletariat,
for the Bolsheviks asmuch as for theMensheviks, Ukraine as such did not
exist because it did not exist for the urban worker.52

Lapchynsky, who hailed from Kremenchuk, spoke on behalf of the veterans in
the party:

We Bolsheviks of the old generation who emerged from the underground
in February … were very little prepared subjectively to grasp the idea of
all-Ukrainian unity, to understand that as a result of this great revolution
Ukraine was being reborn as a big independent country – a proletarian
country – alongside the other parts of old ‘Russia’.53
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51 Ibid, pp. 4, 8–9; Panas Fedenko, ‘Isaak Mazepa v Zhytti i v Politytsi’, Nashe Slovo, 3 (1973),

p. 14; Hamretsky, Tymchenko and Shchus, RadyUkrainy, p. 14; Hamretsky, ‘Stavlennia Rad’,
p. 12.

52 Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, p. 115.
53 Heorhii Lapchynsky, ‘Z pershykhdnivVseukrains’koi Radians’koiVlady (spohady)’, Litopys

Revoliutsii, 5–6, nos. 26–27 (1927), pp. 46–66.



190 chapter 5

ManyBolshevikshadnot considered the issuebefore 1917.VeteranBolshevik,
Mykola Skrypnyk, pointed out that different sections of the working class and
theBolshevikpartywere swayedby ‘bourgeois, petit bourgeois andGreat Power
nationalist prejudices’.54 So the party proved quite unprepared in 1917when the
national question became the focus of an actual mass movement.

We had ready answers to questions of a general, all-Russian character,
answers given to us by our joint congresses and our Central Committee.
Butwedidnot have clear, unambiguous answers to questions that applied
only toUkraine.Making agreementswithUkrainian social democratswas
decided independently by each local party organisation; there was no
common position. Issues concerning mutual relations between Ukraine
and Russia were decided on the basis of the abstract formula of ‘self-
determination of nations’, while we, the proletarian vanguard of Ukraine,
could not give an answer to what the proletariat of Ukraine was actu-
ally demanding with regard to suchmutual relations: did it want regional
autonomy or federation or independence, or perhaps it didn’t want any
separate status for Ukraine at all? Perhaps it wanted direct ties of each
local soviet with the all-Russian centre. There was no answer, no commit-
ment on this question, nor could there be onebecausewewere not united
on an all-Ukrainian basis.55

However, rank and file Bolsheviks proved more willing than the Mensheviks
to rethink old positions and to respond to the rising national awareness in the
working class milieus. C.I. Hopner recalled in his memoirs:

Not once did we acknowledge we were working in Ukraine. For us
Katerynoslavwas thebiggest city in SouthernRussia and thatwas all. Only
later, in June and July when the Ukrainian Social Democrats and Socialist
Revolutionaries began to make themselves heard did we feel the need to
weigh this question. But even then and later still, closer to October, we
were poorly oriented on this question and we made lots of mistakes.56

The Katerynoslav Bolshevik newspaper Zvezda declared its support on 2 July
for the Tsentral’na Rada’s demand for territorial autonomy.57 Hryhorii Pet-

54 Cited by Popov, Narys Istorii, p. 118.
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rovsky addressed a meeting of the Katerynoslav Council of Workers’ and Sol-
diers’ Deputies in September to urge its members to support the demand for a
federated republic. ‘Only then will all people be drawn irresistibly to particip-
ate in the task of government. A federated republic will give freedom to all the
democratic forces in Russia’.58

The usdwp and Bolshevik deputies then steered two key resolutions
through the Katerynoslav Council during the October crisis to recognise the
Rada at the centre and the Council in Katerynoslav as the legitimate govern-
ments.59

Similar things were happening in Kremenchuk where Bolshevik sympath-
ies for the Rada grew in proportion to their mutual mistrust for the Provisional
Government. One could often hear from Ukrainian workers there

that they too were ‘also Bolsheviks, only Ukrainian ones’, who wanted
the councils to take power in Ukraine and who regarded the Tsentral’na
Rada as a ‘soviet’ institution because local councils of workers’ and peas-
ants’ deputies were taking part in elections to it. All this convinced us
that the only way to establish soviet power across Ukraine was to call an
all-Ukrainian congress of the councils of workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’
deputies and to elect an all-Ukrainian worker and peasant government
there, to do the same as was done at the second congress of soviets in
Petrograd on 23–25 October.60

By October the Bolsheviks in Kharkiv were split. One faction was blocking
with the usdwp and upsr in the Kharkiv Council and wanted the Rada re-
elected along soviet lines. A second faction continued to look only to Petrograd,
opposed the Rada’s jurisdiction over the industrialised Ukrainian provinces
and favoured instead an autonomousDonets-Kryvyi RihRepublicwhichwould
ally with Soviet Russia. Its capital would be Kharkiv, the main industrial, com-
munications and administrative centre that linked the Donbas with Russia.61
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The plan of this second Kharkiv faction was shared by many, if not most
Bolsheviks in the Donbas, who considered their region an integral part of Rus-
sia and wanted nothing to do with the Rada. Yet there is evidence that even
here the Bolsheviks were beginning to recognise and respond to the growth
of national awareness among Ukrainian, Jewish, Polish and Latvian workers.62
A majority of the population of these industrialised provinces was ethnic-
ally Ukrainian, even though the Russian language and culture were dominant
in the towns. The rise of national awareness among peasants in the coun-
tryside and among the garrisoned soldiers inevitably seeped into theUkrainian
migrant communities in the mining and factory towns. The Bolsheviks cre-
ated Ukrainian speaking sections of the party in the mining towns of Horlivka
and Scherbynivtsi in November.63 Another section was organised in Odesa in
December with over one hundred soldiers, sailors and workers.64

It was in Kyiv, under the shadow of the Rada and the massive congresses of
soldiers’ and peasants’ deputies, that the Bolsheviks felt most acutely their lack
of a programme and strategy on the national question. It eluded them because
they were not prepared to engage directly with the Rada and its supporters. In
June they protested the Provisional Government’s attempt to ban the Second
All-Ukrainian Soldiers’ Congress as an example of its ‘imperialist policy’ toward
Ukraine. They upheld the principle of national self-determination, supported
a wide measure of autonomy for Ukraine, but refused to take a position for or
against the Rada itself. The party contented itself with an assertion that car-
ried no apparent practical consequence for them at the time: that national
oppression could be abolished only by a government of workers and peas-
ants.65

On 2 July, the Kyiv Bolsheviks responded positively to the Tsentral’na Rada’s
invitation to send their delegates to its expanding assembly. They elected
Leonid Piatakov, Mykhailo Maiorov and Isaak Kreisberg.66 However, the de-
cision provoked a dispute between the majority that insisted their delegates’
task in the Radawas information gathering and nomore, and theminoritywho
believed the Bolsheviks’ mere presence in the Rada would confuse the workers
as to its true class character, which it regarded as petit bourgeois. The delegates
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were left with no guidance as to the positions they should advocate in the Rada
as their own July conference adopted no resolutions on the national question
or the Rada. And even the majority’s instruction to their delegates to gather
information about the Rada was not implemented because they appeared at
meetings of themala rada only to read out their party’s proclamations.67

The Kyiv organisation tried several times, but with limited success, to cre-
ate a co-ordinating centre for party branches across the Southwestern region
(the provinces of Kyiv, Volyn, Podillia, Chernihiv and Poltava). Bolsheviks in the
Donets-Kryvyi Rih region organised a separate co-ordinating centre for their
branches in Kharkiv, Katerynoslav and part of Kherson gubernia. The party’s
branches in the ‘free cities’ of Odesa,where theBolsheviks stayedwith theMen-
sheviks in the same organisation until December, Mykolaiv and Katerynoslav
operated quite autonomously from either of the two regions.68

TheBolsheviks’ two regional co-ordinating centresmirrored twoof the three
regional organisations of the workers’ and soldiers’ councils. The third was
Rumcherod, the Central Executive Committee of the Councils of the Romanian
Front, Black Sea Fleet and Odesa province. Thus, until October the Bolsheviks
in Ukraine were building regional structures for their own co-ordination on
the same pattern as the co-ordinating structures of the councillist movement.
This made sense because they were concerned primarily with establishing the
rule of local councils, consolidating them regionally and then linking them to
a central authority in Petrograd. The Rada seizing power disrupted the logic
of this political geography and forced them to consider Ukraine as a coherent
territory. When the Rada refused to recognise the new Soviet government in
Petrograd, it engendered a deep split in the Southwestern regional party organ-
isations between those Bolsheviks who wanted to recognise the Rada as the
national government but transform it through peaceful political struggle into
a government representing all the councils in Ukraine and those who wanted
to overthrow the Rada.

The Bolsheviks’ leaders in Donets-Kryvyi Rih region were more united in
their estimation of the Rada than their Kyiv comrades. They wanted nothing at
all to dowith it as they did not consider it had any claim to their region. Inmany
towns the workers’ councils had already taken over as their local governments
and declared their loyalty to the Council of People’s Commissars in Petrograd.
Many of them continued to reject the idea that such a thing as Ukraine exis-
ted or could come into being. Zatonsky would write in early 1918 that ‘many

67 I. Yu Kulyk, ‘Kievskaia organizatsiia’; Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 41–2.
68 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 25–6.



194 chapter 5

comrades to this day are convinced in the depths of their souls that [historian
Mykhailo] Hrushevsky invented Ukraine’.

And so their search begins for a way out. So, well, go on, they will say, self-
determine yourselves all theway to separation. But why the hell must you
do it here, in our own party? Let there be a Ukraine, even an independent
one if you really can’t live without it, wherever, in Australia or, if it must
come to it, even in semi-savage Volyn or Podillia. But why must it be in
Katerynoslav or over there in Kherson, not to mention Kharkiv?69

4.3 The Jewish Social Democrats
The Bund in February 1917 had ten functioning branches in Ukraine – in Kyiv,
Odesa, Katerynoslav, Zhytomyr, Berdychiv, Kremenchuk, Bakhmut, Kharkiv,
Luhansk and Mariupol. By November, the party had built 75 branches in the
nine provinces with a membership of over 16,000, about half of the total Bund
membership on the territory of the former Empire. It established a General
Ukrainian Committee in Kyiv and regional offices in Odesa and Katerynoslav.
It held All-Ukrainian Congresses during the Revolution and Civil War.70

The Bund was now only one among several Jewish socialist parties operat-
ing in theRussian state. The Jewish Social DemocraticWorkers Party Poale Zion
(Workers of Zion), with a growing proletarian base, was ‘particularly effective’
in Ukraine.71 Poale Zion sympathised with the Bolsheviks after the July crises
in Petrograd and Kyiv, worked locally with the usdwp and discussed unific-
ation with the usdwp’s leadership.72 The Bund, however, retained a distinct
and pre-eminent role in theworkers’movement as the oldest social democratic
party in Russia, one which had given many talented leaders and militants to
the rsdwp. So the Bund assumed the role of unifier and mediator between
the social democratic parties of different nationalities. It was most sensitive to
emergent crises in social and national relations that could and often did turn
into pogroms against Jews. Rafes noted with respect to its mediation in June
1917 between the Rada, the Russian parties and the Provisional Government
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that ‘the Bund at every moment felt responsible for the entire revolutionary
coalition and strived at every particular moment to do its utmost to ease the
coalition’s common work’.73

Throughout 1917 the Bund remained allied with theMensheviks. There were
both cultural and ideological affinities between them. About half the mem-
bership of the Menshevik faction of the rsdwp was Jewish, and both parties
took the position that Russia was unprepared for socialism and still awaited its
bourgeois democratic revolution. Their common strategy to resolve the ques-
tion of power was through general elections based on universal suffrage to a
constituent assembly. However, as Raphael Abramovich, a prominent Bundist
wrote, the party ‘always tried to be the leftwing of theMensheviks… the revolu-
tionary conscience of Menshevism’.74 This aspiration applied also to the Bund’s
stand on the national question in Ukraine. Divergence between the Bund and
the Mensheviks over Ukrainian autonomy widened even as both parties stood
opposed to the Bolshevik government in Petrograd.

The great majority of Jews saw their emancipation being secured through
the general gains of the revolution, beginning with the Provisional Govern-
ment’s abolition in March of all restrictions on civil rights that were based on
religious or national grounds. This gave impetus to their fuller participation
in civic and political life and raised hopes they may have a future as a com-
munity in Russia. However, the Zionist movement offered Jews an alternative
path to their emancipation: emigration from Russia to build an entirely new
state of their own. This alternative became all the more compelling the longer
theWar dragged on, the deeper grew the domestic crisis, the greater the social
tensions and the prospect of renewed pogroms. However, the Revolution broke
out and into this novel situation stepped the Rada. The Jewish community was
positively impressed by the Rada’s advocacy of Ukraine’s territorial autonomy
andnational personal autonomy for itsminoritieswhile giving its commitment
to the continued unity of the Russian state. There began a process of conver-
gence (in Ukrainian zblyzhennia) of interests and efforts between the Jewish
and Ukrainian democracies to make the Rada a functioning and authoritative
regional government.75 Having opposed the First Universal in April, the Bund
took part in negotiating the Second Universal and published it in Yiddish in
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July when it entered the Rada, and then voted for the Third Universal at the
beginning of November when the Rada took power in Kyiv.

Three Jewish workers’ parties, the Bund, Poale Zion and the United Social-
ist Workers Party Fareinigte, played an active role building the Rada after they
entered it in July together with the Zionists and the Jewish People’s Party Folk-
spartei. Generally speaking, Jews were the most interested of all the minorities
in Ukraine to secure their national autonomy through the Tsentral’na Rada
as an autonomous government. The Russian and Polish minorities were not
so interested because their formal recognition as national minorities down-
graded their once privileged status. The slogans of the revolution in Ukraine
were directed against the landowning and bourgeois classes that these two
minorities dominated.While spokesmen for the Russianminority tried to hold
back the Ukrainian movement, Polish leaders took a ‘friendly neutral attitude’.
They were more concerned about Poland’s future in the region, its struggle for
independence. They did not want to jeopardise it by spoiling relations with
the largest nation separating Poland geographically from Russia, a nation with
whom they shared ethnically mixed and potentially contestable borders in
Kholm and Podillia.76

Solomon Goldelman, a Poale Zion leader, noted that ‘the great extent of
national autonomy granted the Jewish minority in Ukraine stands alone in the
entire history of the Jewish people in diaspora’.77 Their gains in other parts of
the Empire in 1917 could not even be compared to those they made in Ukraine.
Moshe Rafes and Oleksandr Zolotariov of the Bund both served as General
Controller in the General Secretariat. The Russian, Polish and Jewish parties
occupied fifty out of 199 seats, one quarter, in themala rada. In the Rada plen-
ary assembly they had 110 of its 822 seats, or 13 percent of the total. In fact, there
weremore plenarymembers from theminorities than those formally allocated
to their parties because Russians, Jews and, to a lesser extent, Poles also served
as representatives fromother bodies seated there, such asworkers’ and soldiers’
councils, trade unions and city governments.

On 16 July the Rada submitted a statute to the Provisional Government that
defined the structures and lines of responsibility for implementing autonomy
for national minorities. Moshe Zilberfarb of the Fareinigte party became
Deputy Secretary of Jewish affairs in the Secretariat of International Affairs.
After the Third Universal was adopted in November Zilberfarb’s position was
upgraded to Secretary, with full voting rights in the General Secretariat. After
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the adoption of the Fourth Universal, the declaration of Ukraine’s independ-
ence in January 1918, he served briefly in the post as Minister (as all Sec-
retaries were renamed when the General Secretariat became the Council of
People’s Ministers). Over this period of time, responsibility for implement-
ing the autonomy policy for the Jewish population was divided between three
departments, each headed by a Deputy Secretary: education, headed by
Avraam Strashin of the Bund, community self government by Avraam Revut-
sky of Poale Zion, and general affairs by IsaakKhurgin of Fareignigte. Theywere
nominated by their political parties and approved by a committee of the Rada.
The Secretary and his Deputies had a voice in discussions about all policy areas
of the General Secretariat. They all had a vote as well as a veto in matters con-
cerning their own minorities policy remit.78

The Secretariat of Jewish Affairs had a staff of 125 people and a budget of
604,000 karbovantsi, the legal tender of the Ukrainian People’s Republic. That
was approximately 10 percent of the Rada’s overall budget. The Secretariat con-
cerned itself during its relatively short existencewith developing the legal basis
and institutions of Jewish autonomy and responding to requests for financial
support to local governments, for postal, telegraphandother services inYiddish
and providing compensation for losses and injuries caused by military opera-
tions on the front and in the rear.79

The Secretariat drafted the law on national personal autonomy that was put
to the Rada plenary for approval in January 1918, just before the Fourth Univer-
sal was adopted (see below). The law recognised the right of any nationality
that made a declaration on behalf of at least ten thousand of its members,
regardless of their place of residence in Ukraine, to establish a National Union
(Natsional’nyi Soiuz) on which to build its autonomous community life. There
were also significant numbers of Belarusians, Czechs, Bulgarians, Germans,
Crimean Tatars, Greeks and Romanians living in the nine Ukrainian provinces.
Each Union would have the status of a state organisation financed by public
funds, with the right to determine its community’s priorities, to tax its own
members and to distribute funds to them for their community needs.80

The fact that the Jewish socialist parties and not the Zionist or religious
parties took the initiative in the Rada to implement its policy of national
autonomy for minorities needs some explanation. The outbreak of the revolu-
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tion called into question the traditional lines of authority within the Jewish
community and its relationship to the state. At issue was the separation of reli-
gious and secular authority and the elevation in importance of the latter in
people’s daily lives. This proved a complex undertaking in a community that
had lived for centuries in enforced segregation from the rest of society and
that dealt with all levels of state authority through its religious and charismatic
leaders. Now the questionwas posed as to the appropriate division of authority
and responsibility between the government, the communal institution of self
government elected by the religious congregation called kehilla, and the newly
proposed National Union as the secular body determining the minority’s pri-
orities and putting them before the state. Would this new body supplant the
traditional role of religious leaders in the community and in its relations with
the state? Would Jews now exercise their democratic rights as individual cit-
izens without or with less recourse to community institutions? For example,
was one to turn to the Ministry of Jewish Affairs to resolve a complaint regard-
ing provision of postal and telegraphic services in Yiddish or simply to the
Ministry of postal and telegraphic services? Should education be provided to
children by a state ministry or by the religious school, or by both?While all the
political parties agreed that the kehilla should remain a cornerstone of local self
government, they disagreed over the extent of the competence it should retain.
The Bund, for example, wanted to limit it and to transfer control over the insti-
tution itself to the community as a whole instead of it remaining under the
leadership of religious elders. Such a change would also mean that member-
ship in the kehilla should be open to anyone who considered themselves a Jew,
rather than only those who professed Judaism. The revolution underway was
undermining old mentalities, practices and institutions.81

There was also a struggle between the socialist and Zionist parties over
which language, Yiddish or Hebrew, should be used. Yiddish was spoken by the
vast majority of Jews in the Russian Empire. The Zionist movement, however,
wanted to revive Hebrew. The socialists won a victory here when Yiddish was
adopted by the Rada as one of its four official languages alongside Ukrain-
ian, Russian and Polish. The Second and Third Universals were published in
all four languages. They appeared on karbovantsi banknotes. Yiddish appeared
on street signs in Kyiv and in government communications. It was intended
to become the language of instruction of the first university planned by the
Jewish socialist parties. However, four official languages proved unwieldy and
expensive for theRada to implement andpractically all lawswere subsequently

81 Abramson, Molytva za vladu, p. 128.
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published only in Ukrainian. Nevertheless, the attempt to introduce four offi-
cial languages signalled the Rada’s intent to implement the rights of national
minorities to a degree that was historically unprecedented for Ukraine and
indeed for the Russian state.

Finally, there was the question of representation of Jews in the Rada gov-
ernment. The legislation being drawn up called for the election of a National
Council (Natsional’na rada) by the members of their National Union (Nat-
sional’nyi Soiuz). Until these institutions were in place, representatives to the
mala rada and the General Secretariat were selected directly by the political
parties. A serious conflict arose over which parties should be permitted to
make the selection, in what proportion and which parties should be allowed
to stand for election to the National Council. There was also a dispute over
the democratic accountability of the Secretary of Jewish Affairs in the Rada.
Should the Secretary submit reports of his work to the National Council, which
could then approve or reject them, the socialists’ position, or should the Coun-
cilmerely advise the Secretary onpolicy,while he remained independent of the
community in determining his policy, the Zionists’ position. In the turbulent
atmosphere of 1917whoactually belonged to ‘the revolutionary democracy’was
being disputed: the socialists, to be sure; the Zionists were simply too strong to
be ignored or refused a place in the Rada and the National Council; but the
religious parties were considered ineligible.

The first Jewish National Council that met on 1 October 1917 was composed
of representatives from five parties: the Bund, Poale Zion, Fareinigte, Folks-
partei and the Zionists. The Zionists later withdrew, leaving only an observer
behind, so the socialist parties becameevenmoredominant.They tried tobuild
the authority and competence of the Secretariat of Jewish Affairs, to make it
answerable to the Jewish National Council. The Zionists, on the other hand,
wanted to see it reduced in status and authority to a department. They looked
upon their community as a diaspora whose members would find national self
government ultimately in a state of Israel. For them, this long-term objective
stood in the way of Jews’ whole-hearted participation in the life of any other
state.82

Thus, therewere several reasonswhy theBund and the other socialist parties
took the initiative in the Rada. First, the Rada gave them a bigger voice and bet-
ter representation than they had in Jewish community institutions. Second, it
promoted the further secularisation of Jewish society while at the same time
respecting its distinct national identity and community. Thirdly, it brought this

82 Abramson, Molytva za vladu, pp. 106–7, 129.
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community into a closer and more co-operative relationship with members of
society fromwhom they had beenhistorically estranged. In short, participation
in the Rada was part of their common task of securing a permanent home for
Jews in Ukraine.

However, the Bund could not envisage the successful pursuit of Jewish
national emancipation occurring solely in the Ukrainian republic, that is in
isolation from Jews living in other parts of the Empire. It was an imperative for
the Bund that this geographically dispersed community somehow stay united
across the extant Russian state. But theWar and the Revolution were splitting
Russia’s peripheries away from the imperial heartland, precisely those peri-
pheries of Ukraine, Poland, Lithuania and Moldova where the overwhelming
majority of them lived. If Jews sought national autonomy within the Ukrain-
ian People’s Republic, they were obliged to reciprocate and recognise Ukraine’s
right to territorial autonomy. That was the limit for the Bund: as long as Ukrain-
ians were satisfied with territorial autonomy in a federated Russian state, then
the integrity of the wider Jewish community would not be jeopardised. But if
Ukraine’s territorial autonomywas unrealisable for any reason and the Ukrain-
ian national movement took to separating from Russia, the Bund had to con-
sider the consequences for their community. It was concerned about the pos-
sible rise of antisemitism as social conflicts grew, particularly among the urban
middle classes and the peasantry. This tension between support for Ukrainian
national demands and ensuring such demands did not lead to Ukraine sep-
arating from Russia or, even worse, contributing to the outbreak of pogroms,
profoundly influenced the evolution of Ukrainian-Jewish relations in 1917 and
the subsequent civil war.83

5 Reconciliation and the Form of State Power

The downfall of the Provisional Government left two contenders standing: the
Tsentral’na Rada, whose power rested on the peasantry, and the urban coun-
cils of the working class. There was some complementarity between them as
they represented two different classes and different nationalities – Ukraini-
ans on the one hand and Russians and Jews on the other. As members of the
revolutionary democracy their political parties shared a good deal in the way
of solutions to the burning questions of the day, while still disagreeing among
themselves over the class composition and institutional formof the state power

83 Goldelman, Jewish National Autonomy in Ukraine, pp. 34–5.
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needed to resolve them. From this broad complementarity and their search for
solutions to the same issues the idea was born that they should reconcile their
respective institutions of power. The initiative for reconciliation came from the
urban councils and the left-wing factions of the upsr and usdwp in the Rada.

The Kyivan Bolshevik leader Yevgeniia Bosh recalled that in early November

A range of workers’ and soldiers’ organisations, not having representat-
ives in the Tsentral’na Rada, began to elect their delegates and adopt res-
olutions fully supporting it. Even those working class masses that were
fighting actively for Soviet power at that moment hesitated and inclined
towards supporting the Tsentral’na Rada, considering it to be the Ukrain-
ian national government.84

Mykola Skrypnyk agreed:

the idea of an All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils and the establishment
of a central government based on the councils in Ukraine was received
with great enthusiasm by all the workers and broad layers of soldiers.85

Transforming the Rada into a central council of this kind was not a new idea.
Yulian Bochkovsky, chairman of the Poltava Council of Workers’ and Peasants’
Deputies, had put it to the Rada in June. It appeared in one of the resolutions
of First All-UkrainianWorkers’ Congress in July and again at the Third Soldiers’
Congress in October. The left wing of the usdwp demanded it at the party’s
Fourth Congress at the beginning of October. However, the workers’ councils
began to consider it seriously only after the fall of the Provisional Government
when the Rada declared the Ukrainian People’s Republic. Now these councils
extended their recognition to the Rada, but on condition it recognised them as
local governments and agreed to its own re-election by them.

The Kharkiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies was the first of the
big city councils to recognise the Rada and to demand its reorganisation into a
national government elected by local workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ councils.
On 12 September, 81 of its deputies voted in favour of such a resolution, with
two opposed and 56 abstentions. The resolution also defended the territorial
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integrity of Ukraine and protested its effective partition by the Government’s
Temporary Instruction. The usdwp, upsr and a majority of Russian srs in
the Council supported the motion, while the Bolsheviks, Mensheviks and a
minority of srs abstained. Other councils in Kharkiv province adopted similar
resolutions in the following week.86

On26October a jointmeetingof the executive committeeof theKharkiv city
Council, the provincial Council of Soldiers’ Deputies and the regional executive
committee of workers’ councils in theDonets andKryvyi Rih region recognised
the Tsentral’na Rada as Ukraine’s government and elected a Military Revolu-
tionary Committee to defend it against forces still loyal to the Provisional Gov-
ernment.87 TheKharkiv Council declared its support for theThirdUniversal on
10 November and repeated that ‘local and central power must be assumed by a
congress of workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ deputies in the Ukrainian Repub-
lic’.88

usdwp deputies in the Kharkiv Council supported the Third Universal but
opposed the Rada’s re-election. As a result of defending this position, the party
fared poorly in elections to the Council which were held on 8–12 November,
losing all four of its seats on the executive committee.89 This sequence of res-
olutions showed that the Council’s deputies were not voting along party lines,
but were seeking a novel form of state that allowed the peasantry and working
class to sharepolitical power and to reconcile their particular class andnational
interests. This process of peasant-worker reconciliationwasmomentarily facil-
itated by the fact that the peasant-soldiers garrisoned in Kharkiv were visibly
represented by their own council, and it had united with the workers’ council
for joint deliberation and decision-making.

The Katerynoslav Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies debated the
question of state power throughout October and November. At its 12 October
plenary session, the usdwp fraction introduced a motion practically identical
to the one adopted in Kharkiv amonth earlier. It delegated responsibility to the
Rada to organise the state power in close co-operation with all institutions of
the revolutionary democracy and to include Katerynoslav province in its jur-
isdiction. The motion was adopted. A Bolshevik sponsored counter motion to
resolve the Rada’s territorial claims by plebiscite was defeated.90
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A meeting of the Katerynoslav Council, in which the executive committees
of local trade unions, factory committees and socialist parties also participated,
was called immediately after the October seizures of power. On this occasion,
usdwp members and Bolsheviks joined forces and pushed through a resolu-
tion supporting the Petrograd uprising, recognising the Rada as the govern-
ment in Ukraine, and calling on the Katerynoslav Council to take power in the
city. The resolution also demanded the Rada’s reorganisation ‘along the same
lines as the councils are based’. When the Third Universal was released, the
Katerynoslav Council re-affirmed its recognition and called again for the Rada’s
reorganisation.91

TheKremenchukCouncil, elected by 25,000workers and 15,000 soldiers and
in which the Bolsheviks had an absolute majority, recognised the Tsentral’na
Rada on 20 November on the condition it be reorganised. Here too, there was
an alliance between the Bolsheviks, usdwp and upsr. The Ukrainian parties
supported the assumption of power by the councils at the local level and in a
national government. The Bolsheviks reciprocated by recognising Kyiv as the
national centre. Similar positions to those developed in Kharkiv, Kyiv, Kateryn-
oslav andKremenchukwere adopted bymany councils inVolyn, Chernihiv and
Poltava provinces in which the Bolsheviks had majorities.92

On 3 November the Kherson Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies was
asked to choose between three resolutions. The one introduced by the usdwp
and upsr called for recognition of the Tsentral’na Rada in Ukraine and the
formation of a united socialist government in Petrograd. It received 139 votes.
The resolution put forward by the Mensheviks and Russian srs calling only
for a united socialist government in Russia and saying nothing about Ukraine
drew 49 votes. The Bolshevik resolution called for local power to the councils
and recognition of the Rada on condition it be reorganised by a congress of
these councils. It gained 166 votes and was carried.93

On the following day, 4 November, a meeting of the Odesa Councils of
Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, attended also by the Kherson provincial Mil-
itary Revolutionary Committee and Rumcherod (Executive Committee of Sol-
diers’ Soviets of the Romanian Front, Black Sea Fleet and Odesa Military Dis-
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trict), adopted a resolution greeting the Third Universal and recognising the
Rada’s jurisdiction over the territories it claimed. The resolution called for a
united socialist government in Petrograd with representation from autonom-
ous national republics and protection of minority rights on the basis of their
national-cultural autonomy.94 A similar resolution was adopted by a Kher-
son provincial congress of workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ deputies early in
December.95

usdwpmembers in Konotop took a lesson frommeetings they organised in
November at the city’s railwayworkshops. On 4 November, 2,000 railwaywork-
ers voted almost unanimously to recognise the Tsentral’na Rada as the govern-
ment of Ukraine.96 The Konotop Council of Workers’ Deputies recognised the
Rada on 12 November on the condition it was re-elected by a representative
congress of councils. The usdwp challenged this condition and called a second
meeting which was attended by over 2,500 workers. This meeting re-affirmed
their support for the Rada, but when it rejected the 12 November condition by
voting to oppose the Rada’s re-election, 1,000 workers in attendance quit the
meeting.97 It was a clear sign to the usdwp that its own base in the working
class was shifting towards the position of convening an All-Ukrainian Congress
of Councils.

The Mykolaiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies narrowly passed
a resolution, 65 to 60, ‘to enter into constructive relations with the Ukrain-
ian Rada on all issues with a general bearing on the state of the country’.
Support for the resolution came from the usdwp, upsr, the Mensheviks and
Russian srs.98 The Luhansk regional committee of workers’ and soldiers’ coun-
cils representing 11 districts in and around the city resolved to support the
Tsentral’na Rada on 20 November on condition it upheld the decisions of the
SecondAll-Russian Congress of Soviets and defended the interests of the lower
classes.99

A jointmeeting of the Kyiv Councils of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies with
the participation of the executives of factory committees and trade unions in
the city was called on 4 November. The meeting voted on a set of resolutions
introduced by the Bolsheviks. First, it recognised and supported the Council
of People’s Commissars in Petrograd by a vote of 433 against 119 in favour of
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a united socialist government. On the question of local power 438 favoured
it passing into the hands of their own councils. Then, 424 deputies supported
re-organising the Rada against 271 who wanted to leave it as it was. But when
it came to the question concerning what kind of institution the Rada should
become, a smaller majority of 389 deputies supported its re-election as an All-
Ukrainian Council of Workers’ Soldiers and Peasants’ Deputies.100

Therefore, while a combined majority in the Kyiv workers’ and soldiers’
councils voted in favour of soviet government for Russia, Ukraine and locally,
there was some uncertainty and disagreement over how the Rada should be
re-organised and on whose initiative. The Bolsheviks had gathered a majority
here, but they remained in a minority in the councils’ joint executive commit-
tee, which resisted its own re-election. Here the Mensheviks, Bund and Right
Russian srs, together 53, still prevailed over the Bolsheviks’ 23 and usdwp’s
four. On 15 November a majority of this executive committee rejected the
4 November resolutions of their own councils.101

However, the executive committee of the Councils of the Southwestern
region, which included Kyiv, had already turned to the Rada on 10 November
and proposed that they jointly call a congress to resolve the question of state
power inUkraine. The Rada’s General Secretariat rejected the proposal.Mykola
Porsh, Labour Secretary, said in a meeting with Yosef Stalin and Serhii Bakyn-
sky of the executive committee of Councils of the Southwestern region that
such a congress was unnecessary. Undeterred, on 24 November the Southwest-
ern region executive committee resolved to convene an all-Ukrainian congress
on 3 December.102

It is clear from these resolutions that by mid-November workers’ and sol-
diers’ councils in at least seven of the ten most populous cities of Ukraine
supported the establishment of a Ukrainian national government. One cannot
generalise from these cases and from evidence of similar positions being taken
by councils across the northern gubernia to say that an absolute majority of
the urban councils in Ukraine favoured this particular solution to the crisis of
power. One should bear in mind, however, that the smaller the population of
a town, the greater tended to be the proportion of Ukrainians living in it. It is

100 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 58–9. The accounts of this meeting vary. See also Robitnycha hazeta,
7 November 1917, p. 1; S. Sh. ‘Iz istorii Sovlasti naUkraine’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 4 (1924), p. 167;
Bosh, Natsional’noe Pravitel’stvo, p. 19; Hamretsky, Tymchenko and Shchus, Rady Ukrainy,
p. 242; Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, p. 138.

101 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 59.
102 Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, p. 138.
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quite likely, therefore, that support for the Tsentral’na Rada in the councils of
medium sized and small towns was even stronger than in the cities.103

The available evidence calls into question the argument advanced by Yurii
Hamretsky that ‘all of the conciliatory [Menshevik dominated] councils in
November banded together around a common platform of a united socialist
government for the whole country and, in Ukraine, recognition of the bour-
geois nationalist Tsentral’na Rada as the supreme governing organ’.104 Hamret-
sky musters examples to support his contention, but other sources show that
Bolsheviks in many councils also backed the Rada. And their call for an All-
Ukrainian Congress of Councils to re-elect it was consistent with the soviet
platform of direct and recallable representation of the lower classes by their
elected deputies in local and central government.105

For many urban councils, the real bone of contention in November was not
whether there should be a Ukrainian People’s Republic, but what should be the
class composition of its government. Bolsheviks wanted a government based
on the councils; the Mensheviks and the Bund wanted it chosen through elec-
tions to a Constituent Assembly on the basis of universal suffrage. The upsr
and usdwp, while defending the Rada as the seat of the upr’s government,
were now beginning to splinter over whether its expansion should be achieved
by the councils or by elections to a Ukrainian Constituent Assembly, or indeed
by a combination of both. However, within the workers’ and soldiers’ councils
as such there grew a powerful tendency cutting across party lines to support
the formation of a government of Ukraine as long as it was based on the coun-
cils locally and nationally, and on the condition it maintained solidarity with
the Russian Soviet government. It was not a question of simply adapting the
Russian experience, but of attempting to build with indigenous social forces
on the basis of the institutions of popular representation that the revolution in
Ukraine had so far created.

The usdwp’s leaders rejected calls to hold an All-Ukrainian Congress of
Councils. They labelled them as an opportunisticmanoeuvre by the Bolsheviks
to seize power. ‘If the Bolsheviks want to reorganise the Tsentral’na Rada’Rob-
itnycha hazeta’s November 7 editorial advised, ‘they should take an active part
in it, which they have not done yet, and achieve it there’.

103 Rubach, ‘Treba diisno vypravyty’, p. 264; Hamretsky, Tymchenko and Shchus, Rady
Ukrainy, p. 161; Sukhyno-Khomenko, ‘Z pryvodu osoblyvostei’, p. 105.

104 Hamretsky, Tymchenko and Shchus, Rady Ukrainy, p. 206.
105 xx.
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The Tsentral’na Rada is the revolutionary parliament of Ukraine in which
all layers of the revolutionary democracy are represented far more fully
than they will be at a congress of workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ depu-
ties…TheTsentral’na Rada is itself in fact a Council of Workers’, Peasants’
and Soldiers’ [in Ukrainian Viis’kovykh] Deputies … Which is why it can-
not be permitted under any circumstances for the Tsentral’na Rada to
be elected by a congress of Workers’, Soldiers’ [in Russian Saldats’kykh]
and Peasants’ Deputies. The Bolsheviks’ struggle with the Tsentral’na
Rada is motivated by nothing other than their desire to seize power in
Ukraine.106

Note the difference in the order of deputies in the description of the Rada and
of the congress proposed by the Bolsheviks, that is peasants’ deputies in second
and third place respectively. Note also the use of the Russian Saldats’kykh (sol-
diers’) in the latter, as opposed to the Ukrainian Viis’kovykh in the former. By
these differences the usdwp newspaper’s editorial, most likely written by Vyn-
nychenko as editor-in-chief, signalled the party’s fear that the Bolshevikswould
relegate the Ukrainian peasantry to minority representation, and instead rely
on garrisoned Russian soldiers represented in the urban soldiers’ councils to
offset theUkrainian soldiers’ deputies.ManyUkrainian soldiers and their coun-
cils were still stationed on different fronts and Petliura wasmaking every effort
tobring themhome to theUkrainianprovinces andonto thenowsingleUkrain-
ian front. There theywould replace units of Russian soldiers whowould be sent
home, which for many was outside the Ukrainian provinces.

Vynnychenko, however, later recalled with some regret that the Rada under
his leadership had not agreed to its re-election. But he understood its leaders’
reasoning at the time:

Unfortunately, this way, and the only way out, was rejected by a major-
ity of the Tsentral’na Rada … on the following grounds. 1. If we agreed to
the Rada’s re-election by the same token we conceded that our policies
were wrong. 2. Such a re-election would have given the majority in the
new Rada to Bolshevik elements, to workers in the main, but a russified
working class, and so all government power would have gone over into
Russian hands.107

106 Robitnycha hazeta, 7 November 1917, p. 2.
107 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 3, pp. 161–4.
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Meanwhile, splits were developing in the usdwp’s Kyiv, Poltava and Kharkiv
branches over the inadequacy of the Rada’s social base and its temerity in
implementing its programme. In mid-November a majority of the Kyiv branch
called on the party to organise a national congress of workers’ deputies to
broaden the Rada’s working-class base.108 Yevhen Neronovych at a branch
meeting on 3 December argued that ‘the national postulates of our party have
been implemented completely’ and that it was time for the usdwp ‘to conduct
a struggle to transform theTsentral’naRada into a genuineAll-UkrainianCoun-
cil of Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Deputies’. He put a resolution before the
meeting:

This period requires us to unfurl fully the flag of proletarian struggle and
to break with the bloc containing any of the bourgeois parties, Ukrainian
or non-Ukrainian, even if they do call themselves socialist … the party
… must have in good time a base for the final and complete transition
of power to the proletariat and revolutionary peasantry in the Councils
of Workers’, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Deputies locally, with the Tsentral’na
Rada at their head, and which they should have the right to recall.

The branch split threeways in the vote onNeronovych’s resolution: 31 in favour,
31 opposed and 16 abstentions.109

On the eve of the All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils in Kyiv, YukhymMed-
vedev, a Kharkivmember of the usdwp’s left wing, made a presentation before
his party’s delegates assembled in Kyiv. Porsh and Vynnychenko were absent
from this meeting. Medvedev urged them to seek an alliance with the Bolshev-
iks to establish a workers’ and peasants’ government. Only three of the forty
usdwp delegates at this pre-Congress meeting voted against Medvedev’s res-
olution. But it was rejected later and without explanation by the usdwp resol-
utions’ commission.110

6 The Peasantry and the upsr

The peasant unions opposed the Bolsheviks’ approach to establishing soviet
power, but they were not opposed to soviet power as such. Their conception

108 Robitnycha hazeta, 15 November 1917.
109 Robitnycha hazeta, 6 December 1917.
110 Ie. Medvedev, ‘Z Kharkova do Kyieva i Nazad’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 1 (January–February

1928), p. 242.
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was different insofar as they already had an institutional base in the Rada on
which to build a peasant and worker government. This issue concerning the
form and social basis of government, plus the issues of War and land reform,
dominated their deliberations at the Third Plenum of the All-Ukrainian Coun-
cil of Peasant Deputies which met in Kyiv for six days from 18 to 23 November.
The Plenum adjourned several times and sent the deputies into the army units
stationed in the capital to agitate in favour of its positions on these three issues.

The peasants’ deputies were suspicious of the Bolsheviks’ demand that the
Rada be re-elected. The Rada had declared the Ukrainian People’s Republic
less than two weeks previously and put forward its programme of action in
the Third Universal. They believed it needed a chance to implement that pro-
gramme. But they also saw the Bolsheviks as foreign interlopers wanting to
deny them national self-determination.

The All-Ukrainian Council of Peasants’ Deputies sees in the Russian Bol-
sheviks’ agitation to have the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada re-elected their
desire to seize power in Ukraine into their own hands. The Council pro-
tests this and declares that such re-elections at the present moment will
bring nothing but harm to the Ukrainian working people, and that the
question itself of the Tsentral’na Rada’s re-election is not for the Rus-
sian Bolsheviks to decide but for the Ukrainian working people. The All-
Ukrainian Council of Peasants’ Deputies notes that the labouring peas-
antry of Ukraine will resolutely oppose any interference in the creative
work of the sole, supreme and legitimate body inUkraine – theUkrainian
Tsentral’na Rada, whose present composition corresponds to the needs of
the organised labouring peasantry.111

The Plenum resolved that all governing bodies be established on the basis of
the formula of four representatives from councils of peasants’ deputies to one
from councils of workers’ and soldiers’ deputies, plusminor participation from
institutions created by universal suffrage. A provincial government was to be
made up of 10 members, eight of them from councils and two from dumy and
zemstva. The provincial commissar was to be chosen by the provincial council
of peasant deputies after consultingwith the provincial council of workers’ and
soldiers’ deputies.112

111 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 60.
112 Ibid, Vol. 2, pp. 63–4.
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The Plenum continued to call for a temporary all-Russian government of
socialist parties ‘from the Bolsheviks to the popular socialists’ to enter imme-
diately into negotiations for peace with the Entente and Central Powers. It also
called for the Ukrainian People’s Republic to take part in those negotiations
through this All-Russian government so as to ensure no part of Ukraine was
attached to any state against the wishes of its people. Given the possibility
that such talks could fail, the Ukrainian soldiers on the front were instructed
to stand firm until the upr could itself sign a separate peace.

On the question of land reform the Plenum called on the Rada to adopt a
law abolishing private ownership in land; the peasantry through the land com-
mittees should take control of all land, mines, bodies of water, inventories of
landed estates and agricultural research stations. The peasantry was urged to
prepare for sowing of cereals and sugar beet. The Plenum pressed on the Rada
to act decisively and implement its promise on the land question set out in the
Third Universal.

The Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries held its Third Congress in
Kyiv on 21 to 24 November. Chronologically it was an almost seamless exten-
sion of the Plenum of peasants’ deputies. However, whereas the Plenum held
to the positions of the centre and right wings of the upsr, it was the left,
internationalist wing of the party that held sway over its Congress. Here the
party supported the co-existence for a limited time period of two government
organs: a parliament electedbyuniversal suffrage and anAll-UkrainianCouncil
of Peasants’,Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. The Tsentral’na Rada should con-
tinueuntil itwas replacedby theparliament chosen in theupcomingUkrainian
constituent assembly elections. Therefore, the party opposed the Rada’s imme-
diate re-election by the councils. However, this Congress also supported the
soviet platform, the rule of councils locally and the establishment of an All-
Ukrainian Council of Peasants’, Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies that would, in
time, supplant the Rada. It backed the call for an All-Ukrainian Congress of
Councils to be held in early December, which of course the Executive Commit-
tee of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils of the Southwestern Region meeting on
24 November resolved to convene. The upsr Central Committee elected at the
party’s Third Congress took the position that it should seek an alliancewith the
Bolsheviks at the All-Ukrainian congress on the basis of the soviet platform.113
Khrystiuk contended

113 Popov, Narys Istorii, p. 126; Skrypnyk, Statti i Promovy, Vol. 2, p. 26; Guthier, ‘The Popular
Base of Ukrainian Nationalism’, p. 40.
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This was an original form of state building which grew organically from
the development of the Revolution in Ukraine. Its essence lay in the sim-
ultaneous existence of two kinds of institutions … of which the class
organs of power clearly had the upper hand – the councils of workers’,
soldiers’ and peasants’ deputies locally and in the centre.114

It was a daring strategy for the upsr to pursue, given its lack of previous
co-operation with the Bolsheviks. Just as the Bolsheviks had no base in the
peasantry, the upsr had none to speak of in the working class, except on its
margins among rural workers, the semi-proletarianised peasants. How were
they to unite them in the exercise of power? They disagreed over the propor-
tional weight that theworking class and the peasantry should have in decision-
making. The Bolsheviks believed the proletariat should lead the peasantry,
which the Socialist Revolutionaries couldnot accept on the grounds of national
self-determination and the fact the peasantry was numerically the dominant
social class in Ukraine. The second problem for the upsr was that all the social
democratic parties in theRadaopposed the soviet platform; theywanted amul-
ticlass parliamentary institution through which they could govern alone or in
coalitionwith the parties representing other classes. Theywould give the upper
hand to the Rada, not to anAll-Ukrainian council of workers’, peasants’ and sol-
diers’ deputies.

114 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 67.
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chapter 6

December: The Failure of Reconciliation

1 The Rada Lags behind the Radicalisation

TheRadahaddeclared a goodprogramme in itsThirdUniversal, but the critical
issue nowwas its implementation. It faced considerable obstacles: the destruc-
tion of infrastructure and displacement of people; the lack of reliable inform-
ation, of previous government experience, of a competent and co-operative
administration. The old methods and structures of government left behind by
the old regime and adapted briefly and superficially by the Provisional Gov-
ernment were not suitable for implementing a radical social programme. The
Rada’s leaders were naïve to think they could achieve their aims without an
even sharper class struggle taking place around them, one moreover in which
the councils were necessary institutions for such struggle and its successful res-
olution. With regard to ending the War, the Rada simply had no experience,
information or infrastructure of diplomacy to apply. It was not even recognised
as a government by the cpc or the Entente or Central Powers.1

On the question of land reform the Third Universal abolished private own-
ership of all land, declared the confiscation of all landed estates without com-
pensation to their previous owners and the redistribution of land by commit-
tees elected by the peasants. However, the Rada’s leaders began introducing
amendments to their originally clear and simple intent. First, the General Sec-
retariat explained that all land except that held by the peasantry, that is crown,
church and big landowner estates, was now national property, and a Ukrainian
Constituent Assembly once elected would decide its ultimate redistribution.
It left the peasant land committees in limbo, awaiting a future government’s
directives. Second, a draft land law drawn up by Borys Martov, usdwp Rada
secretary for land affairs, and K. Matsievych from the upsf excluded all hold-
ings of up to forty desiatyn from the confiscation and redistribution. Given that
poor peasants held on average 2.5 desiatyn (approximately 6.7 acres) of land
and middle peasants around twenty-five desiatyn, there would be insufficient
confiscated land in densely populated rural areas to distribute to the poorest
peasants and the agricultural proletariat who had no land at all. Peasant depu-

1 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 56–7.
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ties to the Rada were outraged by the draft law. They rose in the mala rada to
denounce it.

Thepeasants long for the land asmuch as for their heavenly paradise. And
here you are leaving intact up to forty desiatyn in separate holdings.Well,
these are landlords… If we goback and report the draft lawwill leave forty
desiatyn in one pair of hands, then the people will not recognise the Rada
nor anyone for thatmatter…That’s right, our soldierswill comeback from
the front and theywill remeasure those fortydesiatynwith their bayonets!

It became evident usdwp leaders were aiming to protect the well off peasants
(kurkuli) at the expense of the poor. Then the Kyiv press reportedVynnychenko
had assured a delegation of wealthy landowners that the new government
would compensate them out of public funds for their losses. Meanwhile, peas-
ant seizures of land continued apace. Petliura as Rada secretary for military
affairs sent troops into the countryside to quell the ‘anarchy’ and suppress
ongoing land seizures and strikes by workers at sugar refineries.2

The Third Congress of the upsr on 21–24 November saw the retreat on the
land question by the usdwp as undermining the Rada’s popular base of sup-
port:

We recognise the need to prioritise social reforms and we call attention
to the fact that the national revolution at a certain stage of its devel-
opment begins to threaten the successful pursuit of the socio-economic
class struggle… this Congress is compelled to inform theTsentral’na Rada
that if it continues along this path it will lose from under its feet the sup-
port of the working classes of the nation, the peasants and workers of
Ukraine. And when it loses its influence and that support it will at a cer-
tain point in time provoke a reaction among the masses which will even
threaten the national gains of the revolution.3

The Congress called on the Rada urgently to implement the Third Universal
and abolish private ownership of land in practice, establish state and workers’
control of industry, nationalise strategic industrial sectors, restore production
and resist the catastrophic rise in unemployment. The deputies were stung

2 Zdorov,Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, pp. 134–6; Khrystiuk,Ukrains’ka revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 58–9, 122–
3.

3 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 989–90.
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by the impact of the Bolsheviks’ agitation on peace and land reform among
the Ukrainian soldiers and peasants, with whose demands they increasingly
agreed.

There was uproar at the Eighth session of the mala rada on 12 December
whenMartos said theThirdUniversal’s abolitionof privateproperty in landhad
encouraged peasants and returning soldiers to steal land and inventory from
all and sundry. Forests were being felled, the wood carted away, experimental
seedlings uprooted from agricultural research stations. Martos was convinced
by all this that the peasantry was not ready for collectivised agriculture or for
socialism.TheUkrainian andRussian sr deputies attackedhimand introduced
a resolution calling for the comprehensive socialisation of land. The usdwp
threatened to withdraw its members from the General Secretariat if the res-
olution was adopted. It was supported by the upsf, the Mensheviks and the
Bund, all of them insisting that only the Constituent Assembly once convened
should deal with the land question. In the end the whole issue was taken off
the table by an agreement to strike a commission proportionally representing
all parties that would draft an alternative to Martos’ bill based on the principle
of full socialisation.4

The mala rada returned to the land question more than a month later on
18 January 1918. In themeantime the peasantry looked with ever deeper scepti-
cism upon the Rada and with greater approval on the record of the Bolsheviks
in Russia, who united with the left Russian srs in the Soviet government in
mid-November and adopted practically their entire programme on the land
question.

2 The Outbreak of Anti-Jewish Pogroms

Soldiers deserted the front and headed for home, many of them still carrying
weapons. Driven by hunger they begged and stole food from the civilian pop-
ulation, commandeering carts and horses along the way. Petty theft escalated
into looting and violence; soldiers broke into stores of wine and vodka. Jewish
shops and homes in the towns and villages of Kyiv, Volyn and Podillia closer to
the frontwere the first tobe attacked.These communitiesweremadeupmainly
of women, children and the elderly, their able bodied men having been con-
scripted into the army. Pogromsbroke out in September in Bakhmut, Zhytomyr,
Ostrih, Kharkiv and Kyiv, and they grew in number and severity to the end

4 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, pp. 247–50.
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of the year. A particularly savage pogrom in Pohrybyshche, Kyiv province, on
18 October spurred the General Secretariat into action. Condemning the viol-
ence, it ordered provincial commissars to deploy military units against any
incidents of pogroms and to punish those responsible for the violence. They
made arrests in several localities, but on the whole the Rada did not respond
adequately, even after the fall of the Provisional Government when it assumed
greater governmental responsibility. In December the Rada Secretariat of Jew-
ish Affairs received 214 telegrams reporting pogroms in three provinces alone.
The General Secretariat intervened again, with Petliura sending Ukrainian
army units to suppress them and restore order. However, the dispatched units
and the local police were overwhelmed by the sheer number of pogroms.5

In Odesa, a Jewish Fighters’ Detachment was formed in August 1917. At its
height it numbered some 600 well-armed members in 12 detachments, who
protected the community from serious violence. Therewere three such detach-
ments in Katerynoslav organised by Jewish socialist parties and one by the
Union of Jewish Fighters (ujf). They alsomanaged to prevent violent pogroms
from taking place in Katerynoslav. There was another Jewish self-defence unit
in Kharkiv. However, there were very few of them in the smaller towns and
villages of the agrarian provinces closer to the military fronts and they were
usually formed in the wake of pogroms in their localities, not before them.

The Union of Jewish Fighters grew out of a movement for self organisa-
tion among Jewish soldiers in the Russian army, taking place throughout 1917.
Analogous movements were organised by the soldiers of other non-Russian
nationalities. Initially they addressed the soldiers’ cultural and educational
needs, but over time they all politicised around the questions of national self-
determination, council democracy and peace. In the case of Jewish soldiers the
outbreak of pogroms made national self-determination first and foremost an
issue of self-defence. Jewish soldiers of the 19th infantry division demanded
that the Rada and the Provisional Government authorise special armed units
made up of Jews and other nationalities and deploy them in the rear of the
front to defend Jewish communities. Such units, they insisted, should be at the
permanent disposition of the Rada and Jewish representative organisations.
Soldiers’ councils of theThird Siberian army corps and the Eleventh army com-
mitted themselves to the defence of Jewish communities. The Siberian Corps
formed a unit from its own ranks to fulfil that obligation.

5 Vladyslav Hrynevych and Liudmyla Hrynevych, Natsional’ne Viis’kove Pytannia v Diial’nosti
Soiuzu Yevreiv Voiniv v kvo (lypen’ 1917–sichen’ 1918 rr.) (Kyiv: Natsional’na Akademia Nauk
Ukrainy, Instytut Istorii Ukrainy, Instytut politychnykh I etnonatsional’nykh doslidzhen’,
2001), p. 15; Abramson, Molytva za vladu, pp. 136–9.
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On5September soldiers in theKyiv garrison formedabranchof theUnionof
JewishFighters of theKyivMilitaryDistrict, an inter-partymilitary organisation
united in the goal of ‘the free development of the Jewish people in a free Russia’.
The ujf was committed to consolidating the gains of the revolution, propagat-
ing democratic and republican principles, supporting the national and cul-
tural development of Jewish soldiers in the Russian army and organising the
defence of Jewish civilians against pogroms. It disavowed any involvement in
domestic or international political conflicts unless they clearly threatened the
safety of Jews. The ujf was formally apolitical but Zionism was undoubtedly
the strongest ideological current in its ranks. YoanHohol, its first elected leader,
was a Zionist.

TheKyiv organisation took the initiative to convene the first all-Russian con-
ference of the ujf, held on 10–15 October. Delegates came from ujf branches
in Odesa, Chernihiv, Syzran, Kyiv, Petrograd, Nizhni-Novgorod, Yelyzavethrad
and from several armies. The all-Russian organisation they established was to
be headquartered in Kyiv. Expressing no confidence in the Rada or in the Red
Guards, the conference turned to the ProvisionalGovernment to approve a ‘leg-
alised, powerful Jewish self-defence, asmobile as the army itself …anorganised
self-defence such that it inspires serious respect’. In the first ten days of Novem-
ber, immediately after the Rada overthrew the Provisional Government, the
ujf recruited soldiers to seven self-defence units. The one in Kyiv numbered
two hundred fighters, in Odesa four hundred. Other ujf units were deployed in
Tarashcha,Dymer, Bohuslav andDashev.Aunit of 120wasdeployed in the town
of Ovruch after a pogrom there on 15 and16December inwhich 62 shops owned
by Jewswere ransackedby soldiers andpeasants fromsurrounding villages.The
unit repelled further attacks in Ovruch and several surrounding villages.6

The ujf recognised the Ukrainian People’s Republic and launched a cam-
paign to convince the General Secretariat to permit Jewish soldiers to form
special detachments for thedefenceof Jewish civilians. It tried to enlist the sup-
port of the Jewish National Council and the Rada Secretariat of Jewish affairs
to convince the Rada’s Secretariat for Military Affairs under Petliura that such
units did not go against its plan to form a territorial Ukrainian army from the
divisions of the Russian army. On 14 November, a week after agreement was
reachedwithGeneral Dukhonin, commander in chief of the Russian army, that
plan was implemented in the Kyiv and Odesa military districts.7

6 Hrynevych and Hrynevych, Natsional’ne Viis’kove Pytannia v Diial’nosti Soiuzu Yevreiv Voiniv,
pp. 6–7, 13–14, 19, 46–9, 121–2.

7 Dukhonin, who remained loyal to the Provisional Government after its overthrow in Petro-
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Yoan Hohol appeared before three meetings of the Jewish National Council
to seek its approval for the ujf’s strategy. He asked the Council: if Muslims and
Ukrainians could form their own units, then why not Jews? There were four
hundred thousand of them in the Russian army, many of them on the fronts
close to where pogroms were taking pace. The Council was dominated by the
Bund, Poale Zion, Fareinigte and Folkspartei (the Zionist parties walked out
at its first meeting in October), who disagreed with the ujf’s course of action,
saying it was harmful to the unity of the revolutionary democracy. Separate
Jewish units, they argued, could provoke a hostile reaction from the Ukrainian
army units and even more pogroms; they would further disorganise the milit-
ary front and so contribute to the disintegration of the Russian state as awhole.
Instead of themilitary detachments theujfwas proposing, the JewishNational
Council advocated multinational civil defence units working under the direct
command of the Free Cossacks. Rejecting the ujf’s proposal, the Jewish social-
ist parties communicated their own proposal to themala rada.

They also supported the Rada’s plan for a Ukrainian army based on the ter-
ritorial principle of recruitment, that all soldiers of the Russian armywhowere
born in Ukraine, regardless of their nationality, should be transferred to the
new regiments coming under the Rada’s command. However, Jewish soldiers
already hadpractical experience that such a planwas unworkable because they
were being excluded from the new regiments. There were even cases when
Jews, who insisted on serving in them, were threatened with death if they
tried to stay. The ujf regarded Ukrainisation of the army as anti-democratic
and discriminatory in practice, violating the Rada’s own declared principles
of national territorial and national personal autonomy. Nor were civil defence
units under the Free Cossacks a realistic prospect. Jews were being refused
membership in the Free Cossacks in localities where they applied to join.8
Moreover, the Free Cossacks were ignoring attacks on Jews and their property,
refusing to investigate and prosecute the perpetrators and in some places even
taking part in such attacks themselves: in Bila Tserkva, Cherkasy, Zvenyhorod,
Tarashcha, Kamenky and Novo-Pryluky.9

As an alternative the ujf proposed that soldiers who were unable or unwill-
ing to join the newUkrainised regiments be assigned by the Rada’s general staff
to the ujf as long as they agreed to serve under its command. The executive of

grad, was assassinated on 14 November by a bomb planted by Bolshevik agents at the railway
station in Mohilev, near his headquarters.

8 Hrynevych and Hrynevych, Natsional’ne Viis’kove Pytannia v Diial’nosti Soiuzu Yevreiv Voiniv,
p. 37.

9 Cherikover, Istoriia progromnogo dvizhenia na Ukraine, Vol. 1, pp. 95, 104–5.
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theujf took this proposal to the JewishNational Councilmeeting on 19Novem-
ber for its approval. Hohol spoke about the urgency, the real possibility that
the collapsing military front ‘might flood all Ukraine under a bloody wave of
pogroms’. Again the Council disagreed with the ujf, warning that Jewish self-
defence units would be incapable of preventing pogroms on their own, that
their presence may indeed provoke more of them, and that what was needed
were civil defence units serving as part of the Free Cossacks.

On 28 November the Zionist representative Sheikhtman in the mala rada
asked what measures were being taken to suppress anti-Jewish pogroms and
whether theGeneral Secretariatwouldpermit Jewish soldiers to form their own
detachments for the protection of their communities. Petliura answered that
he saw no reason at all why such detachments should not be formed. That pro-
voked an angry response from Rafes of the Bund, who accused the Zionists of
‘making careers out of the pogroms’. He insisted that the defence of the Jewish
population should not be built on the principle of self-defence.

The Jewish population must be defended by the institutions of the gov-
ernment of Ukraine and responsibility for that should be placed on the
General Secretariat. The army should be a common one if it is going to
be built on the territorial principle. Building national military units will
only inflame national enmity and lead to a strengthening of previous Jew-
ish iniquity, the beginnings of which are already evident today when the
Ukrainised officer schools won’t accept Jews and they are excluded from
the Ukrainised divisions … Soon Jews will be refused work in the Ukrain-
ised postal service, on the railways and in other institutions.10

Hrushevsky in the chair of themeetingnoddedhis head in approvalwhileRafes
spoke. M. Shats-Anin (United Jewish Socialist Workers Party – Fareinigte) and
M. Odin (Jewish People’s Party – Folkspartei) supported Rafes from the floor,
the latter confirming to themala rada deputies that the Jewish National Coun-
cil in its socialist majority opposed separate Jewish self-defence detachments.

The ujf tried for a while to work with the Secretariat of Jewish Affairs to
overcome the alienation between Jewish and Ukrainian soldiers and officers.
The Secretariat set about creating a special school to teach Jewish officers the
Ukrainian language and to attach commissars for Jewish affairs to all units of
the army. Avraam Lapidus, deputy head of the ujf, was appointed lead com-

10 Hrynevych and Hrynevych, Natsional’ne Viis’kove Pytannia v Diial’nosti Soiuzu Yevreiv Voi-
niv, pp. 24–5.
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missar for this work in the general staff of the Kyiv Military District. Members
of the ujf joined a commission to combat pogroms that was attached to the
Secretariat. The Secretariat of Internal Affairs assigned to the ujf 50 out of
200 new political instructors for the Free Cossacks to eradicate antisemitism in
their ranks. The ujf put forward its members to train as instructors, but then
withdrew after a mere five of the 50 promised posts were given to them.

The General Secretariat was proving incapable of implementing its own
policy or enforcing discipline in its army and the Free Cossack police force.
Few Jewish soldiers and officers presented themselves at the recruiting centres.
They were put in an impossible position: to stay in a Russian unit on Ukrain-
ian soil was to demonstrate an unsupportive attitude towards the upr, while at
the same time they were being refused membership in the upr’s military and
police forces.

On 22 December Moshe Zilberfarb gave up his longstanding opposition to
Jewish self-defence detachments. He now believed it was too late to pursue the
plan for mixed nationality civil defence units and unrealistic to expect that the
Jewish communities would be defended by army units that refused to accept
Jews in their ranks. ‘Although theGeneral Secretariat has adopted the territorial
principle in building its armies, there is still antisemitism in their ranks, and as
a result this principle is not being applied and Jews are not being accepted into
theUkrainisedunits.Therefore it is better to allow Jews to formseparate units’.11
On 4 January 1918 the Secretariat of Jewish Affairs formally backed Zilberfarb’s
change of position. Zilberfarb resigned aweek later andon 15 January thenewly
appointed Secretary, Khurgin, sent an urgent telegram to the commander of
the Kyiv Military District asking for permission to proceed with Jewish self-
defence units as ‘the only realistic way for the government to combat the wave
of pogroms at this moment in time’.12

3 The Rada Trails the cpc in Seeking Peace

The Russian army had been disintegrating ever since the failure of its June
offensive that cost it many thousands of lives. Soldiers would no longer follow
orders; officers’ authority now rested on persuasion and consent. In approxim-
ately a quarter of the regiments theyhad elected their ownofficers. TheCouncil
of People’s Commissars’ decree on peace and publication of the secret treat-

11 Ibid, p. 40.
12 I. Cherikover, Istoriia pogromnogo dvizhenia na Ukraine, pp. 102–3.
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ies of the Tsarist state persuaded many more soldiers to stop fighting and start
fraternisingwith the soldiers on the other side, or simply to desert and head for
home. In a number of points along the front a de facto ceasefire was in place
well before the cpc formally agreed one with the Central Powers on 3 Decem-
ber.

A struggle now ensued between the cpc, the Rada and the supporters of the
ousted Provisional Government to impose their will on the Russian army along
the Southwestern and Romanian fronts. General M. Dukhonin, appointed on
3 November as commander in chief of the army, whose headquarters (Stavka)
were in Mohilev, Belarus, refused to submit to the cpc’s order to prepare the
army for ceasefire. He remained committed to holding themilitary front on the
side of the Entente against German and Austro-Hungarian forces. Leaders of
the centrist wings of the Russian srs and Mensheviks, V. Chernov and M. Avk-
ventsiev, evacuated to the Stavka after the cpc’s supporters halted Krasnov’s
march on Petrograd. Here they planned to establish a united socialist govern-
ment under Chernov’s premiership. They had the support of the All-Russian
Executive Committee of Railway Workers (Vitkzhel’), which could exert pres-
sure on the Bolsheviks to accept the ‘peaceful liquidation’ of their government
by isolating Petrograd and preventing the movement of pro-Bolshevik forces
across the country.13

The more right-wing socialists and the Kadets had no faith in the peaceful
restoration of the Provisional Government. They placed their hopes on Cos-
sack leaders in the Don, Kuban and other settlements along Russia’s southern
borderlands. The Cossacks had served traditionally as a frontier guard and an
internal security force of the Tsarist regime. The Don Cossacks’ army under the
command of General Oleksii Kaledin was now stationed along the Southwest-
ern front. Kaledin was a supporter of the old regime; he had backed Kornilov’s
uprising against Kerensky’s government and he prohibited soldiers’ councils
in his army. Rather, he was elected by the cossack ranks as their warlord (ota-
man) at their traditional assembly (Okruh). The relations in the cossack army
remained caste-like even in the face of democratic aspirations that appeared
among the younger rank and file.When the Bolsheviks came to power in Petro-
grad theOkruhdeclared its independence and formed a government, the South
Eastern Union of Cossack Armies of the Don, Kuban’, Tersk and Astrakhan,
which sat in Novocherkassk, the capital of the Don region.14 General Kaledin
denounced the Bolsheviks’ seizure in telegrams dispatched on 25 October to

13 Zdorov, Ukrains’kii Zhovten’, pp. 60–1.
14 Orlando Figes, A People’s Tragedy: The Russian Revolution 1891–1924 (London: Random

House, 1996), pp. 556–60.
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the Provisional Government, the Russian army headquarters, his own com-
manders in the field and a congress of rank and file cossacks then meeting
in Kyiv. Addressing this same congress on 5 November after it reconvened in
Novocherkassk, the civilian head of the South Eastern Union, M. Bohaievsky,
announced that his government was supporting the restoration of the Provi-
sional Government.15

The Tsentral’na Rada rejected the cpc as the central government of Russia
and by the same token its claim to represent the upr in peace talks. The Rada
was holding out for an elected constituent assembly to form a government that
represented the entire revolutionary democracy and the autonomous repub-
lics of non-Russian peoples. The General Secretariat sent its two representat-
ives, Dmytro Doroshenko and Oleksandr Lototsky, to Mohilev on 8 November
where they signedanaccordwithGeneralDukhonin to replaceunits of Russian
soldiers with Ukrainian units along the Southwestern and Romanian fronts.
Petliura, Rada Secretary of Military Affairs, dispatched a telegram on 11 Novem-
ber to units on the fronts, copied to the Mohilev army headquarters and the
Don Cossacks, in which he told Ukrainian soldiers they were not obliged to
obey the cpc as it did not represent them and had no right to conduct peace
negotiations on their behalf. He called upon them ‘to stand firm at this danger-
ous time, guard the front and maintain order. In your units put a stop to any
attempts to fraternise or reach a truce’.16

Kaledin welcomed Petliura’s call. The government of the South Eastern
Union in a meeting on 14 November supported the General Secretariat’s pro-
posal for the construction of a federatedRussian government on the conditions
it would exclude the Bolsheviks and sue for a general, not a separate peace. The
Rada and the South Eastern Union exchanged representatives, Yu. Cherem-
shansky, commissar of Cossack forces on the Southwestern front, coming to
Kyiv and M. Halahan, an officer in the Bohdan Khmelnytsky regiment and
member of themala rada, going to Novocherkassk.17

TheGeneral Secretariat publicly supported the inclusion of the cpc in nego-
tiations to form a united socialist all-Russia government, but it showed consid-
erably more interest in co-operating with the opponents of the cpc.When the
cpc ordered its forces to seize Russian army’s headquarters in Mohilev, Duk-
honin turned for help to the General Secretariat, which agreed on 18 November
to the transfer of the headquarters onto the territory of the upr. The trans-
fer did not take place as M. Krylenko, Bolshevik commander-in-chief of the

15 Zdorov, Ukrains’kii Zhovten’, pp. 60–1.
16 Ibid, p. 64.
17 Ibid, pp. 64–5.
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cpc’s forces, seized the headquarters on 20 November. Dukhonin was killed
by a bomb at the Mohilev railway station and only a few members of his gen-
eral staff managed to escape. Two days later they and the military attaches of
Britain, France, Italy, Japan, Romania and Belgium who were stationed at the
Stavka evacuated to Kyiv by train. The Rada sent out a guard of 60 sailors to
escort them the last few versts. It welcomed them into the capital with a milit-
ary parade.18

Themala radamet on 21 November to consider its position on theWar. Gen-
eral M. Shcherbakov, commander of Russian forces on the Romanian front,
had informed the Rada he was entering negotiations for a ceasefire with his
Romanian and Moldovan counterparts. He proposed the Rada send its repres-
entative to the talks. Addressing themala rada on behalf of the left wing of the
usdwp Yevhen Neronovych called upon it to seize the opportunity to assert
Ukraine’s independence:

The Ukrainian People’s Republic should take the issue of peace in its own
hands as an independent state, inform the Council of Peoples Commis-
sars as theGreatRussian government, aswell as thewarring states andour
‘allies’. Previouslywe kept emphasising the ties betweenUkraine andRus-
sia. But the changeswhich have occurred untie our hands so nowUkraine
should consider itself a sovereign, independent state and fully realise its
national self-determination.

The upsr fraction of deputies supported Neronovych and put forward its own
resolution that the Rada recognise the cpc as the central Russian government.

The usdwp leftists and the upsrwere challenged in the debate by the upsf,
Russian srs, Poale Zion and theMensheviks, all of whomopposed any attempt
by the Ukrainian People’s Republic to secure a separate peace or to recognise
the cpc. However, Tiomkin from the Bund argued that the Rada should send
its representatives to the front to secure a ceasefire, to inform the Entente and
stick to its policy for a democratic peace which only a Russian central govern-
ment, still to be formed, could negotiate on its behalf.

Characteristically, Vynnychenko wavered: he supported the Bund’s position,
but added that ‘the Council of People’s Commissars is widely regarded among
the popular masses and the General Secretariat has to take that into account.
At the same time we do not recognise the Council of People’s Commissars as
the government of the whole Russian republic’.

18 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 60.
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Themala rada then adopted a compromise resolution tabled by the usdwp
and upsr to send its representatives to both fronts, for the Rada to turn to both
sides in the War for peace talks, and to invite the cpc and the governments
of other republics of Russia to join it in the talks. The resolution carried by 29
votes to eight, with all the votes opposed coming from the Russian and Jewish
parties. However, the cpc had already begun negotiations the day before with
the Central Powers in Brest Litovsk. The mala rada dispatched M. Liubynsky
from the upsr to Brest Litovsk, not to take part in the talks on behalf of the
upr, but ‘to monitor and collect information’.19

Two days later the General Secretariat announced that in view of the dis-
ruption in communications between the military fronts caused by ‘the events
which took place at the headquarters of the commander-in-chief ’, that is Duk-
honin’s assassination and the flight of his general staff, it was unifying the
Romanian and Southwestern fronts into a single Ukrainian front and placing
it under the command of General Shcherbakov, who was then commanding
the Romanian front. ‘As it declares a truce on the Ukrainian front in the name
of the upr the General Secretariat considers it necessary to continue working
to secure an immediate peace with the agreement of the states of the Entente’.

According to Khrystiuk, the General Secretariat’s intention to seek prior
agreement with the Entente was something entirely of its own making. ‘The
majority of the Ukrainian revolutionary democracy did not consider it at all
necessary … that much was clear from themala rada’s resolution’.20

On the same day, 23 November, the General Secretariat issued an invitation
to the autonomous governments of theDonCossacks, themountain peoples of
the Caucasus, Bashkiria, the Siberian Cossacks, Moldova, Crimea and ‘likewise
to the Council of People’s Commissars in Petrograd’ to join it in negotiations in
Kyiv aimed at forming an all-socialist government on the basis of seeking a gen-
eral, democratic peace and convening an All-Russian constituent assembly.21

This was a significant change in the Rada’s position on the cpc: it recognised
it as one government in Russia, while still rejecting it as the central Russian gov-
ernment. However, the formation of a central government made up of all the
parties that received the General Secretariat’s invitation of 23 November was
already a lost cause. The cpc and the South Eastern Union were bitter class
enemies. Minister Khyzniakov of the ousted Provisional Government made it

19 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 92–5; Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1,
p. 226.

20 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 197–8.
21 Ibid, Vol. 2, pp. 54–5.
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clear on a visit to Kyiv that the inclusion of Bolsheviks in any government was
out of the question. The Rada could not possibly reconcile these differences
between the invited parties.

Themala rada adopted its resolutionon theWaron21November in response
to the cpc’s initiative to start separate peace talks with the Central Powers and
the growing public support for that initiative. Soldiers’ councils were protest-
ing the Rada’s inaction.22 The mala rada responded with a policy decision to
join peace talks that involved all the extant governments in Russia, including
the cpc, and that did not require the prior agreement, nor involvement for that
matter, of the Entente. However, the General Secretariat could not implement
that decision because it clashed with its own pursuit of an alliance with the
South Eastern Union against the Bolsheviks. So it equivocated over recognising
thecpcand seeking aunilateral peace settlement for theupr. Instead, it sought
the permission of the Entente, to whom it had no real obligation as an ‘ally’.
After all, the Rada did not exist when theWar was declared in 1914. Such equi-
vocation would soon become untenable and provoke a confrontation within
the Secretariat between Vynnychenko and Petliura over the way forward for
the army, the peace and the upr’s relations with the cpc.

The cpc desperately needed to sign a truce with the Central Powers so
that it could deal with the opposition brewing at home. It was seriously con-
cerned that Kyiv might become the organising centre for an anti-Bolshevik
government involving the Rada, the ousted Provisional Government and the
Don Cossacks. The main threat of counterrevolution was perceived to come
from theDonCossack troops demobilising from the Southwestern front, whom
General Kaledin wanted to transport back into the Don region. On 24 Novem-
ber, Krylenko on behalf of the cpc entered into talks with Petliura, seeking
the Rada’s support to consolidate the ceasefire on the front and its agreement
to permit Russian pro-Bolshevik units to cross upr territory into the Don to
confront Kaledin. Petliura turned down Krylenko, saying his government did
not want to provoke a conflict with the Don Cossacks, that they had as much
right as any soldiers to return to their Homeland. He refused to be drawn on
the question of the ceasefire and simply asked him for more information. In
fact, the Rada had established its own relations with the South Eastern Union.
From 10 November Mykola Halahan, usdwp, took part in talks for a week
in Krasnodar and Novocherkassk on behalf of the mala rada about the com-
position of a future federated Russian government. On 27 November military
representatives from both sides held talks about joint operations against the

22 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 2, pp. 138–44.
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Bolsheviks, and on 4 December the Rada gave its formal agreement to allow
Don Cossacks to cross its territory from the front to the Don.23

Kaledinwasmassinghis forces to embarkonanorthwardsmarch to seize the
entire Donbas, from which he intended to advance onMoscow. On 26 Novem-
ber his forces smashed up the headquarters of the workers’ council in Rostov-
on-Don, killing two of its deputies. They captured the entire city on 2 Decem-
ber and two days later took Tahanrih. The Don Cossacks crossed into territory
claimed by the upr and attacked Bolshevik-led workers’ councils in the coal
mining communities of Makiivka, Rovenkivsk, Bokovo-Khrustalsk, Yanivsk,
Mykytivka and Debaltseve. On 29 December they put down a poorly trained
detachment of armedminers in Makiivka and went on to massacre 118 people,
including 44 Austrian prisoners of war. The Cossack detachment responsible
claimed to have authorisation from the Tsentral’na Rada to put down Bolshev-
iks in the area. The massacre led the cpc to break off relations with the Rada,
holding it responsible for colluding with Kaledin or at the very least providing
cover for his actions.24

The steady disintegration of the Russian army forced the Entente to seek
alternatives to shore up its front against the Central Powers. In late September
General Tabuis, France’s ranking military representative on the Southwestern
front, paid a visit to Petliura who briefed him on the Ukrainisation movement
in the Russian army. Tabius asked for closer, but still informal, ties and invited
the General Secretariat to publish more information about the Entente in its
newsletter Visnyk. Tabius visited Petliura again on 13 November, this time with
the British military attache in Kyiv. Petliura boasted to them that he could
now call upon four hundred thousand Ukrainian soldiers on the front.25 The
Entente wanted to assemble several new corps from Ukrainised units of the
Russian army, Czech prisoners of war captured from the Austrian army, Czech
colonists and Poles settled inUkraine. Theywould be stationed at themost vul-
nerable points along the Southwestern and Romanian fronts. In return for its
co-operation the Entente was offering the Rada technical and financial assist-
ance. The French government offered a loan from private banks to invest in the
Ukrainian economy; the British said they could deliver provisions they were
stockpiling in Vladivostok once they found a safe route across Russia.26

23 Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, pp. 64–5.
24 Ibid, p. 97.
25 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, pp. 231–3; Viktor Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu (Kyiv:

Nora-Druk, 2016), pp. 22–3.
26 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 92.
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The French and British governments formally accredited their diplomatic
representatives to the Rada on 21 November. The Rada’s leaders took this to
mean that they recognised the upr was an already independent state. Vyn-
nychenko later acknowledged that was a dangerous illusion:

We regarded our statehood, how ‘real’ it was, as more dependent on our
allies’ recognition of it than its recognition by our own masses. And we
conducted ourselves in the matter of peace in the same way, so it suited
our ‘allies’ rather than the masses.27

The relationship of military forces between the cpc, the Rada and the Don
Cossack government now added its weight to the struggle for state power in
Ukraine. While the cpc and the South Eastern Union immediately took a hos-
tile stance towards each other, the relations between the cpc and the Rada ini-
tially were more open minded. The Ukrainised regiments that took part in the
October seizure of power in Petrograd (those named after Taras Shevchenko,
PylypOrlyk,Nalyvaiko andChyhyryn)were sent back toUkraine fully equipped
with the approval of the cpc. As friendly as the Petrograd Bolsheviks were at
first towards the Rada in the longer run their position was determined by the
Rada’s stance on theWar, its relationship to the workers’ and soldiers’ councils
in Ukraine and to the cpc itself. However, the cpc’s capacity to influence the
situation on the ground in Ukraine was still limited to telegraphic communic-
ations with the Rada and local Bolshevik forces.

By the end of November the Bolsheviks were turning public opinion against
the Rada over its stance on the War, its relations with the Don Cossacks and
its resistance to re-election by the councils. That emboldened them to chal-
lenge the Rada. Yet the balance of military force still remained in the Rada’s
favour. The 36,000 soldiers in the Kyiv garrison were divided in their loyalties:
some 46 percent of them had voted for the upsr and usdwp in the Novem-
ber Russian constituent assembly elections, 37 percent for the Bolsheviks and
7percent for theRussian srs.28TheBolshevikswereworkingwithin the Second
Guards Corps, then demobilising and moving towards Kyiv from the South-
western front. They thought they could takeKyiv by a combined assault of their
forces fromwithin andwithout, and then to legitimise their takeover at the All-
Ukrainian Congress of Councils.29

27 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 2, p. 201.
28 Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, pp. 145–7.
29 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 77–8; Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, pp. 11–
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On 29 November at a meeting of the Kyiv Bolshevik party organisation
Leonid Piatakov, head of the Revolutionary Military Committee of the Kyiv
Council of Workers’ Deputies, proposed an ultimatum be put to the Rada to
withdraw troops from the capital that were hostile to the councils, to agree to
hand local power to the Kyiv Councils of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, and
to acknowledge that it remained the national government only temporarily,
until the upcoming All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils. If it refused the Milit-
ary Revolutionary Committee would make an armed assault on the Rada. His
proposal was adopted only narrowly, by amajority of one or two, includingYev-
geniia Bosh.30

The Kyivan Bolsheviks’ challenge to the Rada was foolhardy because they
were themselves divided and they had insufficient forces to carry through on
their ultimatum. Crucially, the Kyiv organisation had rejected Bosh’s earlier
demand that they bring the Second Guards Corps right into the capital. The
Rada, on the other hand, was prepared for the Bolsheviks in Kyiv and across
the country. Overnight on 29–30 November Petliura deployed some 12,000 sol-
diers who disarmed 7,000 pro-Bolshevik troops and Red Guards in the capital.
The Russians among them were deported on trains to the border with Russia
while the Ukrainians were discharged immediately and sent home. The First
Ukrainian Regiment underGeneral Skoropadsky’s command blocked the entry
into Kyiv of the Second Guards Corps by tearing up railway lines and occupy-
ing stations along the route.31 At the same time the Rada’s forces disarmed Red
Guard detachments in Katerynoslav, Luhansk, Mariupol, Mykolaiv and other
centres. They dispersed the workers’ councils in Poltava, Konotop and Ananiiv,
arresting Bolshevik and Red Guard leaders whom they suspected of planning
uprisings. In Odesa the Rada prevailed in a fire fight with Red Guards. They
strengthened their contingent in theKharkiv garrison andmarched troops into
Berdychiv, Vynnytsia, Zdolbuniv, Korosten and Koziatyn. On the Southwestern
and Romanian fronts they arrested Bolshevik commanders and broke up sol-
diers’ councils. The Bolsheviks suffered a comprehensive rout.32

Despite confirming its military superiority the General Secretariat still felt
obliged to defend itself against the Bolsheviks’ accusations of betrayal. It issued
a statement on 30 November, insisting it was not plotting with the Don Cos-

12. Soldatenko claims the Bolsheviks did not plan to bring the 2nd Guards Corps into Kyiv
for this purpose.
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sacks against the cpc, that it would accept only socialists in an all-Russian
coalition government, and that the first condition for talks with the govern-
ment of the South Eastern Union was that it lift the state of martial law in the
Donbas. Yet it also insisted ‘that power locally should be in the hands of bodies
chosen by universal, direct, equal and secret voting and not of groups of people
whohavebeen chosen incorrectly and episodically’. Itwoulddefend the revolu-
tionary gains made by the peasantry, the most numerous and most oppressed
class in Ukrainian society, and never permit ‘its rebirth to be nullified by the
agitation of anarchist elements coming in here from the Russian north’.33

4 The Bolsheviks Form a Ukrainian Organisation

The Bolsheviks of the Southwestern region convened a conference in Kyiv
on 3 December to prepare for the All-Ukrainian congress of councils and to
consider their own future as a party. Their comrades in the Donets-Kryvyi
Rih region and the South were invited, but they ignored this conference and
the All-Ukrainian congress of councils because they had scheduled their own
regional congresses of councils to take place in Katerynoslav on 1–4 December
and Kharkiv on 7 December.34 Nevertheless, the Kyiv gathering made the first
attempt in the history of the Bolsheviks to found their own Ukrainian national
organisation. After months of the Kyiv Bolshevik party committee trying to
substitute for a national leadership a wider circle of members finally recog-
nised that they needed ‘a different tactic in Kyiv and Poltava than in Tver and
Kaluga’.35

Therewere 54delegates, 47with the right to vote and sevenwith consultative
votes, from 29 population centres and two railway battalions. The Kyiv city and
provincial organisation representing 5,800 members had 23 votes, accounting
for practically half of the full voting delegates. Theywere followed byChernihiv
with seven, Poltava and Kremenchuk with six each and one each for Kateryn-
oslav, Yelyzavethrad, Zhytomyr and the railway battalions. Kharkiv had nom-
inated its leader Artem to attend, but he did not come. Not only were the
provinces in the east and south practically absent, but those present were not

33 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 79–81.
34 Robitnycha hazeta, 6 December 1917, p. 3; Skrypnyk, ‘Nacherk istorii proletars’koi revoliut-

sii’, p. 81; Khrystiuk,Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 69; Soldatenko,Ukraina v revoliutsiinu
dobu, Vol. 1, p. 996; Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, pp. 143–4.

35 S. Shreiber, ‘K protokolam pervogo vseuykrainskogo soveshchaniia bol’shevykov’, Litopys
Revoliutsii, 5–6 (1926), pp. 56–9.
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proportionately represented: the four thousand strong Katerynoslav organisa-
tion, for example, was the second biggest but sent only one delegate. That was
indicative of the lack of attention to the political maelstrom swirling around
Kyiv by the Bolshevik organisations outside the northern provinces.

Four issues were on the agenda of this meeting: the national question, the
Tsentral’na Rada, the Bolshevik party’s organisation and its tasks in Ukraine,
and its stand on an ultimatum to the Rada issued on 4 December by the Coun-
cil of People’s Commissars. Discussion on these issues took place over three
evenings on the margins of the First All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils.

Two tendencies put forward opposing arguments and proposals. The first of
these, articulated by Yevgeniia Bosh and supported by Alexandrov and Luxem-
burg, contended that the national questionwas a superfluous issue in the era of
finance capitalism, an ideological tool wielded by the bourgeoisie against the
workers’ movement. To their mind, the Tsentral’na Rada was such a tool and
it should be defeated by force of arms. All talk of national self-determination
and the recognition of national autonomy for Ukraine had only incited nation-
alism, confused the workers and played into the hands of the petit-bourgeois
intellectuals of the Rada.

The second tendency, articulated by Vasyl Shakhrai and supported by V. Za-
tonsky, H. Lapchynsky andA.Horwitz, took the position that the national ques-
tionwas a legitimate and important issue for theworkers’ movement. Once the
Ukrainian nation affirmed its self-determination by establishing a republic, the
Bolsheviks were obliged to recognise and defend it. Henceforth they should
contest political power within the Ukrainian People’s Republic and not against
it. Engagement with the Rada was necessary through political, not armed,
struggle in order to transform it into a genuine national council of workers’,
soldiers’ and peasants’ deputies. Shakhrai argued that the workers’ movement
was not strong enough in Ukraine to establish its own government. It needed
time to win over the peasantry from their leaders in the Rada. Therefore the
Bolsheviks needed to build a Ukrainian party organisationwith its own elected
leadership and centre in Kyiv. Its literature should be published in Ukrainian,
understandable to the village proletariat and the peasantry.

Bosh’s tendency, on the other hand, opposed any separate national organisa-
tion or any name other than the one the Bolsheviks already had. They needed
no other political strategy than the one they had pursued to date, hardened
against any opportunist concession to national demands.

In the resolution it adopted on the Tsentral’na Rada the conference took the
view that the Rada’s policies played into the hands of the growing counterre-
volutionand that it hadbecomea focal point of attraction forKaledin andother
restorationist forces. ‘By exposing the reactionary and chauvinistic policy of
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the Rada … the party will use all means to fight against the current compos-
ition of the Rada and will strive in Ukraine, as it does in Russia, to establish the
genuinely revolutionary rule of theCouncils ofWorkers’, Soldiers’ andPeasants’
Deputies’.

The conference then resolved to establish a Ukrainian organisation of Bol-
sheviks and name it ‘rsdwp (Bolsheviks): Social Democracy of Ukraine’. It
established a party centre in Kyiv called the ‘Main Committee of the Social
Democracy of Ukraine’. Nine members were elected to it: in descending order
of the number of votes cast for each, they were Shakhrai, Aussem, Lapchynsky,
Bosh, Zatonsky, Aleksandrov, Kulyk, Hrynevych and Horwitz.

It was a clear victory for Shakhrai’s position. However, the significance of the
resolution on party organisation lay more in its intent rather than in the num-
ber of Bolsheviks that supported it at the time. It was the first time the Bolshev-
iks took a decision to create a Ukraine-wide organisation, but the majority at
this conferencewho supported the decision represented aminority of the total
membership of the party in Ukraine, probably around one quarter. And this
was why it was ignored by the central all-Russia party leadership. Lapchynsky,
elected head of the new organisation, sent official notification to the Central
Committee along with the conference resolutions, the list of members of the
Main Committee, and a request for formal approval of the new organisation
called Social Democracy of Ukraine. He never received a reply.

5 The Failure of Reconciliation

The First All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils opened in Kyiv on 5 December,
two days later than scheduled and under the control of the Rada rather than
the executive committee of the Councils of the Southwestern regionwhich had
originally called it. The previous day soldiers loyal to the Rada had taken over
the mandate commission set up by the Kyiv Councils of Workers’ and Soldiers’
Deputies, seized its official seal, wrecked its premises and began to hand out
votingmandates themselves. ‘TheCouncil of Soldiers’ Deputies completely dis-
appeared’. TheKyivWorkers’ Council could not oppose the takeover because its
Red Guards had been disarmed.36

The new mandate commission admitted to the congress some two thou-
sand delegates, of whom 905 were from soldiers’ councils and 607 from the
peasant union Selians’ka spilka, both predominantly under upsr leadership.

36 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 77.
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Another 150 delegates were admitted from 49 workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’
councils. Among the last group there were some 60 Bolsheviks. The gathering
was renamed as the All-Ukrainian Congress of Peasants’,Workers’ and Soldiers’
Deputies. The Rada’s representatives offered two seats on the congress presi-
dium to the executive committee of the Kyiv Bolshevik organisation, but it
refused to accept them on the grounds that the gathering was an improperly
mandated congress.37

Most of the councils presentwere from the northern provinces of Chernihiv,
Kyiv, Poltava, Podillia and Volyn. The councils in the industrialised southeast
and the south were largely absent. Conditional support for the Rada that exis-
ted among the bigger urban councils was undoubtedly eroded by the Rada’s
use of force against those it accused of planning uprisings against it only days
before. The Rada was convinced the Bolsheviks were implicated in a wider
plan to destroy it. Krylenko, their suprememilitary commander, had disarmed
and dispersed some six thousand Ukrainian soldiers who were trying to return
home in formation. He ordered his own troops ‘to come off the front, seize the
railway stations and smash this counterrevolutionary den’.38 In response the
Ukrainian soldiers’ councils of the Eighth, Tenth and Twelfth Armies sent tele-
grams to Krylenko accusing himnot simply of refusing to recognise the Rada as
their government, but actually trying to bring it down. The 8th Army council’s
words were plain and direct:

Take your hands off our young republic.We knowwhowe are putting into
power and, if necessary, we ourselves will re-elect the Tsentral’na Rada.
The Tsentral’na Rada and the entire working people of Ukraine will fight
togetherwith theRussianworking people against the bourgeoisie, but not
together with you because you have set one people against another. We
do not want you to interfere in the internal affairs of Ukraine, we demand
you move the Guards Corps which is wreaking destruction in Ukraine to
the northern front and replace it with Ukrainian units. Your attempt to
disperse the Tsentral’na Rada will be met by resistance from Ukrainians.
We declare: enough persecution of Ukrainians, enough shedding blood of
the toiling masses. We will throttle you in this blood.39

The congress began in a hostile atmosphere created by the threats coming
from both sides. It became even more hostile when Petliura announced that

37 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, p. 996; Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 77–8.
38 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, p. 15.
39 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 76–7.
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the Council of People’s Commissars had issued an ultimatum to the Rada on
4 December that threatened it with war. The Bolsheviks demanded from the
floor that the telegram of the ultimatum that was dispatched to Kyiv be read
out. Porsh, who was chairing the session, asked the delegates whether they
wanted it read out; the overwhelming response from the floor was they did
not.

The cpc’s ‘Manifesto to the Ukrainian people and ultimatum demands to
the Ukrainian Rada’ was composed of two parts. In the first part the cpc

recognises the People’s Ukrainian Republic and its right to secede from
Russia or enter into a treaty with the Russian Republic on federal or sim-
ilar relations between them … recognises at once, unconditionally and
without reservations, everything that pertains to the Ukrainian people’s
national rights and national independence.

To demonstrate that its recognition extended to all nations, regardless of the
class character of their state, the cpc noted its position on Finland, formerly a
Russian colonial possession:

We have not taken a single step, in the sense of restricting the Finnish
people’s national rights or national independence, against the bourgeois
Finnish Republic, which still remains bourgeois, nor shall we take any
steps restricting thenational independence of anynationwhichhadbeen
or desires to be a part of the Russian Republic.

In the second part of theManifesto, the cpc charged the Radawith a ‘two faced
bourgeois policy’ for refusing to recognise the rule of councils in Ukraine or to
call immediately a national congress of councils.

This ambiguous policy, which has made it impossible for us to recognise
the Rada as a plenipotentiary representative of theworking and exploited
masses of the Ukrainian Republic, has lately led the Rada to steps which
preclude all possibility of agreement.

These, firstly, were steps to disorganise the front. The Rada has issued
unilateral ordersmovingUkrainian units andwithdrawing them from the
front, thereby breaking up the common united front before any demarca-
tion, which can be carried out only through a formal agreement between
the governments of the two republics.

Secondly, the Rada has started to disarm Soviet troops stationed in
Ukraine.
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Thirdly, the Rada has been extending support to the Kadet-Kaledin
plot and revolt against Soviet power. On the patently false plea of ‘the
Don and the Kuban’ having autonomous rights, a plea that serves to cover
up Kaledin’s counterrevolutionary moves, which clash with the interests
and demands of the vast majority of the working Cossacks, the Rada has
allowed its territory to be crossed by troops on their way to Kaledin, but
has refused transit to any anti-Kaledin troops.

Even if the Rada had received full formal recognition as the uncon-
testedorganof supreme state power of an independent bourgeoisUkrain-
ian republic, we would have been forced to declare war on it without
any hesitation, because of its attitude of unprecedented betrayal of the
revolution and support for the Kadets and Kaledinites, the most bit-
ter enemies of the national independence of the peoples of Russia, the
enemies of Soviet power and of the working and exploited masses.

At the present time, in view of the circumstances set forth above, the
Council of People’s Commissars, with the full cognisance of the peoples
of the Ukrainian and Russian Republics, asks the Rada to answer the fol-
lowing questions:
1. Will the Rada undertake to give up its attempts to disorganise the

common front?
2. Will the Rada undertake to refuse transit to any army units on their

way to the Don, the Urals or elsewhere, unless it has the sanction of
the Commander-in-Chief?

3. Will the Rada undertake to assist the revolutionary troops in their
struggle against the counterrevolutionary Kadet-Kaledin revolt?

4. Will the Rada undertake to stop attempts to disarm the Soviet regi-
ments and the workers’ Red Guard in Ukraine and immediately
return arms to those who had been deprived of them?

In the event no satisfactory answer is received to these questions within
48 hours, the Council of People’s Commissars will deem the Rada to be in
a state of open war with Soviet power in Russia and Ukraine.40

Therewas a clear contradiction in theManifesto between the cpc’s recognition
of Finland’s right to national independence but not Ukraine’s. However, the
Bolsheviks’ leaders evidently did not consider it so, for either or both of the fol-
lowing reasons: they believed Ukrainians did not want to separate fromRussia;

40 Lenin, CollectedWorks, Vol. 26, pp. 361–3. See also Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, pp. 86–8.
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or the proletariat asserting its class rule superseded the right of nations to their
self-determination. The cpc now ‘recognised’ the Rada as merely a candidate,
in its viewunacceptable to themajority of people inUkraine, to represent them
in a Russian federated and soviet republic. The cpc was threatening the Rada
with awar that it regardedas an internal classwar between theUkrainian ‘bour-
geois’ and ‘counterrevolutionary’ Rada on the one hand and theRussian central
Soviet authority on the other, which it claimed already represented the prolet-
ariat of Ukraine. It did not regard it as a war between nations and certainly not
an interstate war: Ukraine was not Finland.

The cpc’s Manifesto and ultimatum demands came as a complete surprise
to the Ukrainian Bolsheviks at the Kyiv congress. They had not been consulted
on it beforehand and they did not know its contents. Vasyl Shakhrai took the
floor and attempted to explain their position andminimise the damage. Calling
it all ‘amisunderstanding’ he pleadedwith delegates not to allow their national
passions to be inflamedby theultimatum.41However, hewent on to say that the
source of the conflict lay in the contradiction between the Rada’s words and its
deeds: by allowing theDonCossacks passage across Ukraine it sidedwith them
against its ownworkers and peasants. The Radawould only continue the agony
of the past months if it kept on trying to form a socialist coalition government
and to make a ‘socialist’ out of Kaledin. This misunderstanding, said Shakhrai,
should not drive a wedge between the Ukrainian and Russian masses; all the
outstanding issues could be resolved peacefully through negotiations between
Kyiv and Petrograd.42

The usdwp then went on the offensive. Volodymyr Vynnychenko threw
the accusation of the Rada being ‘bourgeois’ back at the cpc, accusing it of
repressing the Mensheviks in Russia, closing their newspapers and fomenting
a national conflict in Ukraine.

We have taken firmly in hand the task of building a reborn Ukrainian
state. But that does not please the Bolsheviks, and it is the reason they
are going on about the ‘bourgeois nature’ of the Tsentral’na Rada. They
cannot admit openly and honestly they are fighting us as Great Russi-
ans. The Bolsheviks stand for the self-determination of nations, but they
want to school us about the state …We have had enough of these lessons.
The Tsentral’na Rada will do only what is in the interests of the Ukrain-
ian democracy … The General Secretariat believes it necessary to use the

41 Robitnycha hazeta, 8 December 1917, p. 2.
42 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 70–1.
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methods of political and class struggle and not the politics of blood and
steel. As you can see there are no arrests, no violence in Ukraine.43

Petliura responded to the accusation that the Rada was disorganising the front
by charging the Bolsheviks with withdrawing their own units and sending
them into Ukraine to strengthen positions against troops loyal to the Rada.
Hrushevksy emphasised the difference between calling for the re-election of
the Rada, which he did not oppose for one moment, and this demand being
made by a foreign power that was threatening it with war.44

TheBolsheviks returned to their party conference in the eveningof 5Decem-
ber where they had an opportunity for the first time to read the entire cpc
Manifesto and ultimatum. There was broad agreement among them and they
adopted a resolution that judged the ultimatum as the correct and logical
response by the cpc: the General Secretariat was leading the Rada into a coun-
terrevolutionary alliance with Kaledin. However, some delegates expressed
reservations about its timing and the reaction the ultimatum had provoked
among the Rada’s supporters. Zatonsky felt that the cpc was badly informed
about the situation in Ukraine. It had not foreseen that its threat to make war
on the Rada would provoke a defensive nationalist reaction. The Ukrainian
masses interpreted the cpc’s ultimatumas a threat of internationalwar by Rus-
sia against Ukraine, not a class war against their common enemy on the Don.
They closed ranks evenmore tightly around theRada rather thanbreakingwith
it over its policy towardKaledin, the response the cpc had hoped its ultimatum
would produce. Zatonsky went even further and warned that Soviet Russia
could not make war simultaneously on the Don, in Siberia and in Ukraine. If
there was no split, and he still did not foresee it, then Soviet Russia would be
fighting a war against the Ukrainian people with only a small group of Bolshev-
iks on its side. It was necessary, therefore, for them to advise the cpc so that
it could weigh its next step wisely. Zatonsky was supported in the debate by
Aleksandrov who agreed that the ultimatum was badly timed. He believed it
should have been issued much earlier. The conference minutes thus reported
Aleksandrov’s words:

Now the Rada has sunk deep roots it will be necessary to wait until the
Ukrainian people’s faith in it dissipates. The split in the Ukrainianmasses
has begun but the ultimatum threatens to arrest it. We will be faced with
wagingwar against the entireUkrainian people, and not against the Rada.

43 Ibid, Vol. 2, pp. 71–2.
44 Ibid, Vol. 2, pp. 70–4.
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The Bolsheviks returned to the congress of councils on 6 December where
Shakhrai had an opportunity to speak again. Having seen the full text of the
ultimatum and heard the leaders of the General Secretariat the previous day
defending their policy towards Kaledin he ventured to correct himself and say
that he didnot, after all, consider the cpc’s ultimatum tohavebeen amisunder-
standing.45 It was Shakhrai’s parting shot, for he knew there would be no real
debate. Rumours had spread around the congress that the Rada was planning
to arrest the Bolsheviks. Regardless of whether they had substance or not, the
effect was to make the Bolsheviks and their supporters quit the congress. On
the second day 124 delegates from forty-one councils out of the 49 in attend-
ance walked out. They included the Bolsheviks, Russian left srs and several
members of the usdwp left wing. The upsr lefts stayed behind with the other
members of their party.

The remaining delegates declared themselves a constituent congress of
peasants’, workers’ and soldiers’ deputies of Ukraine, gave an overwhelming
vote of confidence to the Rada, with only two opposed and 19 abstentions, and
turned down the demand to re-elect it.46 Not only had the congress failed to
bring the Rada and the councils any closer together, but rather it galvanised
them into opposing camps. The Bolsheviks were defeated, but it was a Pyrrhic
victory for the Rada. As Khrystiuk later wrote:

The Ukrainian democracy expressed its full confidence in the Tsentral’na
Rada, withholding any criticism of its activities, although it did have the
evidence for such criticism and was ready to make it. The spectre of a
march on Ukraine by Muscovy was now throwing the Ukrainian demo-
cracy to the right, onto the preservation of a united national front and
silencing the class struggle. That was one of the greatest misfortunes that
Muscovy’s war with Ukraine brought upon the Ukrainian revolution.47

The Rada’s leaders had argued they had no right to prevent Don Cossacks or
Russians from crossing Ukrainian territory on their way home. The Russian
state had fallen apart into separate national state entities, the Don Cossacks
had declared themselves such an entity that wished, like Ukraine, to become

45 A. Zdorov, ‘Figura Molchaniia’, Introduction to Vasyl’ Shakhrai, Revoliutsiia na Ukraine
(Odesa: T.Ye.S, 2017), p. 13.

46 Robitnychahazeta, 5December 1917; Skorovstiansky,RevoliutsiianaUkraine, pp. 82–3;Vyn-
nychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, pp. 164–5.

47 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 74.
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an autonomous republic within a reconstituted Russian republic. Kyiv had no
right to interfere and would therefore remain neutral in any conflict between
the Russian Soviet republic and the Don Cossacks. However, it was not neut-
ral to allow a counterrevolutionary force to be assembled on the Don that
threatened not only the Soviet Russian government but also any Ukrainian
government based on the councils, which the Rada itself claimed to be. Vyn-
nychenko himself acknowledged

the statehood we were creating was closer to the statehood of the Don
Cossacks, closer to them. And that’s why we weren’t afraid to let them
through … we saw in the Don Cossacks our allies in the struggle for a
federation. From that perspective the Don was closer to us than Petro-
grad, even though the latter had declared its recognition of the Ukrainian
People’s Republic.

Finally, Vynnychenko argued that the Rada did not have sufficient military
forces to guard its own borders, nor to prevent a well armed Don Cossack force
from crossing it even if it had wanted to.48

The General Secretariat replied to the cpc’s ultimatum on 5 December,
insisting the Rada was a government based on the councils of soldiers’, work-
ers’ and peasants’ deputies, but with a national composition at odds with the
expectations of the Bolsheviks, as well as the Kadets and the Black Hundreds,

who no doubt would like it to have a different national composition. But
the General Secretariat gives these elements every opportunity to leave
the territory of Ukraine for Great Russia where their national sentiments
will be satisfied. Having just this inmind Ukrainian soldiers disarmed the
anarchically pent up Russian soldiers who were conspiring against the
government of the Ukrainian people and threatening to provoke a fratri-
cidal war in Ukraine, to bring in all the anarchy and disorder which now
pervades the territory of the People’s Commissars.49

The General Secretariat reiterated the conditions on which it was prepared
to work with the cpc: recognition of the right to self-determination of the
Ukrainian people and the right to existence of the Ukrainian People’s Repub-
lic; completion of the Ukrainisation of the armed forces, which required the

48 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 2, pp. 139–42.
49 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu, Vol. 1, pp. 879–80.
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free passage of Ukrainian soldiers fromall fronts onto theUkrainian front; non-
interference by the cpc in the Ukrainian front and payment to the Rada from
the state budget for the food supplies commandeered by the cpc’s representat-
ives in Ukraine and sent across the border into Russia. If the Council accepted
these conditions, then war could be averted.50

The cpc immediately rejected theGeneral Secretariat’s reply and concluded
that the Rada was in a state of undeclared war. It ordered Antonov-Ovsiienko
to prepare a military expedition across Ukraine. He headed immediately for
Kharkiv to establish a base for operations against Cossack forces under Kaledin
in the south and the Rada in Kyiv to the west. Soviet Russia amassed troops
along the borders of Ukraine at Briansk, Bilhorod, Bakhmach and Homel.51

6 One Republic, Two Governments

The delegates who walked out of the First All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils
in Kyiv went on to Kharkiv by train to join up with the congress of councils
of the Donets and Kryvyi Rih region. They arrived in Kharkiv on 8 December,
at the same time as 1,600 Russian Red Guards, the lead detachment of Antov-
Ovsiienko’s expeditionary force under the command of Rudolf Sivers. On 8 and
9 December these forces supported some 3,000 local Red Guards to seize the
main railway station, the telegraph and telephone exchanges and to disarm the
Twenty-Ninth Division, take its armoured cars and arrest the Rada’s military
commander of Kharkiv. In the following days up to 16 December an additional
5,000 soldiers arrived in Kharkiv from Moscow, Petrograd and Tver under the
commandof Antonov-Ovsiienko andhis chief of staff, the left srMikhailMura-
viov. Control of the city would remain divided until the very end of December
between regiments of the Rada, the cpc’s expeditionary forces and the local
Red Guards.

The cpc’s instruction to Antonov-Ovsiienko was to deploy his forces against
theDonCossacks to the south andnot to engage the Rada’s forces unless neces-
sary. The support Antonov-Ovsiienko’s forces gave to local Red Guards against
the Rada’s soldiers was intended to secure them a temporary base in the city.
All sides then upheld an uneasy truce. The cpc considered the Rada the lesser
threat compared to the Don Cossacks; its relations with the Rada were not yet
settled, they could possibly still be reconciled. Indeed, the forces loyal to the

50 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 90.
51 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, p. 13.
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Rada, who occupied the city garrison, still appeared to Antonov-Ovsiienko to
retain military superiority.52

A complicated balance of local forces, both political and military, underlay
the balance between the incoming forces of the cpc and the Rada. Local polit-
ical authority rested with the Kharkiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Depu-
ties, inwhich theBolsheviks and left Russian srs held amajority andwhichwas
chairedby theBolshevikArtem, elected to thepost on24October.TheCouncil’s
Military Revolutionary Committee (mrc), created on 26 October, was com-
posedof two representatives each fromtheBolsheviks, left Russian srs, usdwp
and upsr, plus one Menshevik Internationalist. Its head was Opanas Sivero-
Odoievsky, from the upsr’s left wing, while his deputy was Artem. After the
Provisional Government’s fall, the mrc co-ordinated the forces of the Bolshev-
iks and Ukrainised army units in a combined and successful resistance against
Kornilov’s troopswhohad attackedKharkiv fromBilgorod across theprovince’s
eastern border. ‘Themrc recognised the liquidation of the Provisional Govern-
ment, but not the authority of the Council of People’s Commissars, recognising
instead the authority of the Tsentral’na Rada’.53

Beginning with Artem himself, many Kharkiv Bolshevik leaders were hos-
tile to the Rada and to the very idea their region belonged to an entity called
Ukraine. They regarded it an integral part of Russia and saw no prospect for
unity between its Russianworking class and theUkrainianpeasantry,whowere
in fact a majority of the region’s population. They intended to form their own
Donets-Kryvyi Rih Republic and to ally themselves with the Russian Soviet
republic under the cpc. It was for this very reason they were convening a con-
gress of councils in Kharkiv. They resented their comrades coming from Kyiv
to meddle in their affairs and they treated them as unwelcome guests. They
refused at first to provide themwith any accommodation, but when pressed in
the early hours of themorning after they had arrived on the train fromKyiv the
Kharkiv regional party committee offered them a cell in the city’s prison. Bosh
recalls:

We headed through dark alleys to those familiar stone walls. An old and
still unforgettable scene: sentries, identificationonentry, a courtyardwith
a bag of stones, a warder and, finally, a prison cell. All this stirred up
unhappy memories of bygone days and made me look with some alarm
into the future …

52 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainy, pp. 17–18; Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, p. 159.
53 Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, p. 160.
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The accommodation was quite unhealthy. The cell had only just been
refurbished and so it was very damp. Our bed linen became wet in the
night and we all had to sleep fully dressed. With fresh plaster drying on
the walls, rubbish strewn down the corridor and no water in the toilets,
all this fouled the air so badly that by morning everyone was cursing and
in a semi-conscious state. But such inconvenienceswere not important to
us back then and for ten days the comrades lived voluntarily in such atyp-
ical accommodation. This was the hostel for members of the first Soviet
government, given to themby their own comrades and the object of many
malicious remarks on the part of those who were hostile towards us.54

They had arrived inKharkiv in time to take part in a conciliationmeeting called
by the Mensheviks and the Bund between the Kharkiv Joint Council of Work-
ers’, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Deputies, the city Duma and representatives of the
Rada. Artem and Bosh were at this meeting, as was Petliura for the first part
of it. They planned to consider the question of state power and several related
issues: whether or not to allow the cpc’s agents to ship grain, coal and steel out
of the region into Russia; whether Russians demobilised from the tsarist army
should be permitted to settle in Kharkiv; and whether to allow Russian Red
Guard detachments to pass through the city on their way to the Don. Petliura
said he did not object to any of these proposals, although he would not facilit-
ate them.However, he insisted that Siverswithdrawhis forces from the city and
that he be informed of any further movements of Red Guards. The Bolsheviks
would not agree to Peltiura’s terms, insisting that Sivers’ forces stay in the city
until they could move on to the Don region.55 The Bolsheviks feared the Rada-
controlled garrison would move against their Red Guards before the incoming
Russian forces decisively shifted the balance of military forces in their favour.

On the question of state power, three different positions were put to the
meeting. The Mensheviks argued that the question should not be decided
there, but at the upcoming congress of councils of the Donets and Kryvyi Rih
region where a republic should be declared that answered to neither the Kyiv
Rada nor the Petrograd cpc. The Kharkiv Bolsheviks supported the establish-
ment of an autonomous republic for their region that recognised the Petro-
grad cpc. They resolutely opposed any kind of armed action against the Rada’s
forces and waited with some trepidation to learn of the latter’s intentions. The
Rada’s supporters argued that, insofar as the first All-Ukrainian Congress of

54 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 101.
55 Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, pp. 163–4.
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Councils in Kyiv upheld the Rada as the government of Ukraine, so too should
theparties and institutionspresent at themeeting.TheBolsheviks of the South-
western region present at the meeting clearly disagreed that the Rada enjoyed
the support of the workers’ councils and said they would refuse to recognise it.
But unlike their autonomist Kharkiv comrades, they were intent on reconven-
ing an All-Ukrainian congress of councils in order to challenge the legitimacy
and authority of the Rada as the government of Ukraine.

This last option risked provoking a pre-emptive attack by the Rada’s forces,
which the Bolsheviks andMensheviks were desperate to avoid. The Bolsheviks
then called for a break in the meeting in order to caucus separately to resolve
their internal differences. After much debate they arrived at a joint position: to
place the Red Guards on alert against a possible attack by the Rada’s forces; to
inform the conciliation meeting that only a few councils in fact supported the
Rada at the Kyiv congress; and to call a meeting of the representatives of the
entire regional Bolshevik party organisation for the following day, 9 Decem-
ber, to consider their way forward. The Rada’s forces did not attack and the
night passed peacefully. The next day the Bolshevik-led Kharkiv Council of
Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies resolved to convene a new All-Ukrainian Con-
gress of Councils on 11 December, which all the councils of the Donets-Kryvyi
Rih region were invited to join instead of holding their own separate regional
congress. They agreed to come, but as Bosh recalled they sent a delegation
representing their region rather than simply appearing as representatives of
individual councils.56

Two hundred delegates representing 82 councils took part in the congress
held in Kharkiv on 11 and 12 December that declared itself the ‘First All-
Ukrainian Congress of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies with the participation
of Peasants’ Deputies’: 46 councils of the Donets-Kryvyi Rih region, 32 councils
from the Southwestern region and four from the South. Representatives from
seven soldiers’ committees and military revolutionary committees also took
part. Therewere also a fewpeasant representatives. The congress had just three
items of discussion on its agenda: the principle of national self-determination,
the practical question of state power in Ukraine, and the establishment of an
autonomous Donets-Kryvyi Rih Republic.57

Three factions of the Boshevik party formed up and dominated the discus-
sions. The Katerynoslav faction did not believe a Ukrainian state based on the
councils was possible because of themilitary superiority of the Rada. Yakovlev,

56 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 86–8.
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a leading Katerynoslavian, argued that without support from the peasantry
any attempt to set up such a government would be purely adventurist. Rather,
they should wait for the convocation of the All-Russian Constituent Assembly
whose delegates had already been elected in mid-November.58

The Kharkiv, Donets and Kryvyi Rih Bolsheviks had their sights set on a
republic of their own to be incorporated into Soviet Russia on terms of au-
tonomy and federation. This faction’s speakers argued that the industrialised
provinces had stronger economic ties with Russia than with the agrarian
Ukrainian provinces, that their workers belonged to a Russian working class
and that the Tsentral’na Rada had no just claim to the region at all.59

The third Bolshevik faction was composed of the Southwestern group led
by Yevgeniia Bosh from Kyiv, Vasyl Shakhrai from Poltava, Mykola Skrypnyk
from Petrograd and Heorhii Lapchynsky, head of the Kremenchuk Council of
Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. This faction called for the immediate forma-
tion of a rival government for all Ukraine based on the councils that should
ally itself with the Soviet Russian republic. To separate the region of Donets
and Kryvyi Rih from the rest of Ukraine meant abandoning the peasantry to
the Rada. Skrypnyk argued that the Ukrainian provinces, their working class
and peasantry constituted a cohesive economic and social formation. Ukraine
united politically under a government of all its local councils would serve to
spread the revolutionary process westward into Central Europe. ‘Skrypnyk …
characterised the social character of the Kharkovians’ separatism as the ideo-
logy of Russianmigrantworkerswho visit theUkrainian industrial regions only
temporarily in search of jobs’.60

Many workers’ councils were choosing to recognise only their own author-
ity, unencumberedby any regional orUkrainian government, be it inKharkiv or
Kyiv. There are frequent references in memoirs to ‘local patriotism’ among the
leaders of workers’ councils who interpreted the slogan ‘All power to the sovi-
ets’ in the most literal and narrow sense. The Starobilsk Council organised its
own regional government. In Odesa, Mykolaiv and Kherson, movements were
afoot to proclaim them free cities. In December, the Odesa Council of Workers’
Deputies sent a delegation to the Rada to negotiate such a status for its city. The
Kremenchuk Council set up a state bank which printed its own legal tender.61

58 Lapchynsky, ‘Pershyi period Radians’koi Vlady’, pp. 161–2.
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The position advocated by Skrypnyk gained support from a majority of del-
egates. The Congress adopted its main resolution ‘On Power in Ukraine’ on
12 December, with 110 delegates voting in favour and 13 Mensheviks and Right
Russian srs abstaining. The Congress resolved that

power on the territory of the Ukrainian republic rests exclusively with
the Councils of workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ deputies: locally in the
hands of district, city, provincial and oblast councils and in the centre
with the All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils of workers’, soldiers’ and
peasants’ deputies, its Central Executive Committee and the bodies it cre-
ates. Ukraine is declared a republic of councils.62

The Congress also proclaimed the Ukrainian republic a federated member of
the Soviet Russian republic and instructed the new government it was about to
elect to implement all the applicable decrees of the Soviet Russian government.
It denounced the Tsentral’na Rada as ‘bourgeois’ and ‘counterrevolutionary’
and declared invalid all those laws and decrees it would henceforth adopt as
well as those it had adopted previously that went against the interests of the
working masses. It adopted decrees on land, workers’ control of industry and
democratisation of the army, and revoked the ban on the export of grain from
Ukraine. In view of the inadequate representation of peasants the Congress
resolved to convene anAll-Ukrainianpeasant conference no later than 20 Janu-
ary, which should elect representatives to take the twenty seats reserved for
them in the Central Executive Committee of the Councils of Ukraine.63

The Congress also adopted a resolution entitled ‘About the Donets-Kryvyi
Rih Basin’ that flatly contradicted the main resolution ‘On Power in Ukraine’.
Put forward by the Kharkiv Bolshevik party committee and supported by the
Mensheviks and Russian srs present, this resolution protested attempts both
by the Tsentral’na Rada and the South Eastern Union to take the Donbas for
themselves.Withoutmentioning at all the formation of the new Soviet Ukrain-
ian government, it confirmed the intention of the same congress ‘to seek the
unity of the Donets basin within the borders of the Soviet [Russian] republic’.
Shakhrai recalled that ‘this resolution was ushered through on the motivation
that the backward agrarian part of Ukraine should not be able to choke off in
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a reactionary way the industrial working class of the region around Kharkiv.
However, this resolution came to play an objectively national role, not a class
one’.64Why such a resolution was allowed to pass can be explained perhaps by
the Southwestern region Bolsheviks’ desire not to drive their comrades from
the eastern industrial region away from a joint congress they had only just
persuaded them to takepart in. Itwas, however, a sign of fundamental disagree-
ment in their ranks.

The Congress elected a Central Executive Committee of the Councils of
Ukraine (cec) made up of thirty-three Bolsheviks, four Russian left srs, one
usdwp leftist and oneMenshevik Internationalist.65 This number gave repres-
entatives of the workers’ and soldiers’ councils double the number of seats on
the cec to those it reserved for the peasants’ deputies.

The election of the People’s Secretariat, functionally the same body as the
Rada’s General Secretariat, by the 39 initial members of the cec proved a lot
more difficult than the election of the cec. This was because the overwhelm-
ing majority of the cec were Bolsheviks who could not agree with each other.
Once they became focussed on choosing the executive organ of their govern-
ment the disagreements between them came again to the fore. The Bolsheviks
then adjourned for a separate party caucus to decide their list of candidates to
the People’s Secretariat. It took them three meetings to come to an agreement.

At the first meeting Vasyl Shakhrai said that, despite all the previous de-
cisions made in Kharkiv, it would be a mistake to create a Bolshevik govern-
mentwhile theBolsheviks still represented aminority throughoutUkraine.The
People’s Secretariat should not try to rule, but rather should engage in educa-
tion and propaganda. ‘We will not rule but enlighten’. Shakhrai had played a
key role holding the left wing forces together at the Kyiv Congress and speak-
ing on their behalf. He was a unifier whose words were taken seriously and
they caused some consternation.While Bosh dismissed them and claimed that
Shakhrai remained alone in his position on the cec, his intervention did have a
discernible impact. Some of those present now took the view that the People’s
Secretariat must be seen as representative of all Ukraine and that Ukrainian
candidates should be nominated to it, and that its chairman at the very least
must be ‘a committed Ukrainian’ so that the Rada could not claim it was a gov-
ernment of Russians.

A second group, while not disagreeing with the first, insisted that only can-
didates with political experience be elected to the People’s Secretariat. A third

64 Shakhrai, Revoliutsiia na Ukraine, p. 104.
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group composed of Kharkiv comrades announced it would not take part in
the election of the People’s Secretariat on the grounds they were not suffi-
ciently acquainted with all the candidates, that is with their comrades from
other regions of the country.

In the second meeting of the Bolshevik fraction the second group that
stressed political experience over considerations of nationality changed its
position to support the election to the People’s Secretariat of candidates ‘with
Ukrainian surnames wherever possible, but not to elect its chairman at this
point in time’. The Kharkiv group was persuaded to nominate its own candid-
ates. It then demanded four seats on a thirteen-person People’s Secretariat, but
themeeting agreed to give them only two. The third meeting finally agreed the
list of Bolshevik candidates, which was then put to the six members of other
political parties on the cec. The meeting did not elect a chairperson of the
People’s Secretariat, but handed Bosh the responsibilities of the post in a tem-
porary capacity.66 She was the best choice on the basis of her experience and
leadership qualities but she was a woman and of German descent. The fact she
was a woman certainly carried more weight than her nationality in the party’s
decision not to make her the permanent chairperson.

The cec elected the following of its members to the People’s Secretariat:
Internal Affairs: Yevgeniia Bosh
Military Affairs: Vasyl Shakhrai
Education: Volodymyr Zatonsky
Land: Ye. Terletsky
Trade and Industry: F. Serheev (Artem)
International Affairs: S. Bakynsky (Ludwig Bergheim)
Labour: Mykola Skrypnyk
Finances: V. Aussem
Justice: V. Luxemburg
Post and Telegraph: Ya. V. Martianov,
Provisions and Supply: E. Luhanovsky (Portugeiz)
Administrative Affairs: Heorhii Lapchynsky
Transport: V. Aussem, in a temporary capacity.67
All themembers of the People’s Secretariatwere Bolsheviks, with the exception
of Ye.Terletsky, a left Russian sr. Bynationality, therewere fourUkrainians, four
Germans, twoRussians, one Pole and one Jew.68 Four of themknew theUkrain-
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ian language (Zatonsky, Skrypnyk, Shakhrai and Martianov).69 ‘The People’s
Secretariat considered it necessary to issue all laws and official publications in
two languages, although often there was no-one in Kharkiv to translate them
into Ukrainian, so a lot of material was published in an extremely laborious or
simply ungrammatical Ukrainian language’.70

Two telegrammed messages to the new government were read out at the
end of the cec’s deliberations. The first was from the cpc, which greeted its
formation and promised henceforth to send it funds. A representative of the
new government would be included in the Soviet Russian delegation at Brest
Litovsk where the Central Powers had in principle accepted the cpc’s peace
terms and a ten-day pause in negotiations had begun.

The second telegramcame fromtheheadquarters of thecpc’s supremearmy
command:

The workers and peasants of Russia never doubted that the workers and
peasants of Ukraine are brothers of the same toiling family, tightly bound
together by the same interests, the samevalues and the samedesire to cast
off the oppression of capital …We Russians never believed that the voice
of the Tsentral’na Rada was that of the Ukrainian workers and peasants.
By sending them the ultimatum we declared war on the Ukrainian bour-
geoisie, which in concert with the world bourgeoisie wanted to exploit
their aroused national feelings in order to drown in the blood of their
brothers the gainswonby theworkers andpeasants in theOctober revolu-
tion.71

The Central Executive Committee issued a manifesto on 14 December. Its first
mention of the situation in Ukraine was in connection with the mounting
counterrevolution.

The capitalists, landlords and other parasites rose up in a desperate
struggle against the worker-peasant revolution and chose for themselves
as their bases of support first some sections of the military front, then
the Don and then our Ukraine. The Stavka spoke out in the name of the
front, Kaledin in the name of the Don and the General Secretariat of the
Tsentral’na Rada in the name of Ukraine.

69 Ibid, p. 165.
70 Lapchynsky, ‘Pershyi period radians’koi vlady na Ukraini’, p. 168.
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There was no mention of the mobilisations of the peasants, soldiers and
workers from February to October. Rather, all attention was focused on the
Rada:

Under the guise of national self-determination the Tsentral’na Rada
decided to turn Ukraine into a bourgeois republic that defends the in-
terests of the capitalists and the officials, both Ukrainian and Russian …
it refused to obey the orders of the supreme command of the all-Russian
army, it disorganised the front and so interferedwith the conduct of peace
negotiations, maliciously trying, as it now appears, to prolong the war
until the spring in the interests of the Franco-British capitalists … in sup-
port of Kaledin the Rada forbad the passage through Ukraine of revolu-
tionary troops, treacherously disarmed soviet troops in Kyiv and tried to
plunge the Ukrainian democracy into a fratricidal war with Russia.

TheManifesto charged the Rada had lost all legitimacy and right to rule. There-
fore, the government of the Ukrainian People’s Republic was henceforth the
People’s Secretariat appointed by the Central Executive Committee of the
Councils of Ukraine. On its accession to power, the Manifesto went on, the
spectre of a bloody war between Russia and Ukraine faded away, so that the
Central Executive Committee considered its first responsibility was to reassure
the Council of People’s Commissars of Soviet Russia ‘that there can be no war
betweenUkraine andRussia, that theTsentral’na Radawanted this war, not the
working masses’.72

Work in the People’s Secretariat preoccupied the entire Ukrainian Bolshevik
leadership with the exception of Artem. The Secretariat’s decisions were now
taken to be decisions of the Ukrainian party committee, the Main Committee
of the Social Democracy of Ukraine, established in Kyiv on 5 December. The
party committee met only twice during the period from December 1917 to the
Austro-German occupation in April 1918. The Kharkiv Bolsheviks continued to
obstruct and sabotage the work of their comrades on the People’s Secretariat.
Their two members on the cec did not attend its meetings but continued to
demand four places on it. The cec was given no premises of its own and so it
had to hold itsmeetings at night in the building occupied by the Kharkiv Coun-
cil of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies and then later in the Kharkiv city Duma,
which at the timewas controlled by theMensheviks.When it was allowed back
into the workers’ council’s rooms it had to meet late at night after other party

72 S. Sh., ‘Iz istorii Sovvlasti na Ukraine’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 4 (1924), pp. 176–9.
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meetings were finished. Bosh recalls that it was here, on a window sill in the
corridor, that the new government composed its first Manifesto to the Ukrain-
ian people. Finally, on 17 January a unit of Red Guards secured the offices of
the bourgeois newspaperYuzhnyi Krai for the People’s Secretariat and the cec.
They now had a place to meet as well as a printing press to issue their newslet-
ter. The Kharkiv Bolshevik executive committee had refused them access to its
ownpress. The printers agreed towork for the Secretariat even though the own-
ers of Yuzhnyi Krai did not spare funds trying to persuade them to go on strike.
The Kharkiv party committee was so outraged that the new government had
acquired premises and a presswithout its permission that it called out cec rep-
resentatives to appear before it. The standoff was resolved only partially after
the Russian Bolshevik Central Committee sent Sergo Ordzhonikidze to impose
a settlement. The Kharkiv leaders now began a concealed boycott.73

Visiting Petrograd in January, Artem did not hide his determination to do
away with this Ukrainian Bolshevik government altogether. Zatonsky recalled
his appearance before the Central Committee, when he characterised the very
idea of Ukraine as ‘a reactionary undertaking’.

The workers of the Donbas and the urban industrial areas on the whole
are not Ukrainians. The peasants understand very little about these
things. If on the Right Bank with Kyiv at its head there are some Ukrain-
ians, then good for them. Let them do what they want. But here in the
southern industrial region we simply have to organise a soviet power
which is subordinated directly to Petrograd and not to dream up some
kind of Ukraine.74

Undermined by their own comrades, the People’s Secretariat and the cec
was a lame government, ‘a centre without a periphery, a general staff without
an army, having neither territory nor popular support nor military power’.75
Lapchynsky recalled an angry Shakhrai:

Shakhrai believed the People’s Secretariat’s bid to compete with the
Rada’s General Secretariat was the wrong strategy that would find little
popular understanding or support. The Russian workers and urban
middle classes saw no point in the Bolsheviks creating a government for
Ukraine, while the Ukrainians who had welcomed the Rada’s declaration
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of theRepublic lookedupon itwith suspicion.The least organisedUkrain-
ian workers continued to stay on the sidelines. The mounting hostilities
between Kyiv and Kharkiv caused confusion and demotivation on both
sides, leading people to withdraw altogether into their private lives.

Bosh and Shakhrai remained locked in dispute. Bosh insisted that opposition to
the People’s Secretariat came overwhelmingly fromparty leaders and function-
aries and not from rank and file workers. She said the new government would
gain understanding and support as long as it was given a chance to present its
case, as its members did in the week immediately following the Kharkiv con-
gress at meetings of railway workers, postal and telegraph employees and the
Kharkiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies.When Bosh tried to deliver
a report about the decisions of the Kharkiv congress to a city-wide meeting of
the Bolshevik organisation the chairman told her to limit herself to a statement
lasting no more than five minutes. However, party members protested from
the floor and demanded she be given enough time to make a full report. The
meeting heard her out and voted unanimously to give full support to the new
government. All members of the presidium abstained from the vote.76

The Rada’s leaders questioned the very motives for the establishment of a
competing Ukrainian government. Vynnychenko claimed ‘the Kharkiv govern-
ment got all its decrees from Petrograd and conducted its military operations
using the forces of the Russian government’. It was a godsend to Petrograd,
allowing it to claim the conflict in Ukrainewas an internalmatter, one inwhich
it was not involved.77 Ivan Maistrenko, a member of the upsr, argued that the
main reason for this government’s formation was to legitimise a Russian milit-
ary offensive against the Rada.78

There were deep disagreements among the Bolsheviks over the form that
state power should assume, whether a nationally representative body of local
councilswasnecessary or evendesirable, or ‘historically progressive’ as theyput
it. Moreover, among those who did support the new government established at
the Kharkiv congress there was a tension between those who supported it on
the basis of the principle of national self-determination and those who saw it
as an expedient way to win over the peasantry, to combat the Rada and take
the power from it. Yet the fact that the Kharkiv Congress chose to fight the
Rada in the name of the same Ukrainian People’s Republic already signified
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a considerable shift in the Bolsheviks’ estimation of the national question in
the revolutionary process. For as Mazlakh and Shakhrai wrote in 1919 in Do
Khvyli, their polemic with Lenin, ‘both the Tsentral’na Rada and the Central
Executive Committee of the Councils, the two most authoritative institutions
in Ukraine, were compelled by the facts, by events, the logic of the real revolu-
tionary national liberation movement in Ukraine to come to the position of
independence’.79 By December 1917 a growing number of Bolsheviks were real-
ising that a revolutionary government in Ukraine was not possible without an
alliance between theworkers andpeasants orwithout confronting the national
question as an integral part of their struggle for emancipation.

7 CivilWar and the First Foreign Intervention

TheGeneral Secretariat publicly rejected the cpc’s December 4 ultimatum, but
it was deeply affected by its implicit threat of war. A dispute erupted between
Vynnychenko and Petliura over the Rada’s strategy which polarised the Gen-
eral Secretariat and the mala rada. Petliura opposed soldiers’ councils and the
election of officers by the ranks. He wanted to retain or restore the traditional
hierarchical command structure and to employ experienced officers from the
Russian army. There were many of them in Kyiv out of work. In November he
started to recruit to a new Serdiuk regiment inwhich soldiers’ committeeswere
prohibited. Petliura also stood firm in support of an autonomous Ukrainian
republic within a federated Russia and resisted the drift towards a separate
peace with the Central Powers. In December he assured French representat-
ives of his continued commitment to these goals, which were aligned with
the Entente’s efforts to keep Russia in the War. Moreover, he was counting on
the Entente to help the Rada assemble and equip an army capable of fighting
on two fronts, against German and Austrian forces on the Southwestern front
and against Soviet Russian forcesmoving into Ukraine from the northeast. Pet-
liura regarded Kaledin as an ally and conducted secret negotiations with him
to bring Ukrainian regiments back from the Don region and the Southwestern
front and to fight jointly with the cossacks against the Bolsheviks. In exchange
hepermitted thepassage of cossack troop convoys from the Southwestern front
through Poltava and Lozova down into the Don.80
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Vynnychenko opposed Petliura on all these issues. He wanted to dismantle
the Russian army altogether and replace it with a ‘democratic worker-peasant
army’. He conducted a campaign against Petliura’s Serdiuk regiment and de-
nounced his wider plan for a Ukrainian army under hierarchical command.
He demanded that cossack troops stationed in Ukraine or trying to cross its
territory be disarmed. He wanted to resolve the Rada’s conflict with the cpc
and to include it in a united socialist government on condition it withdrew
its forces from Ukraine. Vynnychenko accused Petliura of inflaming the Rada’s
relations with the cpc and bringing them to the brink of war. Petliura had
become a magnet for the upsf, the Mensheviks, Bund and Russian srs who
refused to recognise the cpc as the government of Russia or to sue for a sep-
arate peace. Vynnychenko, on the other hand, drew closer to the left wings of
the upsr and usdwp. He saw Petliura as the main challenger to his author-
ity in the Rada, a man who actively promoted a public image of himself as the
decisivemilitary leader in contrast to Vynnychenko, the vacillating playwright-
turned-politician. Vynnychenko feared that, with a well-equipped and discip-
lined army under his command, Petliura could become Bonaparte and usurp
the power of the Rada itself. Should he make an alliance with General Pavlo
Skoropadsky, who commanded the First Ukrainian Division and was the elec-
ted leader of the paramilitary Free Cossacks, he could bring a force of seventy
thousand bayonets into the capital. So Vynnychenko stepped up his campaign
to oust Petliura and his closest supporters like Viktor Pavlenko, commander of
the Kyiv military district.

The cpc viewed Petliura as the main culprit for its conflict with the Rada.
It held him responsible for driving it over to Kaledin’s side and trying to wreck
the cpc’s efforts to establish a ceasefire with the Central Powers. Petliura and
Krylenko continued to spar with threatening telegrams to each other. When
on 5 December the cpc accused the Rada of being in a state of war against it, it
outlawedGeneral Shcherbakov, theRada appointed commander of theUkrain-
ian (Southwestern and Romanian) military front. General Dukhonin had been
outlawed inNovember and hewas killed soon afterwards. On 10December Pet-
liura received a copy of a telegram sent by Krylenko to the cpc delegation at
Brest Litovsk that the Germans had intercepted and passed on to the Rada. It
read: ‘We will soon go after these gentlemen. The ceasefire has been signed to
be in place for a whole month, so we can take an entire army and then we will
see what such gentlemen as Petliura will do’.81
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Having broken up Bolshevik-led councils and Military Revolutionary Com-
mittees on the Southwestern and Romanian fronts and prevented pro-Bolshe-
vik forces marching from these fronts into Kyiv, Petliura now turned to face
the Bolsheviks in Eastern Ukraine. The rival Soviet Ukrainian government was
trying to implant itself in Kharkiv. Soviet Russian forces had crossed into territ-
ory claimed by theUkrainian People’s Republic. Petliura needed to take control
of strategic railway lines and junctions in Eastern Ukraine along which the war
would be fought. Thiswas awar of movement rather than of position, involving
the transport of relatively small numbers of troops along railway lines deep
into enemy territory to seize strategic urban and industrial centres. It was awar
without an established front line for population centres that were now full of
competing local authorities and armed groups like the Red Guards, Free Cos-
sacks and self-styled partisans acting in their own name.

The General Secretariat dispatched units of the Khmelnytsky and Polubo-
tok regiments to suppress workers’ and soldiers’ councils that tried to take local
government power into their hands. This was done in the name of suppressing
the Bolsheviks among them who rejected the Tsentral’na Rada and recognised
instead the authority of the cpc. The most violent suppressions took place on
the Right Bank, notably in Korosten where seventeen workers were shot and in
Uman where two members of the local workers’ council, Piontkovsky, its head
and a delegate to the Kharkiv Central Executive Committee of the Councils of
Ukraine, as well as Baylis, a deputy, were shot dead.82

On 9 December the soldiers of the Poltava garrison, Ukrainians in their
majority, adopted a vote of no confidence in the Tsentral’na Rada and arres-
ted the garrison commander, Yu. P. Revutsky, a landowner appointed by the
Rada. Revutsky in turn called upon Kyiv to send him a unit of the Khmelnyt-
sky regiment. The unit arrived, surrounded and fired upon the Poltava Council
of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. Its chairman, Drobnis, and several mem-
bers of the executive committee were arrested and taken to the railway station
to be shot. Some of them, including Drobnis, managed to escape but others
were killed. Soldiers of theKhmelnytsky regiment looted Jewishbusinesses and
robbed people on the streets. Strikes broke out across the city and the Poltava
Council sent a representative to Kharkiv to ask for military assistance from the
People’s Secretariat.

On 12 December Petliura dispatched more forces to take control of the
railway junctions south of Kharkiv at Lozova, Synelnykove, Yasynuvata and
Oleksandrivsk (today Zaporizhzhia). The cpc forces under Antonov-Ovsiienko

82 Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, p. 212; Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 117–18.
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engaged Petliura’s forces at Lozova, the key junction linking the railway lines
of central Left Bank Ukraine with the Donbas and the Don. The battle for
Lozova signalled the outbreak of open war between the forces of the cpc and
the Rada. Antonov-Ovsiienko’s units were at first repelled, but by 17 December
they took Lozova and Antonov-Ovsiienko gave the order to his forces to move
south towards Katerynoslav, Oleksandrivsk and the Donbas, to link upwith the
local Red Guards of those towns. Between 18 and 21 December they took Syn-
elnykove, Pavlohrad and Kupiansk.

Petliura wanted to attack the cpc’s forces in Kharkiv, believing he could take
the city with some 10,000 men. The supply lines between Kyiv and Kharkiv
were long and Petliura was having difficulty putting together a disciplined and
sufficiently equipped army of this size. Moreover, the General Secretariat was
divided over whether to make war on the cpc, to seek peace or to start isol-
ating Ukraine from Russia by tearing up the railway lines. At its 15 December
meeting it had to acknowledge that it was completely unprepared to fight a
war with the cpc. Petliura, however, remained determined to attack its forces
in Eastern Ukraine. He was hoping the Entente would help him by lending a
Czechoslovak division standing outside Kyivwhich at the timewas obeying the
French military command. The French command, however, would not permit
the Czechoslovak division to support the Rada against the Bolsheviks inside
Ukraine itself, but only to stand with it on the front against the Central Powers.

The straw that broke the camel’s back was Petliura’s attempt to introduce
into the statute of the army of theUkrainian People’s Republic the requirement
that all officers be appointed by its supreme command, in effect by Petliura.
This requirement had been rejected explicitly by the All-Ukrainian Council of
Soldiers’ Deputies, a decision the General Secretariat was obliged to uphold.
Vynnychenko seized onPetliura’s defiance and persuaded his fellow secretaries
to press for his dismissal. On 18 December Petliura was relieved of his duties,
dismissed from the General Secretariat and replaced by Mykola Porsh, until
then Secretary for Labour. The Serdiuk regiment was broken up into ordin-
ary infantry detachments and soldiers’ councils were re-instated. This deprived
Petliura of a base of armed support should he attempt to challenge his dis-
missal.83

Vynnychenko’s victory over Petliura gave him the upper hand in resetting
the General Secretariat’s strategy and reorganising its army, mending its rela-
tions with the cpc and ending Ukraine’s involvement in the War. Yet while
he was in a stronger position now with respect to the right-wing forces that

83 Savchenko, Symon Petliura, pp. 128–34.
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coalesced around Petliura he faced ever growing pressure on his left flank from
the Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries. They were demanding immediately a
declaration of Ukraine’s independence, peacewith the cpc and the conclusion
of peace with the Central Powers.

Porsh proved ineffective, if not incompetent, in his role as the new Secretary
forMilitary Affairs. Reorganising the Ukrainised regiments of the old army into
a worker-peasant militia would be difficult enough in times of peace. It would
be suicidal in the midst of ongoing hostilities. It required abolishing the hier-
archy of commandandaccepting only those former officerswhowere vettedby
the socialist parties and elected by the ranks. On 21 December the Rada adop-
ted a law establishing a popular militia. The following day Porsh gave the order
to demobilise the Ukrainised units of the Russian army. On 24 December Gen-
eral Skoropadsky resigned his command of the First Ukrainian Division and
handed it over to General Handziuk. However, Porsh took no other decisions
about the defence of the Republic from the time of his appointment until early
January. He did not havemilitary training or experience or up-to-date informa-
tion from the fronts. Russian forces were advancing across Right and Left Bank
Ukraine to link up with rebellions by local Red Guards while Porsh anguished
that the Rada’s forces were falling apart as they came up against them.84

Even as the hostilities mounted between the Rada on the one side and the
cpc, the rival Kharkiv government and the Red Guards on the other, efforts
were still beingmade to resolve their differences peacefully. The first such effort
came from the Ukrainian Military Revolutionary Committee (umrc) of the
Petrograd Soviet, which represented some twenty-two thousand sailors of the
Baltic Fleet and soldiers stationed in the Russian capital. On 6 December the
umrc sent a letter to Lenin calling for a peaceful resolution of the cpc’s con-
flictwith theRada and the transfer of all Ukrainian sailors to theBlack Sea Fleet
and Ukrainian soldiers in Petrograd to Ukraine. The cpc ordered the arrest of
the members of the umrc but then released them on 8 December.85

At the same time the Second All-Russian Congress of Peasants’ Deputies
that was meeting in Petrograd, acting on the request of its Ukrainian depu-
ties, made its own intervention into the conflict. Emissaries from the Congress
informed the General Secretariat that their main grievance with the Rada was
its refusal to stop backing Kaledin’s revolt. The Military Council of the Con-
gress had decided to intervene on the fronts, to halt the Ukrainisation of the
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armed forces where it was taking place and to offer Ukrainian soldiers and
sailors a choice: either they closed ranks with Russian soldiers and sailors
against Kaledin or they laid down their arms. In other words, the All-Russian
Congress of Peasants’ Deputies went over the heads of the General Secret-
ariat and appealed directly to its armed forces, to the only people who could
actually implement the General Secretariat’s military strategy with respect to
Kaledin.86

The Congress also dispatched a delegation led by the Russian sr Prosha
Proshian formediation talks in Kyiv with Vynnychenko, Porsh andHrushevsky.
The delegation kept the cpc informed of these talks while the cpc agreed
to hold Antonov-Ovsiienko back from marching on Kyiv, though his forces
did engage the Rada’s in Eastern Ukraine. The People’s Secretariat of the rival
Kharkiv government also held back from declaring war on the Rada, though
not ‘a merciless struggle’ with it.

Themediation talks inKyiv appeared tomake a breakthrough after Petliura’s
dismissal as Secretary of Military Affairs. Proshian reported back to the cpc on
19December and twodays later theGeneral Secretariat and thecpcboth issued
statements that preliminary agreement had been reached to start direct nego-
tiations. The cpc issued its own resolution on the matter which defined the
terms of the agreement as follows:

Because the official representatives of the Tsentral’na Rada have ex-
pressed a desire to begin negotiations for the purpose of reaching agree-
ment with the Council of People’s Commissars, which from its side recog-
nises the independence of the Ukrainian Republic;

Further, that the Tsentral’na Rada acknowledges the counterrevolu-
tionary character of Kaledin and his accomplices … that the Council of
People’sCommissars everywhere andabsolutely recognises the right of all
nations, including the Ukrainian, to their state independence … because
it welcomes every effort to avert war with the Tsentral’na Rada if it did
recognise the counterrevolutionary character of Kaledin’s activity anddid
not prevent the prosecution of war against him …

The Council of People’s Commissars considers it most desirable to
enter into talks with the Tsentral’na Rada on these unresolved matters in
order to remove all misunderstandings that flow from the politics of the
Radawith respect to the general front and the anti-revolutionary uprising
by Kaledin.

86 Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, p. 92.
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The Council of People’s Commissars proposes to the Tsentral’na Rada
talks towards an agreement which would meet the expressed conditions
and considers the most suitable place for such talks to be Smolensk or
Vitebsk.87

Three days later on 24 December Vynnychenko and Shulhyn, Secretary of For-
eign Affairs, informed the cpc they were prepared to start talks on condition
the Bolsheviks stopped their military advance through Ukraine, did not inter-
fere in its internal affairs and recognised the Ukrainian People’s Republic’s
sovereign right to decide its own relations with the government of the Don.
They got no reply. TheKyiv Regional Council of Soldiers’ Deputies stepped in to
mediate butmade no headway.Meanwhile, the Radawas rapidly losing control
of towns and cities in the eastern provinces to local Red Guards and Antonov-
Ovsiienko’s forces. Porsh now backed away from the idea of negotiations with
the cpc, claiming incredulously that they were unnecessary because by Janu-
ary 1918, 100,000 Ukrainian soldiers would return from the fronts and defeat
the cpc’s forces in Ukraine. The General Secretariat fell silent, without a polit-
ical strategy or diplomatic avenue or themilitary force to control the territory it
claimed for the Republic. The cpc sent another note to the Rada on 30 Decem-
ber; it went unanswered.88

Petliura was not deterred by his ouster from the General Secretariat.Within
a few days he began organising an armed force of his own, called theHaidamak
Camp of Slobidska Ukraine (Haidamatskyi Kish Slobidskoyi Ukrainy). Some
officers of the upr general staff resigned their posts and joined him. He re-
ceived secret funding from the French mission in Kyiv. The Haidamak Camp
was well equipped, but Petliura still lacked sufficient soldiers. The initial re-
cruitment drive attracted some 180 volunteers; another 150 cadets from a Kyiv
officer school joined in early January. Petliura’s aim was still to take the fight
to the Bolsheviks in Eastern Ukraine. Within a couple of weeks, however, his
mission would change to defending Kyiv from their advance on it.

TheHaidamakCampwas implicated in the abduction andmurder of Leonid
Piatakov, head of the mrc of the Kyiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Depu-
ties. On 30November Petiura ordered the arrest of Piatakov after he threatened
military retaliation if the Rada did not remove soldiers from the capital that
were hostile to the councils. But he was then quickly released along with other
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leading Kyiv Bolsheviks on the orders of the General Secretariat and they con-
tinued to agitate against the Rada. Piatakov was popular among the soldiers
in Kyiv. He was elected to the All-Russian Constituent Assembly and to the
Central Executive Committee of the Councils of Ukraine. He was still politic-
ally active in Kyiv when on 25 December a unit of Ukrainian soldiers wearing
the distinctive head gear of the Haidamak Camp, a Caucasian fur cap with a
red tail, burst into his home and arrested him together with his two brothers.
His brothers were subsequently released, one of them, Mykola, having been
severely beaten. But Leonid Piatakov disappeared without a trace. His abduc-
tion provoked widespread concern and aroused suspicion that Petliura was
responsible. The General Secretariat denied all knowledge or involvement in
the abduction and set up its own commission to investigate. It concluded that
Haidamak soldiers or other soldierswearing their uniformwere responsible for
Piatakov’s abduction. Petliura’s involvementwas not established.On 16 January
2018 Piatakov’s body, bearing signs of brutal torture, was found several versts
outside Kyiv. If his murder had been meant to intimidate the Bolsheviks, it
backfired and gave the Bolsheviks ammunition against the Rada, especially
among the troops in the capital.89

From 17 December, when they defeated Rada forces at Lozova, Antonov-
Ovsiienko’s expeditionary force moved south. Its mission was to take control
of the Left Bank provinces of Kharkiv, Katerynoslav and Kherson, to push
Rada forces out of Poltava, sever its lines of communication with the Don
and march against Kaledin’s forces in the Donbas. Along the way Antonov-
Ovsiienko armed the local Red Guards and joined them to fight for control of
urban centres against the Rada’s troops. Luhansk and Mariupol fell to them
on 27 December, Kharkiv on 28 December, Katerynoslav on 29 December,
Oleksandrivsk on 2 January and Poltava on 6 January.

Another Russian expeditionary force departed fromHomel in Belarus head-
ing south to Bakhmach, situated on the Chernihiv railway line to Kyiv. The
south of Ukraine constituted still another theatre of erupting war, initially
involving only local RedGuards andRada forces. They fought twice overOdesa,
first on 16 December and again on 15–17 January. The Bolsheviks took control of
Mariupol on January 12, Mykolaiv on January 14 and Kherson on January 19. On
theCrimean peninsula the dockworkers and sailors of the Black Sea Fleetwent
over to the Bolsheviks, who took Sevastopol on 16 December, and by 2 January
Feodosia, Kerch, Yalta, Yevpatoria and Simferopol.

89 Vynnychenko,VidrodzhenniaNatsii, Vol. 2, p. 155; Soldatenko,Ukraina v revoliutsiynudobu,
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In Right Bank Ukraine, pro-Bolshevik units of the Second Guards Corps
marched off the Southwestern front and tried to advance from Zhmerynka
onto Kyiv. On 16 December the soldiers’ councils of three armies on the South-
western front rejected Petliura’s authority and resolved to obey Krylenko, the
cpc’s commander. Bymid-January 1918 the Bolsheviks controlled all of Kharkiv
and Katerynoslav and parts of Poltava, Chernihiv, Kherson and Northern Tav-
ria provinces. The Rada fully held onto Kyiv and Volyn and parts of adjacent
provinces.

How did the Bolsheviks manage to take control of so many population
centres? There were three contributing factors: the strength of local Bolshevik,
anarchist and other left-wing forces; the added weight on their side of the
incoming forces from Russia; and the collapse of morale among the Rada’s
forces.

Throughout December power in Kharkiv was shared uneasily between the
Rada, Antonov-Ovsiienko and the mrc of the Kharkiv Council of Workers’ and
Soldiers’ Deputies. The People’s Secretariat had no military forces of its own
until the night of 27 December when Shakhrai, by the power of his oratory,
managed to win the third battalion of the Second Ukrainian Reserve Regi-
ment over to the side of the People’s Secretariat. Assisted by an armoured car
provided by Antonov-Ovsiienko’s forces, the third battalion then disarmed the
whole regiment. The soldiers were given the choice to return home or join a
new formation called the Red Cossacks. Three hundred out of the regiment’s
2,700 soldiers joined. It became the first armed unit of the Kharkiv Soviet gov-
ernment, under the command of Vitali Prymakov. Hewas chargedwith turning
the detachment into a fully fledged regiment, but this task proved impossible
owing to the lack of time and weapons. On 29 December the Red Cossacks,
Kharkiv’s Red Guards and some Russian units, all of them acting under the
command of Antonov-Ovsiienko’s deputy Mikhail Muraviov, left for Poltava,
some 150 kilometres to the southeast. The advance went smoothly and the ori-
ginal combined force of 600 grew considerably with the influx of new recruits
along the way. Agitation by the Rada that Russian forces were advancing on
Poltava backfired, alarming its own soldiers and leading them to retreat and
disperse.90 Muraviov took Poltava on 5 and 6 January.

The demobilisation of the Second Reserve Regiment in Kharkiv tipped the
balance firmly in favour of the Bolsheviks, who then consolidated their control
over the city. They suppressed the usdwp and upsr as ‘counterrevolutionary
organisations’. The latter parties made four attempts in January and early Feb-

90 Bosh, God bo’rby, p. 127.
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ruary to issue a joint newspaper, which the Bolsheviks confiscated each time,
arresting their editors and distributors.

The dual power situation that prevailed in other cities shifted to the Bolshev-
iks’ advantage when Antonov-Ovsiienko’s forces advanced through the eastern
provinces. Bosh received reports on 27 December of the hasty assembly of Red
Guard units in Kryvyi Rih, Katerynoslav and other centres. A Bureau of the
Revolutionary Military Committee was set up for the Donbas which gave fact-
ory and mine committees the responsibility to recruit ten workers from each
enterprise to the RedGuards. The recruits were sent directly to assembly points
to be outfitted, armed and despatched to their fighting positions. The time
for these preparations was very short in localities where the Red Guards and
Bolshevik-led workers’ councils had been dispersed only weeks earlier either
by Rada or Don Cossack forces.

The Briansk factory workers launched the uprising in Katerynoslav on 28
December. On one side there were 3,500 local Red Guards, on the other 1,500
Rada soldiers and a usdwp militia. Another 1,500 Red Guards from Moscow
and Kharkiv arrived on the same day with an armoured train under Yegorov’s
command and joined the battle for the city centre and the main railway junc-
tion. The Rada’s forces surrendered on the following day. Their defeat in Katery-
noslav marked the beginning of their collapse across the south.

Antonov’s intentionwas to holdKaterynoslav and prevent the furthermove-
ment of Don Cossacks from the front. He planned to advance from here into
the southern Donbas and destroy Kaledin’s base of operations.91 However, on
30December thePetrogradcpcdeclaredwaron theRada.TheKharkiv People’s
Secretariat followed suit on 4 January, calling for a general uprising across
Ukraine.Two-thirds of the twenty thousandRussianRedGuardswhohad come
into Ukraine continued south into the Donbas to attack Kaledin’s forces. The
remainder under Muraviov in Poltava, Yegorov in Katerynoslav as well as the
new Russian expeditionary force which had crossed from Homel into Cherni-
hiv province turned to advance on Kyiv.92

What contribution did the incoming Russian forces make to the defeats
suffered by the Rada? The early Soviet Ukrainian historian M.M. Popov wrote
that

in the big proletarian centres of Eastern Ukraine such as Kharkiv and
Katerynoslav the local Bolsheviks were neither strong enough nor de-

91 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, pp. 27–8; Bosh, God bor’by, p. 126.
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termined enough … to take power into their own hands. In Kharkiv and
Katerynoslav they did that with the energetic participation and direct
involvement of military units … that came from the north, mainly units
from the districts of Petrograd andMoscow… It was precisely these units
that enabled the rule of councils in Kharkiv.93

Estimates vary with respect to the numbers of fighters involved in these battles
in December 1917 and the beginning of 1918. Valerii Soldatenko estimates ap-
proximately 150,000 on the Bolshevik side: 120,000 Red Guards, of whom
20,000 came from Russia; 32,000 soldiers from Russia, among whom there was
a significant number of Ukrainians; and 6,000 to 7,000 local soldiers andwork-
ers who joined the Red Cossacks. Savchenko estimates the Bolsheviks could
count on around 100,000 armed men in December 1917, including 40,000 Red
Guards, half of them in Katerynoslav province, and 50–60,000 soldiers in the
old army divisions garrisoned in the cities and coming off the fronts.94

There is little doubt that the collapse of morale in the Ukrainised regiments
played a critical part in the outcome of the fighting across Eastern and South-
ern Ukraine in December and then in the fall of Kyiv itself in January 1918. The
General Secretariat itself acknowledgedon 15December that it could rely onno
more than 15,000 loyal troops. Vynnychenko and Porsh’s attempt in the midst
of the mounting hostilities to turn the Ukrainised regiments into popular mili-
tia was amajor blunder that further undermined the Rada’s defensive capacity.
In the end, however, thewar between the Rada and the Bolsheviks was decided
not by the numbers of fighters alone nor by any technical advantages in arms,
but by the willingness of men and women to fight and to die for their govern-
ment. It was no longer a matter simply of raising their hands and voting for it.
The Rada’s erstwhile supporters were frustrated and demoralised by its failure
to act decisively on land reform, to sue for peace or to break with Kaledin. They
no longer knew whether they should be supporting the Bolsheviks or fighting
them. A whole number of regiments voluntarily disarmed and declared their
neutralitywhen theywere confronted by the choice. Likewise, the peasantry by
and large retreated to a neutral position. Dmytro Doroshenko, the conservative
politician and historian, was impressed by the fervent support given by urban
youth, especially Jewish youth, to the Bolsheviks when they approached their
towns or cities. On the opposing side he witnessed dejection and depression,
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an inability on the part of the Rada to mobilise practically any support from
the working class. He was particularly bitter about its armed forces:

The government had no armed forces. The Ukrainian army, all those
numerous ‘Ukrainised’ regiments, divisions and corps, they melted like
snow quicker than having been Ukrainised. The enthusiasm of the sum-
mer of 1917 disappeared without a trace until there was nothing left of
those ‘millions of bayonets’ so proudly talked about. All those regiments
… that were born of the revolution, well, they no longer have a name nor
even a number. They were simply some incidental gatherings of people
who dissolved as soon as they reached Ukrainian territory because their
slogan was ‘Homeward bound!’ That was how the Ukrainian regiment
which came from Moscow broke up, the one which came ‘to give glory
to Ukraine’s liberation’ but managed to stay together for just one parade.
That’s how the Shevchenko regiment disappeared, the one which had
been formed from the units of the Guards Reserve in Petersburg in the
face of the Bolsheviks’ opposition, which the Bolsheviks later armed and
sent intoUkrainewith the slogan: ‘Bring thebourgeoisTsentral’naRada to
order’…TheoldRussian armywas falling apart andeverything that issued
from its body, all those Ukrainian units, turned out to be stillborn and
useless for military action. They proved unable to organise a new Ukrain-
ian army in time, dreaming as they did about some special democratic
army, a ‘popular militia’. It turned out that the Tsentral’na Rada didn’t
have anyone to turn to at the critical moment. In haste they started form-
ing volunteer units, hiring an army of mercenaries … Kharkiv, Poltava,
Katerynoslav, Odesa andChernihiv fell into Bolshevik hands, and now the
Bolsheviks from the north and northeast were advancing on Kyiv.95

95 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, pp. 257–8.
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chapter 7

The First Treaty of Brest Litovsk

The Soviet Russian government agreed an armistice with the Central Powers
on 3 December in the fortress outside Brest Litovsk, which at the time served
as the headquarters of the Central Powers’ military command on their East-
ern front. Here, a week later, the two sides entered into peace negotiations. The
principals involved in the first round included General Max Hoffmann, chief
of staff of the Central Powers’ forces on the Eastern Front; Richard von Kulhl-
man, the German foreign minister; Count Ottokar Chernin, foreign minister of
Austro-Hungary; the grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire Talat Pasha and his
foreign minister Nassimy Bey; from Bulgaria Prime Minister Vasyl Radoslavov
andminister of justice Popoff. The Soviet Russian delegationwas led byAdolph
Joffe, who had negotiated the armistice on his government’s behalf. It included
his fellow Bolshevik Lev Kamenev, the Tsarist-era General Aleksandr Samoilo
and the Marxist historian Mikhail Pokrovsky.

At the outset of negotiations Joffe set out Soviet Russia’s conditions for con-
cluding a peace: that there be no annexations, that is no seizure of foreign
territory or the forcible annexation of foreign nationalities; the withdrawal of
foreign troops from occupied territories; the restoration of the state independ-
ence of peoples who had lost it during the war; that nationalities living within
existing states have the right to decide by referendawhether to remain in them,
to join other states or to form new independent states of their own; the pro-
tection of the rights of nationalminorities; a peace without indemnities or war
reparations; and that all of the conditions set out above apply to overseas colon-
ies of the warring states as well as to their mainland territories.

In response, the German side declared itself in agreement with all of these
conditions, much to the relief of the Russian side whose state was, after all,
the one now threatened with foreign occupation and annexation. That relief,
however, dissipated when General Hoffmann explained to Joffe that the Cent-
ral Powers understood the principle of national self-determination to mean in
practice

allowing the voluntary secession of certain areas from Russia, to wit
Poland, Lithuania and Courland [todayWestern Latvia] … Livonia [today
Northern Latvia and Southern Estonia] and Estonia. Hoffmann repor-
ted that Joffe was absolutely stunned by this revelation and burst into
protests, while Kamenev raged and Pokrovsky asked in tears ‘How can
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one talk of a peace of understanding when you are tearing away nearly
eighteen districts from Russia?’1

The Germans had no intention of permitting any popular referenda in these
parts of the old Russian state it now occupied. Rather, they were relying on
the German colonial minorities living there to demand separation from Russia
and to establish client principalities of the German state guaranteed by Ger-
many’s continued military occupation. Germany’s representatives utilised the
language of national self-determination in the peace negotiations to keep pur-
suing its war aims against Russia. The Russian delegation at Brest Litovsk could
not continue negotiating on such terms and requested an adjournment to con-
sult with its government.

On 21 November the Tsentral’na Rada dispatchedMykola Liubynsky (upsr)
to Brest Litovsk tomonitor them but not to take part in the actual negotiations
for an armistice. There hewas admitted to the Soviet Russian delegation, which
allowed him to attend the talks as an observer. He remained into the first round
of the peace negotiations and then he returned to Kyiv in mid-December to
report what he had learned.

By this time the General Secretariat could see that its attempts to promote
an alternative federated republic that could sue for peace with all the war-
ring states on behalf of the upr were getting nowhere. The impasse forced the
Rada’s hand. On 11 December the General Secretariat issued a declaration to all
the warring parties protesting the conclusion of the armistice at Brest Litovsk
without its participation, insisting that only the upr, and not the cpc, could
do so for the Ukrainian military front, and that until such time as a federated
Russian republicwas establishedonly its prospective constituent parts held the
right to conduct peace talks on behalf of their population and territory.

The Ukrainian General Secretariat holds firmly to the principle of a gen-
eral, common law peace and demands that its adoption be speeded up.
Recognising the great efforts made by all sides to realise such a peace the
General Secretariat considers it necessary for its representatives to take
part in the negotiations at Brest Litovsk. At the same time it desires that
the matter of peace be concluded at an international congress to which
the Ukrainian government invites all the warring states.2

1 Fischer, Germany’s Aims in the FirstWorldWar, pp. 489–90.
2 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 95.
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The Central Powers responded to the General Secretariat’s declaration on
13 December by inviting the upr to the talks. The Entente continued to press
onVynnychenko and Petliura to stay in theWar on its side and to refuse to take
part in separate peace talkswith theCentral Powers. The French and theBritish
upgraded the status of General Tabuis and Picton Bagge, their representatives
inKyiv, to the rank of diplomats. They dangled official recognition andmaterial
support from France, Britain and the USA before the Rada leaders. They were
playing onVynnychenko’s frustration with the cpc and Petliura’s preparedness
to go to war against it.3

The Eighth session of the mala rada convened on 12 December to discuss
the peace question. There was disquiet among its delegates that members
of the General Secretariat, notably Vynnychenko, Shulhyn and Petliura, were
involved in secret talks with the Entente even as they proposed entering the
Brest Litovsk negotiations.4 The disagreements that appeared at the previous
discussion on this issue in themala rada on 21 November resurfaced. The Rus-
sian srs, Mensheviks and the Bund remained opposed to Ukraine, as well as
Russia, taking part in separate talks. Zolotariov wrote in the 13 December issue
of Folkszeitung, the Bund newspaper, that if the Rada signed a separate peace
and exited unilaterally from theWar that would end the co-operation between
theUkrainian andnon-Ukrainiandemocracies.He argued thatUkrainewas too
weak economically andmilitarily to secure its independence against the Cent-
ral Powers. It could only mean Ukraine would exit the Russian revolution and
place itself under the protection of the Central Powers.5 The upsf also contin-
ued to oppose a separate peace, in the words of their foreignminister Shulhyn:
‘we won’t allow the Germans and Austrians to throw their regiments against
the English, French and others.We stand for a general peace’.6 But Shulhynnow
argued that the Rada should send a delegation to Brest Litovsk to seek peace
with Soviet Russia, not with Germany and Austro-Hungary. The upsf and the
usdwp believed that recognition of the Rada as a subject-participant of inter-
state relations would provide some protection to its sovereignty and territorial
integrity. Vynnychenko continued to hedge his bets, saying that the General
Secretariat was talking to states on both sides of theWar, but not disclosing the
substance of these talks even to the Central Committee of his own party.

It fell to the left wings of the usdwp and upsr to inject some cold realism
and urgency into the debate. They reminded the deputies how deserted the

3 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 2, pp. 197–8.
4 Oleksander Sevriuk, Beresteis’kyi Myr 9 ii 1918 (Paris: Les Nouvelles Ukrainiennes, 1927), p. 4.
5 Rafes, Dva goda, p. 68.
6 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, p. 97.
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Ukrainian side of the military front had become and how far the talks at Brest
Litovsk had progressed. Yevhen Neronovych said, ‘The current Russian govern-
ment – the People’s Commissars – have already put the question of peace on an
international footing in its full scope, and so to send a delegation to Brest is to
engage with international peace’.7 On 15 December the upsr fraction put for-
ward a resolution to the mala rada that the Rada take part in the talks at Brest
Litovsk as an independent state. On the same day Mykola Liubynsky reported
on his time as an observer at the talks and supported his party’s resolution. The
mala rada then adopted the resolution and appointed Vsevolod Holubovych,
Secretary for Trade and Industry from the upsr, to lead a delegation there that
included Oleksandr Sevriuk, Mykola Liubynsky and Mykhailo Poloz from the
upsr and Mykola Levitsky from the usdwp.

The delegation received no formal instructions from the mala rada or the
General Secretariat. It was left toMykhailoHrushevsky to hold a separatemeet-
ing with them. Doroshenko recalls what Hrushevsky told them:

The delegation was to seek the inclusion in the Ukrainian Republic of
all EasternGalicia, Bukovyna, Transcarpathia, Kholm and Pidliassia [Pod-
lachia], so that not a single scrap of Ukrainian land remained under for-
eign rule. Hrushevsky showed the delegates in great detail where the bor-
der lay across the northeast, taking care to include every little town, every
village with a Ukrainian population. If Austro-Hungary did not agree to
relinquish the Ukrainian territories it held (which was more than likely!)
then Hrushevsky set down the conditio sine qua non for carrying on the
negotiations: the creation from all the Ukrainian lands of the Austro-
Hungarian monarchy of a separate crown land enjoying the widest pos-
sible autonomy.8

The Rada at that time had no contact with the Ukrainians on the Austro-
Hungarian side, which naturally made its delegation’s task more difficult. They
would try and establish some contact with them on the way to the talks.

Poloz, Sevriuk, Liubynsky and Levitsky left Kyiv for Brest Litovsk on 17 De-
cember without Holubovych; he followed a short time later. Sevriuk recalls
their arrival at Zbarazh in the Volyn Podillia uplands, where silence reigned
across the snow-covered military front. They presented themselves to the
Ukrainian soldiers in the trenches and asked for assistance to cross over to the
German side.

7 Ibid.
8 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, p. 296.
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Weask themabout troop numbers, themood among them.Their answers
are not encouraging. The army is like snow in the sun, they say. Who
knows whether anyone will still be here on the front in a few days’ time.
As for themood, well it is ugly. ‘Conclude the peace quickly’, we hear from
all sides ‘because otherwise there will be no-one left to do the fighting’.9

The soldiers escorted the delegation across the front line. It continued on via
Ternopil and Lviv with a German military escort that assiduously shielded it
from contact with the local population. From their automobiles ‘ruined towns,
burnt villages,misery and desolation pass before our eyes’. They arrived at Brest
Litovsk on 19 December, the old town completely razed to the ground, its train
station burned out, with only the fortress and several buildings left standing
on the outskirts. The Rada delegation was quartered in one of these buildings
alongside the other delegations.

The talks were still in adjournment when the Rada delegation arrived. Its
first challenge, before they resumed, was to seek an understanding with the
Russian delegation. Poloz, who represented the left wing of the upsr, posed
it thus: how could they present themselves as a separate delegation that nev-
ertheless stood together with the Russians against the Central Powers? The
Ukrainians and Russians held several joint meetings, chaired by Holubovych
andTrotsky, the latter having replaced Joffe as headof his delegation.Abasis for
co-operation was found when the Russians agreed to recognise the Ukrainians
as an independent party to the talks and the Tsentral’na Rada as the govern-
ment of the upr. Trotsky was to announce it at the start of the next plenary
session of the peace talks. However, the Russian side unilaterally changed the
agreed statement prior to the session, which gave rise to the first disagreement
between the two parties.

The second disagreement concerned the prospect and desirability of con-
cluding peace with the Central Powers at Brest Litovsk. Trotsky did not believe
the Germans would resume their offensive because, as he saw it, the German
revolutionwas about to erupt.TheRussianswouldnegotiatewith theGermans,
but only in order to preserve their revolutionary gains and to buy time until the
revolution spread westwards. They were ready to sign a peace with the Central
Powers, but not one that dictated the loss of somuch territory that it threatened
the survival of the cpc.Thatwas the viewof themajority of the Bolshevik Cent-
ral Committee at that point in time and it allowed Trotsky to play the long
game in the negotiations. The delegation from the cpc did not hide its con-

9 Sevriuk, Beresteis’kyi Myr, p. 5.
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tempt for the governments of Germany and Austro-Hungary nor its readiness
to help overthrow them at the first opportunity. Trotsky was appealing to the
workers of Europe over the heads of their governments in order to put more
pressure on them, hoping to accelerate their downfall. The Russian delegation
was also calling for the talks to move to Stockholm where public pressure and
exposure would be even greater. All that infuriated their German and Austrian
counterparts.

The Ukrainians, on the other hand, believed the war was lost, that they were
defeated, and to fail in these talksmeant to invite a renewedGerman offensive.
Theirwider objectives in the talks differed from theRussians’. They approached
Brest Litovsk as a positive opportunity to unite Ukrainian territories, to remove
them from the War and to gain international recognition for the upr as an
independent state. For the Russian side the unification of Ukraine was not a
pressing issue. Theyweremore concerned about bringing the existing upr into
a federated Russia under the cpc. The prospect of finding common groundwas
proving difficult enough when Kyiv telegraphed a categorical instruction to its
delegation that contact and co-operation with the Russian delegation could
continue only on condition that Russia’s armies halted their offensive inside
Ukraine.10

Kuhlman, Hoffmann and Chernin returned from Berlin and Vienna. The
Rada delegation met with them on 21 and 22 December and set out its main
condition for taking part in the talks: the recognition both of the delegation
and the Rada as the government of the Ukrainian People’s Republic. Their aim
at the talks was the unification of all Ukrainian territories in Russia andAustro-
Hungary under the upr. The territories in question on the Austro-Hungarian
side held ethnically mixed populations and were claimed by other national
movements or states as well, namely Eastern Galicia by the Polish, Northern
Bukovyna by the Romanians and Transcarpathia by the Hungarians. The Rada
delegation proposed plebiscites to resolve these claims.With respect to Kholm
and Pidliassia, parts of the former Russian Empire settled by Ukrainian peas-
ants and Polish nobility that were now militarily occupied by German and
Austro-Hungarian armies, the Rada delegation proposed their direct transfer
to the upr.

The second round of peace talks which began on 27 December included for
the first time the four representatives of theTsentral’na Rada. Their average age
was just under 30; for the cpc delegation’s five leading members it was 40, for
the Central Powers’ five it was 50. The Ukrainian and Russian delegations sat

10 Sevriuk, Beresteis’kyi Myr, p. 6.
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together on the inside of tables laid out in a horseshoe ‘П’ formation, while the
Central Powers faced them from the other side.

Holubovych made an opening statement on behalf of the General Secret-
ariat. Trotsky responded to him, declaring that the cpc recognised the right of
the upr to take part in the peace talks on the basis of the right of nations to self-
determination. The Rada delegation was not part of the Russian delegation, he
said, nor did the cpc claim to speak on behalf of all the territory of the former
Russian Empire.

Holubovych responded to Trotsky, thanking the cpc delegation for recog-
nising the upr. On 29 December the member states of the Central Powers also
formally accepted theTsentral’naRada’s delegation to the talks as an independ-
ent participant. But the Ukrainian delegation considered their main condition
for taking part was still not met and it continued to insist that the Central
Powers and the cpc recognise them as the representatives of the state of the
independentUkrainianPeople’s Republic governedby theRada andnotmerely
an independent delegation to the talks. Their insistence yielded a result on
30 December when Chernin, with the agreement of the other states of the
Central Powers, recognised the Rada’s representatives ‘as an independent del-
egationof plenipotentiaries representing the independentUkrainianRepublic.
The formal recognition of the Ukrainian Republic as an independent State by
the four Allied Powers is reserved for the peace treaty’.11

The Russian delegation, however, continued to limit itself to recognising the
Rada delegation’s right to take part in the talks, but not the state it represen-
ted. Trotsky delivered a lengthy exposition of the actual meaning of the cpc’s
stance. The cpc recognised that the national self-determination of Ukraine
was genuinely taking place through the exercise of democratic freedoms by
its workers, soldiers and peasants; they were forming their own representat-
ive councils and organs of local self government on the basis of general, equal
and secret elections; political life in Ukraine was free, there were no occupa-
tion armies there to interfere in it. This endorsement wasmuch appreciated by
the Ukrainian delegation. However, Trotsky was still withholding recognition
of the Tsentral’na Rada as the government of the Ukrainian People’s Republic.
Moreover, hewas explaining the cpc’s position onUkraine in order to illustrate
under what circumstances the cpc would recognise the political authorities
of any territories of the former Russian Empire as genuinely representative,
democratic and self-determining entities. He had inmind, of course, those ter-

11 Proceedings of the Brest Litovsk Peace Conference 21 November 1917–3 March 1918 (Washing-
ton: Government Printing Office, 1918), p. 59.
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ritories that were militarily occupied by Germany. Their populations did not
enjoy democratic self government and they had not been given a chance to
choose by plebiscite to which existing or new state they wished to belong. The
cpc did not claim to represent them, but nor would it relinquish them into the
hands of German occupation to further its war aims against Russia. It would
not accept the cynical interpretation of the right to national self-determination
that Hoffman had given Joffe in the first round of the peace talks.

Two immediate and related developments led the cpc delegation to back-
trackon its acceptanceof theRadadelegation to the talks.The firstwas the start
of separate talks on 31 December between the Rada delegation and the Central
Powers towards a bilateral peace treaty. The German delegation informed the
Russian delegation of them, but they remained private and no transcripts of
their proceedings were released. The ongoing multilateral peace negotiations
were public and widely reported in the international press. Trotsky protested
and called upon the Kharkiv Central Executive Committee of the Councils of
Ukraine (cec) ‘to take steps to defend the interests of the Ukrainian People’s
Republic from the unprincipled, treacherous and covert games of the Gen-
eral Secretariat delegation’.12 It was at this point that any remaining hope of
reconciliation between the cpc and the Tsentral’na Rada was lost and war was
declared on the Rada by both the cpc and the Kharkiv cec.

The second development that caused the cpc delegation to backtrack was
the adoption by the rival Kharkiv Ukrainian government of a resolution on
31 December rejecting any peace terms negotiated by the Rada delegation:

Categorically we declare that any attempts by the Ukrainian Tsentral’na
Rada to speak in the name of the Ukrainian people are acts of their own
volition by bourgeois groups of theUkrainian population directed against
the will and interests of the labouring classes of Ukraine, and that any
undertakings of the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada will not be recognised.13

The Kharkiv cec recognised instead the cpc delegation as ‘representatives of
the federal government of Russia’ whose jurisdiction extended to the territory
of the upr. The cec decided to send as its own representatives to Brest Litovsk:
its chairman YukhymMedvedev, Vasyl Shakhrai, People’s Commissar for Milit-
ary Affairs, and Volodymyr Zatonsky, People’s Commissar for Education. They

12 Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, p. 206.
13 I.B. Datskiv, ‘Dypolomaty Ukrains’koi Tsentral’noi Rady u protystoianni z bil’shovyts’kymy

delehatsiiamy Petrohrada i Kharkova na Berestes’kyi myrnyi konferentsii’, Gileia: zbirnyk
naukovykh prats’, edited by V.M. Vashkevych, no. 20 (Kyiv, 2009), p. 32.



270 chapter 7

all travelled via Petrograd where theymet with Lenin. Zatonsky was persuaded
to remain in Petrograd as representative of the Kharkiv government at the cpc.
Medvedev and Shakhrai went on, arriving in Brest Litovsk on 8 January where
they joined the cpc delegation.

Negotiations between the Austro-Hungarian and Rada delegations revolved
around two issues: the upr’s claim on the Ukrainian territories held by Austro-
Hungary and the latter’s desperate need for Ukrainian grain and sugar. Chernin
believed his side had the upper hand. His state was part of the winning coali-
tion in the war and he regarded the Rada as part of the vanquished side. On
1 January Chernin clarified his government’s position with regard to Ukrainian
territories under Austro-Hungary, which amounted to a negation of the prin-
ciple of national self-determination.He insisted there could benodiscussion at
the talks about the internal affairs of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, no con-
sideration of plebiscites or any other proposals concerning the administration
of its territories and nations. He called upon the Ukrainians to recognise the
1914 border between Russia and Austro-Hungary as the upr’s border. Chernin
was supported by Kuhlmann and Hoffman.

The Rada delegation, however, would not accept Chernin’s position nor
withdraw their own proposal. They knew how unstable his government was
in Vienna with the growing unrest there, how much it needed to secure a
peace treaty in order to restore order at home and to get food from abroad to
feed its starving urban population. These facts weighed in their favour against
Chernin’s recourse to the fact of imperial possession and so they held out.

General Hoffman stepped in to propose a compromise. Insofar as the Ger-
man andAustro-Hungarian armieswere occupyingKholmandPidliassia, Hoff-
man offered to secure these territories for the Ukrainian People’s Republic
against the Polish claims to them, which Chernin favoured, as long as the Rada
delegation dropped its demand for plebiscites in Eastern Galicia, Northern
Bukovyna and Transcarpathia.14 Furthermore, the German side proposed that
the Tsentral’na Rada in Kyiv formally declare its independence from Russia
before proceeding to sign a peace treaty with the Central Powers. The Rada
delegation felt it should consult its government on both these proposals and
so asked for the talks to be adjourned. The talks had reached a point where all
sides needed to return to their governments for further instructions. They were
adjourned on 5 January, resuming again on 17 January.

During the pause the Rada in Kyiv faced a growing challenge from both its
domestic and Russian opponents. Muraviov’s army started its march on Kyiv

14 Sevriuk, Beresteis’kyi Myr, p. 9.
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on 6 January. It was supported by local pro-Bolshevik urban councils and Red
Guards. It advanced largely unopposed by the Rada’s demoralised and disinteg-
rating regiments. Simultaneously, the Bolsheviks organised an armed uprising
inside Kyiv itself. The Ukrainian left srs had become so implacably opposed
to the General Secretariat under usdwp and upsf leadership that they con-
spired to overthrow it, declare soviet power and make peace with the Bolshev-
iks. However, the coup conspirators were arrested at the last moment. Under
the mounting pressure of these developments at home and with the expect-
ation that international recognition as a state might somehow help protect it
from its enemies, the mala rada adopted the Fourth Universal on 11 January
which declared the Ukrainian People’s Republic an independent state.15 We
shall examine these domestic developments in some detail in the next chapter.
As we continue our examination of the peace talks at Brest Litovsk it is import-
ant to emphasise that the Rada wanted to sign an interstate treaty to extricate
Ukraine from the World War and to help protect it from Soviet Russia, one of
the states taking part in the same treaty talks. Indeed, the Fourth Universal was
adopted as a declaration of independence from Soviet Russia, which the Rada
now accused of delaying the peace talks at Brest Litovsk so that it could con-
tinue to make war against the upr:

The Petrograd Government of People’s Commissars has declared war on
Ukraine in order to return the free Ukrainian Republic under its author-
ity …We, the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada, have made every effort to stop
this turning into a fratricidal war between two neighbouring peoples, but
the Petrograd Government did not join us in this effort and carries on a
bloody struggle with our people and our Republic.

Apart from that, this same PetrogradGovernment of People’s Commis-
sars holds back from concluding a peace and calls for a new war, which it
says is a ‘holy’ war. Again the blood will flow, again the unfortunate work-
ing people will have to sacrifice their own lives.

We, the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada, elected by congresses of the peas-
ants, workers and soldiers of Ukraine, can in no way agree to this. No
war will we support because the Ukrainian people want peace and peace
should come as quickly as possible.

So that neither the Russian government nor any other prevents
Ukraine from establishing the peace it desires, so that it can restore its

15 The Fourth Universal was backdated to 9 January.
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country to order, to creative work, to consolidate the revolution and our
freedom, we, the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada declare to all the citizens of
Ukraine:

From this day the Ukrainian People’s Republic becomes an independ-
ent, subject to no-one, free and sovereign state of the Ukrainian People.

The General Secretariat was so incapacitated by the mounting crisis that once
again it held no proper consultations with its delegation returning from Brest
Litovsk. ‘Conclude a peace as quickly as possible – that was the only instruc-
tion’. So uncertain was its future that the General Secretariat authorised its
delegation to ratify the anticipated peace treaty itself in the event the Tsent-
ral’na Rada in Kyiv was unable for any reason to do so. Oleksandr Sevriuk now
replacedVsevolodHolubovychasheadof thedelegation.Hedemandedandgot
authorisation to negotiate separately withMedvedev and Shakhrai, the repres-
entatives of the Central Executive Committee of the Kharkiv government who
had arrived in Brest Litovsk.16

On 16 January a train with an armed detachment pulled out of Kyiv carry-
ing Sevriuk and Liubynsky to the military front. Levitsky had remained behind
in Brest Litovsk. The rest of the delegation would soon follow. The train did
not even make it to the front when it halted at the Shepetivka-Podilska station
alongside an armoured train adorned with blue and gold flags and red flags.

Red Army soldiers aimed their rifles at the windows of our carriages and
surrounded the train from all sides. Commotion, cries and threats.

Liubynsky immediately got up and was the first one out. They greeted
him on the steps shouting threats. He turned to the crowd and asked for
their representatives to come into thewagon. Three delegates entered the
coupé and sat down. Each one is holding a revolver in his hand and has
another weapon tucked under his belt.

‘Who are you, where are you going and why?’
Liubynsky started to answer in Russian. They interrupt and ask that he

speak in Ukrainian as they are Ukrainians.
‘We are a delegation of the Tsentral’na Rada going to Brest to conclude

the peace’.
Thewords ‘Tsentral’naRada’were quite enough.TheRedArmy soldiers

stood up, told us we were arrested and they would take us immediately to
Proskuriv where they would sort everything out.

16 Sevriuk, Beresteis’kyi Myr, p. 9.
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Liubynskymade a futile effort to explain to them about the peace talks
and our need to go right away to Brest.

‘Things will be sorted out in Proskuriv’ was their reply.
Outside the shouts and threats grew louder.
The Red Army soldiers were leaving when I stopped them and invited

them tomy coupé. They came in. Itwas no longer possible to denywewere
representatives of theTsentral’na Rada, but I turned their attention to the
fact that we were authorised to negotiate not only with the Germans but
also with the representatives of the Kharkiv Council of Workers’ and Sol-
diers’ Deputies (Sevriuk is referring to the Kharkiv cec).

The argument was a good one, they started to listen to me more care-
fully, but stillwithmistrust.They asked for evidence. I tookout the author-
isation from the Tsentral’na Rada to negotiate with Medvedev. They read
it carefully.

They rose, apologised for holding up the train, promised to order the
immediate repair of the line ahead andwished us a good onward journey.
Our train moved out.17

At the opening session of the third round of talks on 17 January, Trotsky an-
nouncedhehad just been informedby telegraph that a part of theKyiv garrison
had risen against the Tsentral’na Rada; it would not survive for much longer.
Trotsky retracted the recognition he had previously accorded the Rada deleg-
ation. He now argued that recognition of the independence or dependence
of a state should in no way be confused with recognition of one or another
government of that state. Previously, when Trotsky had recognised the Rada’s
delegation and the upr’s right to be represented at the peace talks, the ques-
tion of its government and its international legal position was far from settled.
Even its territorial demarcation with the Russian republic was not agreed. The
Kyiv Rada and the Kharkiv Central Executive Committee were still locked in
a struggle to become the government of the upr. According to Trotsky, Russia
had no part in their struggle and it would be resolved by them alone. However,
insofar as the Kharkiv cec recognised the Petrograd cpc as the government
of a federated Russia and the upr as a constituent part of that federation, the
Kharkiv delegation had a right to take part in the peace talks and was admitted
to the Russian delegation. Therefore, Trotsky argued, any agreement reached
between the Tsentral’na Rada and the Central Powers would have to be agreed
also by Russia.

17 Ibid, p. 10.
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Further discussion of this issue was postponed at Chernin’s request until
the Rada delegation returned, which it did in the morning of 19 January. In the
meantime the telegraph line linking Brest Litovsk to both Kyiv and Petrograd
broke down, preventing the latest news from reaching the site of the talks. This
was to the advantage of the Rada delegation, as no-one could verify Trotsky’s
information concerning the uprising in Kyiv, which happened to be correct.

Oleksandr Sevriuk, at 24 years of age, rose to announce he had replaced his
prime minister Vsevolod Holubovych as head of the Rada’s delegation. Sev-
riuk’s understanding was that Trotsky had twice recognised his delegation ‘as
the delegation of an independent state’. Indeed, all the delegations present
had done so and proceeded on that basis right up to the adjournment of the
second round of the talks. He dismissed Trotsky’s argument concerning the
unresolved internal struggle for power in Ukraine: by the same reasoning the
Russian state should not be recognised either, as several nations inhabiting
it, including the Crimean Tatars, the Moldavians, the Caucasian and Siberian
peoples did not recognise the government of the cpc. Pointedly, he did not
include the Ukrainians in this list, meaning the Rada delegation would not dis-
pute the state credentials of the cpc. To Trotsky’s news of the uprising in Kyiv,
Sevriuk countered with his own news, that after fruitless efforts to constitute
a genuine Russian federated republic the Rada had adopted its Fourth Univer-
sal, which declared the upr an independent state and expressed its desire to
live in friendship with all its neighbours. Therefore, in order to avoid further
contradictory declarations by the Russian delegation ‘the Ukrainian Delega-
tion proposed a formal recognition of the Ukrainian Republic as an entirely
independent State, dependent on no one, in order finally to establish both its
international position as well as the Delegation’s title’.18

YukhymMedvedev then spoke on behalf of the Kharkiv cec delegation. He
pointed out theUkrainian councils of workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ deputies
were hitherto not represented at the talks; the Radawas not entitled to speak in
the name of the Ukrainian people. Because it negotiated behind closed doors
and away from the Russian delegation, it had further undermined their trust.
The Kharkiv cec agreed entirely with the Russian delegation’s position and
would refuse to recognise any agreements made by the Rada with the Central
Powers unless they were approved also by Soviet Russia. However, Medvedev
then went further:

18 Proceedings of the Brest Litovsk Peace Conference, p. 134.
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The People’s Secretariat is striving to create such conditions that the
Ukrainian people as a whole, those living in Ukraine, Galicia, Bukovyna
and Hungary, may exist independently of political frontiers as one entity.
The political future of the whole of the Ukrainian people must also be
settled by the free voting of the whole nation. We know the position
taken up on this question by the Government of Austria-Hungary, which
does not permit the discussion of the All-Ukrainian question at the peace
negotiations. But we express our profound conviction that further demo-
cratic development will give to the Ukrainian people unity and freedom
in fraternal harmony with all peoples.19

Medvedev’s public support for the unity of the Ukrainian people across the
frontiers of old Russia and Austro-Hungary was both an endorsement of the
Rada delegation’s objective in this regard and a criticism of their pursuit of this
objective behind closed doors. It was a tacit recognition of some common pur-
pose of the two Ukrainian delegations. During the third round of negotiations
Medvedev and Liubynsky met several times in an attempt to work out their
differences. The meetings took place without Trotsky’s knowledge but with
Kuhlmann’s.

Liubynsky informed Kyiv about his contacts with Yu. Medvedev and repor-
ted to M. Porsh that Medvedev proposed Kyiv and Kharkiv authorise their
respective diplomatic delegations at Brest Litovsk to start peace negotiations
between themselves ‘but mainly to stop this fratricidal war’.

Apart from that,Medvedev promised to ‘chase all the Russian Bolsheviks out
of Kharkiv’ and to serve as a mediator in negotiations between M. Porsh and
V. Lenin. It is interesting to note that when the upr delegation was stopped
on its way to Brest and declared that it was travelling to negotiations with Yu.
Medvedev’s delegation it was let through without any obstacle.20

‘At that time’, recalled Sevriuk, ‘I was always struck by his deep interest, I
would say even more by that sorrow and pain he felt for those subjugated
Ukrainian lands. And I think that when he returned to the Russian delegation
he must have raised the issue there and demanded that it be debated’.21

These talks on the side lines, however, had no perceptible impact on the fur-
ther course of the negotiations at Brest Litovsk. The two Ukrainian delegations
stayed apart, each becoming subordinated in its ownway to the objectives pur-
sued by the bigger powers present: for Kuhlman a peace treaty with the Rada

19 Ibid, p. 140.
20 Datskiv, ‘Dypolomaty Ukrains’koi Tsentral’noi Rady’, p. 36.
21 Sevriuk, Beresteis’kyi Myr, p. 13.
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to wield against Russia; for Chernin a ‘bread peace’ to feed Austria’s starving
cities and one that would preserve its territorial integrity; for the cpc to hold
out against the Central Powers and to prevent the Tsentral’na Rada securing a
peace treaty with them.

The Central Powers’ strategic objective was always to play the Tsentral’na
Rada off against the cpc. It was now seeking two peace treaties, not one:
first with the Tsentral’na Rada and then with the cpc, to use the first treaty
to impose more onerous terms in the second. In the event the cpc refused
their terms the Central Powers could go to war again. To clear the way for a
peace treaty with the Tsentral’na Rada Chernin responded to Sevriuk’s request
and Trotsky’s objections concerning the Rada’s status. He declared on behalf
of all the Central Powers that ‘we have no reason to withdraw or restrict the
recognition of the Ukrainian Delegation as an independent delegation and as
a plenipotentiary representative of the Ukrainian People’s Republic … an inde-
pendent, free and sovereign state which is in a position to make independent
international agreements’.22

Chernin, Kuhlman and Hoffman told the Rada delegation they knew Trot-
sky’s claim concerning their government’s precarious positionwas not far from
the truth. They urged them to make haste and agree a peace treaty. Chernin
proposed a three-point agreement: that the war between the Central Powers
and the Ukrainian People’s Republic was over; they should establish diplo-
matic relations with each other; and the upr should commit itself to supply
the Central Powers with a million tons of grain and other foodstuffs. All other
issues should be agreed later in bilateral relations between the states con-
cerned.23 The Rada delegation, however, declined Chernin’s proposal andwent
away to prepare an alternative one. They understood their position was too
weak to press for plebiscites in Eastern Galicia, Bukovyna and Transcarpathia.
Count Chaki, Hungary’s representative, refused even to discuss the status of
Transcarpathia. The Turks, Bulgarians and Lithuanians present urged them to
accept the terms offered by Chernin. Yet they were determined not to let go
completely of the issue of Ukrainian territories under Austro-Hungary or those
under German and Austrian military occupation that were formerly under
Russia. On 20 January Sevriuk came back with their alternative proposal: the
inclusion of Kholm and Pidliassia within the upr; the creation of an autonom-
ous crown land out of Eastern Galicia and Bukovyna; provision of one hundred
thousand tons of grain and other foodstuffs to the Central Powers by the end
of June 1918. Through two days of intensive discussion, they refused to waver

22 Proceedings of the Brest Litovsk Peace Conference, p. 134.
23 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 2, p. 314.
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from their position. In the evening of 21 January Kuhlman and Chernin depar-
ted for Berlin and Vienna with the Rada delegation’s proposal to consult with
their own governments. As they were leaving both the cpc and Rada delega-
tions fired off telegraphs to them that respectively claimed and denied that the
Rada had already fallen in Kyiv. Neither was quite true: the Rada’s forces in Kyiv
had managed to suppress the Bolshevik uprising inside the capital, but Mura-
viov’s forces were already at the gates. Berlin agreed with the Rada’s terms on
23 January, but Vienna held out for more grain in exchange for a compromise
on Ukrainian territories under its rule.

The leaders of the German and Austrian delegations returned to Brest
Litovsk on 25 January. Trotskymade a last-minute attempt to prevent the treaty
being signed by insisting that the only territory the Rada still controlled was
under the rooms its delegation occupied in the fortress compound at Brest
Litovsk; the Central Powers would be signing a treaty with a government that
had lost control of practically all of Ukraine. However, the states that needed
the treaty were not to be deterred by the facts on the ground and at 2am on the
morning of 27 January the Tsentral’na Rada and the Central Powers signed the
first peace treaty of Brest Litovsk.

The treaty ended the war between the Ukrainian People’s Republic and
the Central Powers. It established the frontier between the upr and Austro-
Hungary as that which stood between Russia and Austro-Hungary in 1914.
Kholm and Pidliassia would be included in the upr. The exact position of
the frontier would be determined by a mixed commission on the basis of the
ethnographic composition of the populations living alongside it and taking
into account their wishes. A section of the treaty that was kept secret at the
request of Austro-Hungary committed its government to join East Galicia and
Bukovyna into a single crown land by July 1918.

There would be no reparations or indemnities for the costs of the war by
any side. The treaty contained a detailed section (vii) pertaining to trade that
was to be restarted by interstate commissions composed on the basis of parity.
Tariffs would bemaintained on the basis of the General Russian CustomsTariff
of 1903, but Germany would gain freedom to transit its goods to Persia/Iran,
something that Tsarist Russia had prohibited. With regard to the content of
trade the treaty merely called for ‘a reciprocal exchange of the surplus of their
more important agricultural and industrial products, for the purpose of meet-
ing current requirements’. However, theupr agreed in a letter signedby Sevriuk
and Liubynsky and kept secret to ship onemillion tons of grain and other food
products by 1 July 1918.24

24 Proceedings of the Brest Litovsk Peace Conference, Section 3, pp. 9–23; Doroshenko, Istoriia
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Kyiv had been taken by the Bolsheviks at the moment the treaty was signed
and the ministers of the Tsentral’na Rada and the remnants of their army were
fleeingwestward.Why, then, did the Central Powers sign a treatywith a govern-
ment no longer capable of implementing it? The Germans and the Austrians
evidently had important economic andmilitarily strategic reasons of their own
to conclude a peace treaty with Ukraine as quickly as possible. They could not
do that with the Kharkiv Central Executive Committee because, like the cpc,
it was bent on a social war with them, if not a military war.

The result for the Germans was that the numerous advantages they had
secured on paper could be realised only if they conquered the country
and reinstated in Kyiv the government with which they had signed the
treaty. The treaty was thus a sort of restraint order issued by the Germans
for their own benefit and they did not hesitate to take immediate steps to
secure their interests.25

Ukrainy, Vol. 2, pp. 316–17; Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 2, pp. 283–4; Stepan
Vozniak, Beresteis’kyi Dohovir 9 ii 1918 (Cleveland: n.p., 1989), p. 53.

25 Fischer, Germany’s Aims in the FirstWorldWar, p. 500.
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chapter 8

Battles for Kyiv

1 TheMarch on Kyiv

The Soviet Army arrived on the outskirts of Kyiv on 22 January 1918. Four groups
converged under the command of M. Muraviov. The first, which left Kharkiv
on 29 December, was made up of the newly formed Red Cossacks led by V. Pry-
makov and Red Guards from Petrograd and Tver. As it passed through Poltava,
Krovolets, Konotop and Kremenchuk between 5 and 11 January its ranks were
swelled by the influx of local Red Guards. This group united with a second one
coming northward from Katerynoslav and the Donbas via Konhrad (today’s
Krasnohrad) and Znamianka. It was composed of Red Guards from Kateryn-
oslav, Makiivka and Yuzivka, a cavalry detachment led by Dmytro Zhloba and
several anarchist and left sr brigades. The two groups now advanced together
along the railways through Romodan and Hrebinka onto Kyiv.

From the north a third group of 1,000 Russian Red Guards from Briansk
advanced through Vorozhba to Bakhmach. They were led by A. Znamensky
(with the agreement of Kudynsky). There followed a fourth group composed
of several detachments of between 200 and 300 men each, who left the mil-
itary front and advanced into Homel and then to Bakhmach. Their leader was
Eduard Berzin. Both groups left Bakhmach along the same Chernihiv railway
line running southwest to Kyiv. Muraviov’s entire army, numbering between
5,000 and 6,000 men, arrived on the eastern outskirts of the city aboard sev-
eral trains.

On Right Bank Ukraine the Bolshevik-led Military Revolutionary Commit-
tee of the Seventh Army sent several units of the Second Corps for a third time
against the Rada’s forces in Vynnytsia. On 10 January they seized Vynnytsia and
Vapniark. Then the Eleventh Army and the Separate Army (Okrema) left the
Southwestern front and relocated in the region of Proskuriv. The road to Kyiv
from the west was now open to the Bolsheviks.1

The Central Executive Committee of the Kharkiv government instructed
Heorhii Lapchynsky and Yurii Kotsiubynsky, its Commissars for Administra-

1 Heorhii Lapchynsky, ‘Borot’ba za Kyiv: sichen’ 1918’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 2 (1928), p. 212; Viktor
Savchenko, Symon Petliura (Kyiv: Nora-Druk, 2016), pp. 143–5; Viktor Savchenko, 12 viin za
Ukrainu (Kyiv: Nora-Druk, 2016), pp. 30–1, 33.
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tion and Military Affairs respectively,2 to accompany Muraviov’s army. Their
mission was to ensure their government’s decrees were implemented by civil-
ian and military authorities in the areas liberated from the Rada. This was
unlikely as the Kharkiv government was barely on its feet, little known out-
side its capital and the local councils did not want anyone superseding their
authority. Lapchynsky and Kotsiubynsky presented themselves to Muraviov’s
staff at Liubotyn, a town outside Kharkiv where they were to board the train
for Poltava.

Examining our documents one of Muraviov’s commanders read ourman-
date from the ‘All-Ukrainian Council’ and exclaimed: ‘You are the kind of
people we have been ordered to hunt down!’ He pointed his revolver at
our heads and led us away to his wagon, cursing and promising to ‘guil-
lotine’ us at once. We barely managed to get him to phone Antonov’s
headquarters in Kharkiv. They ordered him to release us and give us a spe-
cial train to Poltava because our train had left while we were being held
under arrest.

Muraviov and his commanders treated the local councils they encountered
with contempt:

In Poltava itself … right after the entry of Muraviov’s army a fierce con-
flict erupted with the city’s council in which the Ukrainian srs, the ‘left
bankers’ headed by Leonard Bochkovsky, Lev Kovaliov and Mykola
Lytvynenko, were the most influential party. Infuriated by the tactless
behaviour of themilitary commanders who regarded themselvesmasters
of the city, the local council’s executive committee adopted a resolution
that asserted the only authority over Poltava province were the councils
of workers’ and peasants’ deputies … But their relations with the Cent-
ral Executive Committee of Ukraine and its People’s Secretariat were left
vague in the resolution: the Poltavans were sceptical about the ‘Kharkiv’
government.

… Not understanding at all these nuances of local politics, Muraviov
ordered themembers of the executive committee into his wagon. He gave
them a good shouting, ordered the arrest of their non-Bolshevik Ukrain-
ianmembers and threatened to execute them…Muraviov’s chief of staff,

2 Kotsiubynsky replacedVasyl Shakhrai in a temporary capacitywhenShakhrai left for theBrest
Litovsk peace talks.
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comrade Liubynsky (Khlor), stepped up to arrest comrade Leonard Boch-
kovsky, leader of the Ukrainian srs throughout Poltava province. Boch-
kovsky replied in Ukrainian to a question put to him by Khlor, who then
shouted in Russian ‘I order you to speak to me in an international way’!
‘I can speak in English, German, French, Polish and Russian’, Bochkovsky
replied in Ukrainian, ‘but I don’t know which one of these you regard as
international’. Only after that did Khlor understand he had done a stupid
thing. Perhaps it was the same kind of ‘naïve internationalist’ who a few
weeks later executed comrade Bochkovsky in Kyiv simply because he was
carrying the red identity card of amember of the Tsentral’na Rada, which
was written in the Ukrainian language. So Ukraine lost one of its most
renowned revolutionaries …

It was only the protests of Bolsheviks and Russian Left srs present that
prevented such an excess from taking place here. However, the leaders of
the ‘left bankers’ felt compelled to step back from their work and leave
Poltava. Governmental authority was now left exclusively in the hands of
the Bolsheviks.3

Lapchynsky, head of Kremenchuk Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies
and commissar-emissary of the Kharkiv Ukrainian government, grew increas-
ingly disillusioned with Muraviov during the two weeks he spent living with
him in the same railway carriage on their way to Kyiv. He described him as

an exceedingly ambitious person, narcissistic and petulant … he left the
impression of a disorganised, very nervous, almost hysterical person … I
don’t thinkhewas a goodmilitary specialist…hehadno relationship at all
with the revolutionary movement. Politically and psychologically Mura-
viov was absolutely foreign to us. He could not imagine at all the tasks of
the social revolution.4

In the light of what Lapchynsky and Kotsiubynsky witnessed on their way to
Kyiv one is left wondering why they did not challenge Muraviov. After all, they
represented the Ukrainian government which claimed the territory on which
Muraviov’s army was operating and which was recognised by the cpc. Was
it their deference to Muraviov as the deputy of Antonov-Ovsiienko, himself
appointed by the Petrograd cpc to lead military operations in Ukraine? Or the

3 Heorhii Lapchynsky, ‘Borot’ba za Kyiv: sichen’ 1918’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 2 (1928), pp. 210–14.
4 Lapchynsky, ‘Borot’ba za Kyiv’, p. 215.
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fact that neither Lapchynsky nor Kotsiubynsky exercised any direct authority
over the army theywere accompanying toKyiv to install their owngovernment-
in-waiting in Kharkiv? They did get the opportunity a few days before the
army reached Kyiv, when the Council of People’s Commissars appointed Kot-
siubynsky ‘Commander-in-Chief of all military forces of the [Russian] Fed-
eration operating on the territory of the Ukrainian Republic’. Muraviov was
deeply offended when he learned of the cpc’s decision and he asked Antonov-
Ovsiienko to allow him to return immediately to Kharkiv. Kotsiubynsky, how-
ever, believed it unwise to change leaders in the middle of the offensive and
refused to take over Muraviov’s command. This, despite Lapchynsky’s and pre-
sumably even Kotsuibynsky’s very low opinion of the military capability, polit-
ical commitment and character of the lieutenant-colonel Muraviov.

2 Martial Law in Kyiv

News that the Bolsheviks had taken control of practically all Eastern Ukraine
and were steadily converging on Kyiv exacerbated tensions in the capital. The
city was overcrowded with demobilised soldiers and officers, Jews escaping
the pogroms in the towns bordering the front, monarchists, bourgeois and
landowners fleeing the civil war. According to a census taken in September 1917
there were 460,000 people registered as residents in Kyiv, making it the third
most populous city of the former empire. Russians accounted for 50 percent of
the population, followedby Jews at 19 percent andUkrainians at 16 percent. But
thereweremany people now living illegally in Kyivwithout a residence permit,
bringing the actual total closer to 650,000 and placing an enormous strain on
housing, utilities and services.

In the three months since assuming power the Tsentral’na Rada had failed
to organise an effective city administration. It faced resistance on the part
of employees of the city Duma and the provincial administration who had
worked previously under the Provisional Government and before that theTsar-
ist regime. The captains of industry and finance did not trust the Rada either,
closing their businesses, locking people out of work and removing their liquid
assets from Kyiv’s banks. If the middle and upper classes regarded the Rada as
a lesser evil than the Bolsheviks, they still mistrusted this upstart government.
For them Kyiv was a Russian city, indeed ‘the mother of All-Russian cities’.
They were unhappy to see Ukrainian peasants in uniform marching around
as though it were theirs and a government addressing them in the peasants’
language. The Rada engenderedmore hostility when it tried but failed to expel
everyone who had lived in Kyiv for less than one year, many of them Russians
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and Jews. Rafes noted thatmost urban dwellers werewaiting for the Bolsheviks
to arrive and rid them of this ‘alien power which irritated them with its small
but sensitive pin pricks’.5

The middle classes were an important factor in local politics, whereas the
working class was relatively small. Kyiv initially was an administrative and
trade centre, dealing in the transport, storage andprocessing of sugar and grain.
There were railway workshops, factories producing agricultural and food pro-
cessing equipment and, significantly, the Arsenal, which produced munitions
for the army. However, the working class accounted for a considerably smal-
ler proportion of Kyiv’s total population than it did of Kharkiv’s or Kateryn-
oslav’s, which hadmushroomed in thewave of industrialisation before theWar.
Moreover, Kyiv had a less ‘modern’ working class in which craft and cottage
industry workers still outnumbered its industrial workforce by around two to
one.6

By the beginning of 1918 the Bolsheviks had taken control of most urban
centres in Eastern Ukraine. On 4 January, the day the Kharkiv government
declared war on the Rada, the General Secretariat declared Kyiv under siege
and imposedmartial law.MykhailoKovenko, appointed commanderof the city,
ordered a seven-daymobilisation of the Free Cossacks to police it. On the same
day Mykola Porsh, Secretary of Military Affairs, ordered a full mobilisation of
Ukrainian regiments and the immediate demobilisation of the rest of the Rus-
sian army.TheUkrainian regiments, however, could no longer be relied upon to
hold together in the face of Bolshevik agitation, let alone in an armed confront-
ation. So Porsh took on two military formations with strongly anti-Bolshevik
officers to try to stiffen the Rada’s defences: Petliura’s Slobidska Camp and the
Galician Bukovynian Company. The latter was later renamed the First detach-
ment of the Sich Riflemen and was made up of former soldiers in the Austrian
army and led by Yevhen Konovalets and Andrii Melnyk.7

The Free Cossacks first appeared in the spring of 1917 in Kyiv province as
an irregular paramilitary movement made up mainly of middle and wealthy
peasants. Their aim was to protect their properties and localities from looting
and disorder by army deserters. They quickly spread in the summer months
across Katerynoslav, Chernihiv and Kherson provinces and into the Kuban.

5 Rafes, Dva goda, p. 78.
6 ‘Kyiv’, Encyclopedia of Ukraine (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988), pp. 502–12.
7 The Galician Bukovynian Company was later renamed the Sich Riflemen. Konovalets and

Melnyk went on to become leaders of the Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists in Polish-
occupiedWestern Ukraine in the 1920s and ’30s. Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, pp. 279–
81.
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They then appeared in some towns, at first among railwayworkers. The usdwp
was involved in organising them inKaterynoslav. Pavlo Khrystiuk described the
social democrats’ illusory hope that ‘the worker Free Cossacks were the first
shoots of a Ukrainian proletarian red army … that could serve the local coun-
cils as their popular militia and defend the interests of the working people’.8

By the time their first national congress opened in Chyhyryn on 3 Octo-
ber, they had 60,000 members. Hopes of the kind Khrystiuk recounted were
dispelled here when some 2,000 delegates to the congress elected Pavlo Skoro-
padsky, the wealthy landowner and commander of the Rada’s First Ukrainian
Division, as their leader, or het’man. They accorded the same title, but only in
an honorary capacity, to Mykhailo Hrushevsky, president of the Rada. These
bestowals of real and symbolic authority reflected a tension within the Free
Cossacks. On the one hand there was the conservative nationalist entourage
around Skoropadsky that belonged to the upp and later the upsi. They organ-
ised the congress and nominated him to become the het’man. On the other
hand, there were the rank-and-file Free Cossacks who were awaiting from the
Rada the resolution of land reform and an end to the War. The middle and
wealthy peasants made up a majority of delegates at the congress. They gave
their support to the conservative nationalist leadership who upheld private
property in land, advocated Ukraine’s immediate independence from Russia
and opposed political or cultural autonomy for national minorities. These pos-
itions contradicted the principles set out by the Rada in its Third Universal
a month later. Yet at the same time they sought official registration from the
General Secretariat as a militia police force and their maintenance at public
expense. After heated debate the General Secretariat registered and incorpor-
ated them under the Secretariat of Internal Affairs.When the Rada lost control
of the eastern provinces and its army regiments started breaking up, the Gen-
eral Secretariat turned to the Free Cossacks for reinforcement. On 18December
they were transferred to the Secretariat for Military Affairs, which paraded 16
companies of Free Cossacks, around 1,000 fighters, in the capital on 30 Decem-
ber. Mykhailo Kovenko, their commanding officer and the general commander
of Kyiv during the January state of siege, had recruited these companies from
among theworkers at the Arsenal, the Greter andKrivanek factory and the rail-
way workshops.

Kovenko served in the War as an engineer on the Southwestern front. He
was a member of the usdwp from 1916, elected in June 1917 to the Rada by the
All-Ukrainian Council of Workers’ Deputies. From September he worked for

8 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 188.
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the Elections Bureau of the Secretariat of Internal Affairs, training Free Cos-
sack units to guard voting stations during the Constituent Assembly elections.
It was presumably in this capacity that Kovenko began to pull together the Free
Cossacks he eventually led against the Bolsheviks.

Itwas also during the autumnof 1917 thatKovenko resigned from theusdwp
and joined the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Independentists (upsi), launched
by members the Ukrainian People’s Party (upp) and nationalist officers in the
army.9 His defection was symptomatic of the growing influence amongst the
Rada’s supporters of the once marginal Ukrainian People’s Party. Formed in
Kharkiv in March 1917 the upp advocated as its long-term goal the independ-
ence of Ukraine, with ethnic Ukrainians taking all the positions within the
government.

The party concentrated on building a Ukrainian army, first and foremost
from divisions of the Russian army. It had some influence in the Polubotok
and Khmelnytsky regiments and the 153rd Division. The party anticipated a
new state leadership would come from the All-Ukrainian Soldiers’ Congress,
which should elect a het’man, declare independence and make peace with the
Central Powers. It pursued this strategy over the summer months when upp
members also secured positions in the leadership of the Free Cossack move-
ment. In December leaders of the newly launched upsi made an unsuccessful
attempt to persuade General Pavlo Skoropadsky, Symon Petliura and Mykola
Porsh to seize power in a coup d’état, declare independence and replace all
officers in the army with the upsi’s own people. More than anything they tried
to include the upsr in this plot. Skoropadsky, the lynchpin in their plans, broke
off talks and the coup plot was abandoned. However, the upsi nationalists’
influence continued to grow in Ukrainian political and military milieus as ten-
sions mounted between the Rada and the Petrograd cpc. The number of upsi
members in the Rada’s general assembly of 822 deputies grew from 12 to 19.
In December the party joined forces with a right-wing fraction in the upsr to
form a multi-party faction in the Rada, with S.A. Shekhulin (upsr) as its head
and Oleksandr Stepanenko (upsi) its secretary. The Socialist Independentists
would come to play a greater role in the looming military conflict between the
Reds and the Rada ‘when from their ranks sprang a considerable number of
otamany [warlords]’.10

9 Entsyklopedia Suchasnoi Ukrainy: http://esu.com.ua/search_articles.php?id=34567http://​
sichovyk.com.ua/istorichna‑slava/914‑wiljne‑kozactwo‑unr [accessed 11 August 2018].

10 Goldelman, Jewish National Autonomy in Ukraine 1917–1920, p. 59; D. Mukha, ‘Dialnis’t
Ukrains’koi Partii Samostiynykiv-Sotsialistiv, hruden’ 1917–kviten’ 1918’, Visnyk khy imeni
T. Shevchenka, 2007; S. Herashchenko, ‘Ukrains’ki Samostiinyky v natsional’no-vyzvol’nii

http://esu.com.ua/search_articles.php?id=34567http://sichovyk.com.ua/istorichna-slava/914-wiljne-kozactwo-unr
http://esu.com.ua/search_articles.php?id=34567http://sichovyk.com.ua/istorichna-slava/914-wiljne-kozactwo-unr
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Over a period of seven days from 4 January the Free Cossacks carried out
raids in 27 workplaces in Kyiv, including the Arsenal, the factories Greter and
Kryvanek, the shipbuilding yards, the munitions factory at Demiivka, the rail-
way mechanics’ workshops and the railways administration. During the raids,
many of which occurred at night, the Cossacks smashed upmachinery and cut
power lines. They interrogatedworkers and drewup lists of suspectedmilitants
whose houses were then searched. Two hundredwere arrested and imprisoned
in the Lukianivka and the Koso-Kaponir prisons, 40 of them beaten so badly
they had to be treated in the hospital ward at Lukianivka. Some 1,500 rifles and
tens of machine guns were seized in the raids. The premises of Proletarskaia
mysl’, newspaper of the Kyiv Council of Workers’ Deputies, were shut down.
The editors launched a second paper, Proletarskoe delo, but its first edition was
confiscated at the kiosks. The trade unions council and the factory committees
council were ransacked. Four bakery workers were beaten when they called a
one-day strike to protest against the repressions. A delegation of workers went
to the Rada’s headquarters where they were told it had nothing to do with the
raids or the arrests. The workers demanded the Rada issue an order that the
repressions stop, but none was forthcoming.11

3 The Fourth Universal

The Rada’s delegation at Brest Litovsk returned to Kyiv on 5 January. It called
on the government to declare the state independence of theUkrainian People’s
Republic in order that it may sign a peace treaty with the Central Powers. The
ninth plenary session of the mala rada convened on 7 January to deal with
the matter, but first on its agenda was the long awaited Statute of National
Personal Autonomy. The draft legislation was prepared by Moshe Zilberfarb,
Secretary for Jewish Affairs, to replace the original statute of July 1917. Themala
rada debated it for two full days and then adopted it unanimously.12 Zilberfarb
enthused that ‘the law we have adopted is equal only to the acts of the great
French Revolution. Then the rights of man were declared. Today we have pro-
claimed the rights of nations’. Rafes added: ‘Not a single country in Europe has

borot’bi 1917–pochatku 1918 rr’, https://vpered.wordpress.com/2010/02/18/українські-сам
остійники-в-національ/ [accessed 12 August 2018].

11 Bosh,Godbor’by, pp. 116–17; Savchenko, SymonPetliura, p. 143; Zdorov,Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’,
p. 214.

12 Abramson, Molytva za vladu, p. 112.
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yet to know of a stronger act of such importance’. Representing the Zionists,
N. Syrkin also spoke in its favour. Telegramswere sent of the news to the largest
Jewish centres in Austro-Hungary, Russia and the USA.13

A draft of the Fourth Universal was hammered out from three competing
resolutions submitted by Hrushevsky, Vynnychenko andMykyta Shapoval. The
Russian, Jewish and Polish parties were not consulted beforehand. According
to Solomon Goldelman of Poale Zion, they were presented with the draft as
a fait accompli in a closed session of the mala rada with all the other parties
present.14 The sessionwent on continuously from5pmon 10 January until close
to midnight on 12 January. The debate focussed on the Rada concluding a sep-
arate peace, for which a declaration of the upr’s independence was deemed
necessary.The threeUkrainianparties fell into linebehind this argument,while
the Mensheviks and the Bund remained opposed and the other parties unde-
cided.

The Mensheviks and the Bund had agreed at the end of December 1917 that
they wouldwalk out of the Rada by 5 January, the day the All-Russian Constitu-
ent Assembly was scheduled tomeet, if the Rada pushed aheadwith a separate
peace with the Central Powers. When it became clear that the General Secret-
ariat was going for a separate peace, Alexandr Zolotariov, General Controller in
the Secretariat, tended his resignation at the start of the mala rada debate on
10 January. The intention of the Bund was not to have its representative in the
General Secretariat once independence was declared.

Rafes spoke for the Bund in the debate, taking aim at the Rada for its ‘egot-
istic’ attitude towards other nations and the cpc for its ‘unprincipled, egot-
istic and devious’ lip service to a general peace and the self-determination of
nations. By agreeing to bilateral talks with the Central Powers, he argued, the
Rada would make Ukraine the slave of German imperialism, and the aim of
German imperialism was to dismember Russia. The Bund then issued a state-
ment contending that a declaration of Ukraine’s independence would hasten
the disintegration of the Russian revolution and allow German imperialism
to dictate its terms for a separate peace. It blamed ‘the treacherous politics
of the Bolshevik government’ for creating the anarchy and provoking the civil
war that stimulated separatist sentiments in Ukraine. These sentiments played
into the plans of German imperialism to annex territory and to create a buf-
fer of nominally independent states between Russia and Europe. The Germans

13 Cherikover, Istoriia pogromnogodvizhenianaUkraine 1917–1921 gg, Tom 1 (reprinted byBer-
lin Direct Media, 2015), p. 73.

14 S.I. Goldelman, Zhydivs’ka Natsional’na Avtonomiia v Ukraini. 1917–1920 (Munich: n.p.,
1967), p. 121.
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would reverse land reform and strip Ukraine of its rawmaterials. Furthermore,
the Bund contended that the declaration of independence was being made
‘against the will of the Ukrainian democracy’. For its part, the Bund was tak-
ing part in the mala rada’s closed session only to press for amendments to the
Fourth Universal that protected the rights of minorities, resisted Ukrainisation
and othermeasures it believedwould antagonise the population. But the Bund
would vote against the Fourth Universal:

We are going to fight for a stronger solidarity between the Ukrainian and
Russian proletariat so that the bright day will come when the separation
of Ukraine from Russia will be just a tragic episode in the life of both
fraternal peoples.15

At 12.20am on 13 January themala radawent into open session in the assembly
hall of the Pedagogical Museum, which had been filling up with people, many
of them members of the Rada’s 800-strong general assembly. Hrushevsky gave
a short introduction, explaining that disorder in the country had made it
impossible to hold Ukrainian constituent assembly elections to resolve the
country’s international status but that the upr needed to sign a peace treaty
to end its involvement in the world war and to prevent it falling further into
war with the Bolsheviks. Reading out the Fourth Universal, the declaration of
independence, in its entirety Hrushevky was interrupted several times by ova-
tions and shouts of approval. The Universal was then put to a vote by public
roll call. Rada Secretary Mykhailo Yeremiiev read out the name of each mem-
ber of the mala rada in turn. (The only other time such a voting procedure
had been used was for the adoption of the Third Universal.) There were 49
members present: 39 of them, all members of the three Ukrainian parties and
the Polish Socialist Party, voted in favour. Four voted against: the Mensheviks
Mykhailo Balabanov, Dmytro Chyzhevsky and Kostiantyn Kononenko, and the
Bundist Mykhailo Liber (Holdman). Six abstained: Yosyp Sklovsky and Kosti-
antyn Sukhovykh from the Russian srs, Solomon Goldelman from Poale Zion,
Max Shats-Anin from the United Jewish Workers Party Fareignikte, Pinkhus
Dubynsky from the Jewish People’s Party Folkspartei, and L. Pochentovsky from
the Polish Centre.16

The result evoked disappointment and bitterness among some Rada depu-
ties and members of the public gathered in the Pedagogical Museum. The

15 Rafes, Dva goda, pp. 71–5.
16 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, p. 268.
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Ukrainian parties had joined in a unanimous vote a couple of days earlier to
approve the statute on national personal autonomy for minorities; in return
they were expecting solidarity with the declaration of independence. Hru-
shevsky now invited representatives of all the parties to address the meeting.
On behalf of the usdwp and the Rada’s Council of People’s Ministers17 Vyn-
nychenko greeted the outcome of the vote and spoke optimistically about a
future of peace, reconstruction andUkraine’s eventualmembership in aworld-
wide federation. Sukhovykh from the Russian srs regretted the outcome, say-
ing the declaration of independence was premature. Then, ‘the mere appear-
ance of the well-known Liber who was to speak in the name of the Jewish
Labour Bund … called forth a storm of indignation’.18 Hrushevksy was forced
to clear the gallery and close the meeting.19When it was published, the Fourth
Universal was backdated to 9 January, the day when the final debate on it had
actually begun.

The usdwp and upsr presented the declaration of independence to the
public somewhat unenthusiastically, even apologetically. The socialist revolu-
tionaries’ newspaper Narodna volia explained:

The declaration of independence was not the ultimate aim of Ukraine’s
rebirth. On the contrary, the bare slogan of independence doesn’t have
anything appealing about it for true socialists whose ideals are the
greatest possible improvement in the wellbeing of every individual and
the establishment throughout the world of brotherhood, equality and
freedom. If at this time our socialist parties found it necessary to put this
slogan on the order of the day they did it only because the circumstances
demanded the declaration of independence … in raising the slogan of
independence the Ukrainian democracy will not retreat one single step
from the idea of universal brotherhood, from the idea of a free union of
all the countries of the world. On the contrary, all it did was to take an
unavoidable step on the road to a worldwide federation of independent
peoples because only those able to freely dispose of themselves can enter
into a union with each other.20

17 TheGeneral Secretariat was renamed the Council of People’sMinisters by the FourthUni-
versal.

18 Elias Heifetz, The Slaughter of the Jews in the Ukraine in 1919 (New York: Thomas Seltzer,
1921), p. 15.

19 Abramson, Molytva za vladu, p. 112.
20 Narodna volia, no. 9, 1918.
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Robitnycha hazeta, the usdwp newspaper was no less circumspect:

The idea has taken hold among the Ukrainian democracy that it is neces-
sary toproclaim the independenceof theUkrainianPeople’s Republic as a
way out of a situation created by circumstances beyond its control and as
the only way to a genuine federation. Complete independence (without
any state ties to other countries) arises from the fact that in these difficult
times for us the Ukrainian democracy has understood like never before
the great need of the working masses to live in a nationally independ-
ent state (not ruling out a federation with other states) because only in
such a state can the class struggle unfold in all its scope, only in it can
this struggle progress. Inasmuch as hope has been lost that the right of
nations to their self-determination can develop through the general Rus-
sian revolution and in brotherly accord with all the labouring masses, at
least for the immediate future, the Ukrainian democracy is compelled to
take a different path, the path of complete independence. Freedom of
national development is for it a question of life or death. Through inde-
pendence to federation.21

4 The Socialist Revolutionaries Form a Government

The Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries, the largest in the Rada but
a minority in its government, now stepped forward to demand the usdwp-
upsf-led Council of People’s Ministers resign. For while peace was at hand in
Brest Litovsk, war with the Bolsheviks waswell underway in Ukraine. The upsr
left wing was led by Mykhailo Poloz, Panas Liubchenko, Vasyl Ellan-Blakytny
(Ellansky), HnatMykhailychenko, Opanas Sivero-Odoievsky, Serhii Bachynsky.
It proposed to form a new government together with the usdwp left wing (led
by Y. Neronovych) on a programme of immediate peace with the Bolsheviks
and the establishment of council/soviet rule at the national level and locally
throughout the country.22 The centre-right of the upsr (Mykola Saltan,Mykola
Chechel, Mykola Shrah, Kuzma Korzh, Pavlo Khrystiuk) wanted to reconsti-
tute the government on the basis of proportionality of party representation,
to negotiate a new agreement with the workers’ councils but to exclude the

21 Robitnycha hazeta, 22 January 1918.
22 Theupsr leftwingwas ledbyM.Poloz, P. Liubchenko,Mykhailychenko, Sivero-Odoievsky,

S. Bachynsky andVasyl Ellan-Blakytny; the usdwp left by YevhenNeronovych andYevhen
Kasianenko.
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Bolsheviks and to keep fighting them.23 The two wings of the party could not
find common ground. Their differences lay not only in policy but also inmeans.

The leftwingno longer believed it could achieve its programmeby reforming
the government but would have to overthrow it. In December, while the Rus-
sian left srs Mykola Alekseiev and Volodymyr Kachynsky were in Kyiv trying
to mediate between the cpc and the Rada, they were consulting closely with
their Ukrainian counterparts. The Ukrainian and Russian left srs then made
an agreement to co-operate in the All-Russian Constituent Assembly elections
and to overthrow the Vynnychenko-led General Secretariat. They could not
implement the first part of their agreement because the Constituent Assembly
was forcibly dispersed by the cpc on 5 January. With regard to the second
part, their main concern was that the Kharkiv cec government might stand in
the way of normal relations being established between Petrograd and a new
council-based government in Kyiv. The cpc was made aware of these plans
and concerns, which Stalin passed on by telegraph to Trotsky in Brest Litovsk.
German intelligence intercepted this message and shared it with the Rada del-
egation, which then fed it back to Kyiv. Mykhailo Kovenko, the Rada’s military
commander of Kyiv, ordered the arrest of the coup plotters right inside the Ped-
agogical Museum while the ninth session of themala radawas underway. The
following upsr leftists were arrested: M. Poloz, H. Mykhailychenko, O. Shum-
sky, O. Sivero-Odoievsky, H. Tkalia, A. Ovcharenko, O. Zarudnyi, A. Prykhodko,
A. Polonsky and S. Bachynsky. Y. Ellan-Blakytny managed to escape. The Free
Cossack detachment had orders also to arrest the left usdwp leaders Y. Ner-
onovych and Y. Kasianenko, but they happened not to be there. M. Poloz and
P. Liubchenkowere arrested in Brest-Litovsk. The coupwas foiled and the upsr
and usdwp left wings were cast out of the Rada.24

On 15 January a unit of the ZaporozhianBohun regiment broke into themala
rada in session, protested the arrests and the deployment in the city of the Free
Cossacks, who they said had criminal elements in their ranks. They threatened
‘to disperse the bourgeois Rada’, but then left without further ado.25

Desperate to find a way out of the impasse Vynnychenko proposed to the
Council of Ministers the bizarre idea that it stage its own coup. This would have
involved Mykola Porsh, Minister of Military Affairs and Mykhailo Tkachenko,
Minister of Justice overthrowing Vynnychenko, the General Secretary, declar-
ing the rule of councils and seeking peace with the cpc. However, ministers

23 The upsr right wing was led by Saltan, Chechel, Shrah, Korzh and Khrystiuk.
24 Khrystiuk,Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 125; Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, p. 260;

Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi Zhovten’, pp. 215–16.
25 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, p. 41; Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, p. 278.
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were not prepared to go along with him and split ‘the united national front’.26
Vynnychenko was left with no option but to resign. On 16 January, the day
before the handover of power to the upsr centre-right, the usdwp Central
Committee issued the following statement:

We remain firmly convinced that an orientation towards the Bolsheviks,
which manifests itself strikingly among the Ukrainian socialist revolu-
tionaries, cannot save Ukraine from the danger it is now in; this orient-
ation could sooner lose it altogether. Everyone knows that the Bolsheviks
will heed no-one, they will not stop at anything but will scatter all before
them, even the left srs. Our party stands for a struggle against bolshev-
ism, as against all utopianism that has nothing to do with socialism. And
given this political submission of the srs and the relationship of forces in
the country which is now on the side of the peasant elements, in such a
situation our party cannot remain in government. The revolution is now
passing into a phase of anarchy, and after that it will move into reaction,
and completely different elements, far removed from the proletariat, will
come to the helm of the state. At this moment our party cannot take
responsibility for such a political submission which is in evidence among
the srs.27

On 17 January a newCouncil of People’sMinisterswas formed under the premi-
ership of Vsevolod Holubovych, composed of seven upsr members and two
from the usdwp, all of them from the centre-right of their parties.28 The gov-
ernment immediatelydenounced theuprising and the general strikewhichhad
just begun in Kyiv: theywere all, it alleged, vandals and looters. ‘The city of Kyiv
and all of Ukraine is overflowing with Bolshevik agitators and Red Guards sent
in by the Petrograd authorities with big money’.29

As the uprising and general strike took hold and Muraviov’s forces neared
the outskirts of the city, the mala rada continued to sit in its ninth session

26 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 2, pp. 220–2.
27 Robitnycha hazeta, no. 229, 16 January 1918.
28 VsevolodHolubovych, PrimeMinister andMinister of Foreign Affairs, L. Nenolovsky (Mil-

itary Affairs), P. Khrystiuk (Internal Affairs), Stepan Perepylytsia (Finances, upsr sym-
pathiser), Ye. Sokovych (Roads), M. Kovalevsky (Provision), N. Hryhoriiv (Education), A
Ternychenko (Agriculture), M Tkachenko (Justice, usdwp), D. Antonovych (Maritime
Affairs, usdwp). See Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, p. 291.

29 Cited in Andrii Zdorov, ‘Arsenal i Kruty. 100 rokiv viiny. 100 rokiv pamiati’. http://www​
.historians.in.ua/index.php/en/dyskusiya/2389‑andrij‑zdorov‑arsenal‑i‑kruti‑100‑rokiv‑vi
jni‑100‑rokiv‑pam‑yati [accessed 8 May 2018].

http://www.historians.in.ua/index.php/en/dyskusiya/2389-andrij-zdorov-arsenal-i-kruti-100-rokiv-vijni-100-rokiv-pam-yati
http://www.historians.in.ua/index.php/en/dyskusiya/2389-andrij-zdorov-arsenal-i-kruti-100-rokiv-vijni-100-rokiv-pam-yati
http://www.historians.in.ua/index.php/en/dyskusiya/2389-andrij-zdorov-arsenal-i-kruti-100-rokiv-vijni-100-rokiv-pam-yati
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and to adopt new laws. Themost important of these for the upsrmajority was
the land law of 18 January. Based on the resolutions of successive congresses of
peasants’ deputies in 1917, the draft of this law was hotly debated at the eighth
session of themala rada in December and then sent to a commission for inter-
party conciliation. The new law abolished private property in land, water and
underground resources, making them the common property of the citizens of
Ukraine and assigning responsibility for apportioning them for use to peasant
land committees and local organs of self-government. Land could no longer be
bought or sold, only passed on as inheritance. Nor could labour on the land be
bought or sold. Peasant families were to be apportioned as much land as their
combined labour could put to productive use for their own needs. This lawwas
adopted unanimously by themala rada.30

The law on the eight-hour working day was also adopted by this session of
the mala rada. There was no time left, however, before the Rada was forced to
evacuate from Kyiv, to adopt a set of draft laws on workers’ control of industry
and banking, and co-decision-making of workers’, peasants’ and soldiers’ coun-
cils with local governments.

5 The Uprising and General Strike

The Kyiv Bolshevik party committee prepared for the uprising from the begin-
ning of January, and it persisted even as the Rada’s forces detained its mem-
bers and uncovered their weapons. On 12 January, the Kyiv Council of Workers’
Deputies, in which the Bolsheviks now held a majority, declared its allegiance
to the Kharkiv-based Central Executive Committee of the Councils of Ukraine.
According to Yevgeniia Bosh, the Kyiv comrades were advised by the cec not
to launch the uprising without external support. Alexandr Horwitz, a 20-year-
oldmember of the Kyiv committee who also served on the cec, was the liaison
between the two capitals. He received instructions from Kharkiv to hold back
his comrades until M. Muraviov’s forces reached the capital.31 However, the
uprising started a week sooner than planned, on 15 January, provoked by a
number of developments: the Rada’s declaration of independence, the active
desertion or retreat into neutrality of at least half the soldiers of the Rada’s regi-
ments in the city, and the perception of the Bolsheviks in the factories that they
were gaining support from workers who previously followed other parties.

30 For the full text of the law, see Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 129–31.
31 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 51–3.
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The initiative came from below: rank-and-file militants in several work-
places launched the uprising in the night of 15 January before any decision
was taken either by the Kyiv Council of Workers’ Deputies or the Bolshevik city
party committee. Rather, the latter bodies followed in themilitants’ wake. Cru-
cially, it was when the soldiers who were supposed to guard the Arsenal came
over to the side of its workers that they gained the confidence to launch the
uprising immediately. Strategically the most important enterprise in Kyiv, the
Arsenal, employed 3,000 workers and office staff in a complex of eighteenth-
century buildings located in the upper city district of Pechersk. These were
local Russians, Jews, Ukrainians and Poles, supplemented during the war years
by metalworkers recruited from Russia and evacuated employees of the
Warsaw Arsenal. It was the Bolsheviks’ principal stronghold in Kyiv, but by
no means their exclusive preserve. The workforce supported several parties,
including Social Democracy of Poland and Lithuania, the usdwp, Russian and
Ukrainian srs aswell as the upsi who recruited a detachment of Free Cossacks
at the Arsenal.

On 15 January the Rada ministries of labour and military affairs, both under
Mykola Porsh, sent contradictory messages, possibly deliberately, to the work-
ers at theArsenal. First, a representative of the LabourMinistry promised them
themachinery damaged by the Free Cossacks in earlier raidswould be repaired
and production restarted. Then theMinistry of Military Affairs sent an order by
telegraph to remove all the coal from the Arsenal and put it at the disposal of
the Rada’s armoured trains. This second decisionmeant that productionwould
be halted and theworkers sent home.TheBolshevik-led factory committeemet
to consider their predicament.When a detachment of the B. Khmelnytsky regi-
ment assigned to guard the factory declared its solidarity with the workers and
was joined in this by representatives from the Shevchenko and Sahaidachnyi
regiments stationed in the district of Pechersk, the factory committee decided
to barricade the Arsenal and launch the uprising.

SylaMishchenko, commander of the first company of the Sahaidachnyi regi-
ment and a Bolshevik, led all his soldiers plus some volunteers from other
companies, 450 in all, into the Arsenal. A full meeting of the insurgents elec-
ted amilitary revolutionary committee with Alexandr Horwitz as its head, Syla
Mishchenko asmilitary commander, Mykola Kostiuk, turner, and Ipolyt Fialyk,
saddler, as members; that is, one Jew, two Ukrainians and one Pole respect-
ively. Upon arriving at the Arsenal on 16 January at around 2am to remove its
coal, the detachment of Free Cossacks met a hail of gunfire. The combined
force of theArsenalworkers and the soldiers fromUkrainised detachmentswas
somewhere between 700 and a thousand strong. They were well armed with
rifles, machine guns and cannons. The fighting went on all night and into the
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morning. The insurgents held their ground. The Rada surrounded all of Pech-
ersk with troops. Horwitz was wounded in the hand during the fighting. He
tried to get to Podil to rally more support from workers but was captured and
executed by Free Cossacks. Mykola Kostiuk then took over as head of the mil-
itary revolutionary committee.

A ceasefire ensued in the morning of 16 January, followed by talks which
went on until seven in the evening. When the talks proved fruitless the insur-
gents started firing their cannons in the direction of the Rada’s seat of govern-
ment at the Pedagogical Museum and into other parts of the city. Some of the
Arsenal itself was set alight by the cannon fire.

In the evening of 16 January, the Kyiv Council of Workers’ Deputiesmet with
the trade unions and factory committees in the Commerce Institute. After a
prolonged debate they agreed to launch a general political strike to back the
uprising, overthrow the Rada and declare the rule of the Council. Menshevik
and Bund leaders were opposed to the strike, but their rank and file tended to
support it. The news delivered by Isaak Kreisberg, a Bolshevik, that the mutil-
ated body of Leonid Piatakov, kidnapped on 25 December, had been found at
PostVolynskoutsideKyiv swayed themeeting to adecisive vote in favourof call-
ing the general strike by 266 votes to eleven. The meeting elected a combined
strike andmilitary revolutionary committee to co-ordinate different centres of
the uprising.32

By midday on 17 January the general strike brought to a halt practically all
production, distribution, retail trade, printing, education and transport in the
city.Water and electricity were still available that day and into the night. Shoot-
ing could be heard coming from different points in the city. It was a sustained
barrage in Pechersk around the Arsenal. The fighting continued all through the
night. In the morning of 18 January a rumour spread through the city that a
postal train had come off the rails and crashed into the main station. Water
and electricity supplies were cut off. Despite the shooting that went on people
ventured out of their houses with pails to buy water at privately owned wells.
The queues grew, the price of water went up and looting of stores began.33

The uprising spread to other parts of the city, including the railway work-
shops by the freight yards and main station, the Jewish quarter of Podil by
the Dnipro River and the outlying neighbourhoods of Shuliavka andDemiivka.

32 Andrii Zdorov, ‘Khto pidniav zbroine povstannia v Kyevi v sichni 1918 roku?’, Liva Sprava,
8 October 2010, http://www.istpravda.com.ua/digest/2010/10/18/639/ [accessed 15 August
2018].

33 Nova Rada, no. 13, 24 January 1918.

http://www.istpravda.com.ua/digest/2010/10/18/639/
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However, the combined strike and military revolutionary committee under
Bolshevik leadership failed to co-ordinate these centres. Therefore, the
Arsenal’smilitary revolutionary committee served as the de-facto headquarters
for the uprising across the whole city, though its ability to play that role dimin-
ished after the third day of fighting when the Rada’s forces started cutting off
the insurgent centres from one another. Then the Arsenal had to rely on intelli-
gence gathered by youths, some as young as ten, whowent out every day to spy
on the movements and concentrations of Rada forces. When the ranks of the
insurgents thinned out some of the youths, armed with rifles, replaced them
onVolodymyrMount, in Podil and Pechersk. The Arsenal workers’ women pre-
pared food and carried it to the men and boys. They went out into the streets
of Pechersk to agitate against the Rada’s forces.

On 18 January representatives of the Rada proposed new negotiations with
the insurgents holed up in the Arsenal, to which they agreed. They met in the
nearby Mariinsky palace, but the fighting went on as the talks got underway.
The delegation from the Arsenal, led by Syla Mishchenko, set out its demands:
to halt all military action against the workers, disarm the Free Cossacks, con-
vene immediately a congress of workers’ and peasants’ deputies from Kyiv city
and province, and call an all-Ukrainian congress of councils to elect a new
national government. The Tsentral’na Rada’s side had only one demand: that
the insurgents lay down their arms in exchange for a general amnesty.

During a pause in the talks, a detachment of the Doroshenko regiment
seized the Arsenal delegation and threw them in prison. Mishchenko later
acknowledged that it was a mistake to include him in the delegation as he was
the military leader at the centre of the uprising, and that his delegation should
have first secured a general ceasefire across Kyiv before proceeding with any
negotiations.34

The main railway workshops were a second focal point of the uprising.
Throughout 1917 there were several political parties active among its work-
force, including the Kadets, the Russian srs, the usdwp and the Bolsheviks. In
late December a meeting of 3,000 workers, having received an order to repair
an armoured train for the Rada, resolved that ‘in view of the fact that … the
armoured train is intended to do away with workers who are conducting a
struggle for a soviet government … not to carry on repairing the train but to
disassemble what has already been repaired’. On the following day they took

34 Andrii Zdorov, ‘Arsenal i Kruty. 100 rokiv viiny. 100 rokiv pamiati’, http://www.historians.in​
.ua/index.php/en/dyskusiya/2389‑andrij‑zdorov‑arsenal‑i‑kruti‑100‑rokiv‑vijni‑100‑rokiv
‑pam‑yati [accessed 8May 2018]; Savchenko, 12 viin zaUkrainu, p. 41;NovaRada, 17 January
1918.

http://www.historians.in.ua/index.php/en/dyskusiya/2389-andrij-zdorov-arsenal-i-kruti-100-rokiv-vijni-100-rokiv-pam-yati
http://www.historians.in.ua/index.php/en/dyskusiya/2389-andrij-zdorov-arsenal-i-kruti-100-rokiv-vijni-100-rokiv-pam-yati
http://www.historians.in.ua/index.php/en/dyskusiya/2389-andrij-zdorov-arsenal-i-kruti-100-rokiv-vijni-100-rokiv-pam-yati
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the train apart. On 15 January, when the Arsenal workers barricaded them-
selves in against the Rada’s Free Cossacks, a group of workers at the railway
workshops followed suit. Not many workers there were ready to fight until
Arkadii Dzedzievsky, a machinist, left srmilitant (not knownwhether Russian
or Ukrainian sr) and a brilliant orator, won over a railway workers’ battalion of
around two hundredmenwho until then supported the Rada. He did not try to
persuade them to join the uprising but to insist on guarding the railway work-
shops themselves rather than allowing the Rada’s troops into them. Guarding
railway property was the reason why the battalion was originally formed, and
now the question was posed, as had also been posed at the Arsenal: whose
property was it and from whom should it be defended.35

The railway workers rebuilt the disassembled armoured train, which they
put to gooduse.On 18 January they used it to secureweapons. Eighty insurgents
disarmed another railway workers’ battalion guarding wagons full of weapons
and ammunition, brought their armoured train engine forward and shunted
the wagons back into the workshops. They now had machine guns and can-
nons, and they quickly took instruction on how to use them. On the same day
two hundred soldiers of the Polubotok regiment accompanied by an armoured
car attacked the workshops, but they were repelled and suffered many casual-
ties. After this defeat Rada commanders shot two of their scouts for wrongly
informing them that the railway workers had no machine guns.

The railway workers were well armed and still confident when the Arsenal
workers’ delegation was seized at the Mariinsky palace. During the night of
19 January they tried to seize Kyiv-Tovarny railway freight station no. 1, where
the Rada had its main military base. They attacked it with gunfire from the
armoured train and cannon fire, forcing the Hrushevsky regiment out of the
station. However, lacking infantry on their side, they could not hold the sta-
tion. They were relying on the Serdiuk regiment nearby to help them, but its
soldiers declared neutrality and so the railway workers were forced to retreat
again. The following day they were engaged in street fighting and managed to
advance into the city centre.However, they faced the sameproblemas before of
insufficient forces to consolidate their gains and had to return to their original
position that night.36

A third focal point of the uprising was Podil. On 16 January a large detach-
ment of Red Guards advanced out of the Jewish quarter towards the city

35 Andrii Zdorov, ‘Khto pidniav zbroine povstannia v Kyevi v sichni 1918 roku?’; N.S. Pat-
lakh, ‘V borot’bi za radians’ku vladu vKyevi. Sichneve povstannia v zaliznychnomu raioni’,
Litopys Revoliutsii, 1–2 (1928), pp. 177–82.

36 N.S. Patlakh, ‘V borot’bi za radians’ku vladu v Kyevi’, pp. 177–82.
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centre, seized the Starokyiv police precinct on St Sophia Square and the hotel
Praha near the Golden Gates on Volodymyr Street. They attacked the Rada’s
headquarters at the Pedagogical Museum, raking the building with machine
gun fire before being forced back. On the following day they came back, this
time along Khreshchatyk, themain thoroughfare, which they held while trying
to reach the Rada at the PedagogicalMuseumagain. They took heavy casualties
as the Rada’s units forced them back into Podil and cut them off from the other
insurgent centres.

The Red Guards’ stunning operation could have given them control of
the centre of the city and allowed them to seize the Tsentral’na Rada.
Their predicament, however, was the further they ventured out the more
exposed they became … The Podil Red Guards contributed the brightest
page to the history of the Bolsheviks’ uprising in Kyiv but it was not their
fault that the communists in the 1960s and ’70s made heroes only out of
the railway and Arsenal workers … Practically all 250 of their fighters who
came out on the first day of the uprising perished in it.37

Around 2,200 RedGuards in all took part in the uprising at the Arsenal, the rail-
wayworkshops, in Podil, Shuliavka andDemiivka. They had two armoured cars
and the armoured train. On the Rada’s side there were around 2,000 fighters
with three armoured cars. The general strike launched on 16 January to sup-
port the uprising involved far wider circles of workers. Many who traditionally
followed the Bund, theMensheviks and the right Russian srs joined the strike,
breaking with their leaders who continued to back the Rada or who retreated
to a position of passive neutrality.38 The number of people directly involved
in the fighting was no more than one percent of the population, whereas in
the general strike perhaps as much as 10 percent. Meanwhile, the rest of Kyiv’s
populationwaitedwithout water, electricity or bread to see whowould prevail.
They included more than 20,000 recently demobilised soldiers and officers of
the Russian army and over half the soldiers of the Ukrainised regiments the
Rada had tried to mobilise, but who declared their neutrality. Many of them
were not altogether neutral, for they were selling their weapons and ammuni-
tion to the insurgents.39

37 Andrii Manchuk, ‘Sichneve povstannia. Rolia khlopchakiv’, 29 January 2011. http://www​
.istpravda.com.ua/columns/4d4376f1674ac/ [accessed 20 August 2018].

38 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 126.
39 Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, p. 1283.

http://www.istpravda.com.ua/columns/4d4376f1674ac/
http://www.istpravda.com.ua/columns/4d4376f1674ac/
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The Rada convened a plenary session in the afternoon of 20 January in
response to the news reaching the capital that amajor pogrom that had broken
out in Zviahel, Novhorod-Volynsk the previous daywas still ongoing. Soldiers of
the 27th regiment, peasants and even some government officials were target-
ing Jewish shops in the town, looting and setting them on fire. The police did
not intervene. The pogrom was not preceded by any antisemitic agitation and
there were no fatalities other than the accidental shooting of two soldiers by
their own. Nevertheless, it was symptomatic of the incendiary climate build-
ing across the region from the front to Kyiv that was heavily populated by Jews.

I. Shekhtman from the Zionists opened the debate in the Rada plenary and
drew attention to the ongoing antisemitic agitation in the capital: Jews were
being accused enmasse of supporting the Bolshevik uprising. Soldiers and Free
Cossacks were attacking Jews on the streets as retribution for the casualties
inflicted on them by the Red Guards. I. Shekhtman called on the Rada to con-
demn these attacks and appeal to the population to desist from pogroms. Ivan
Martos, from the usdwp, spoke out against making an appeal, arguing that the
Rada was not responsible for these attacks, but rather it was the Bund, the Rus-
sian srs and the Mensheviks who had been agitating against the Rada in the
Kyiv Council of Workers’ Deputies and were now refusing to commit their own
militias to its defence. Martos’ ire was directed particularly at the Bund: ‘Let
the Bund itself issue a statement to the Kyiv population’, he advised, ‘and for
that matter a statement that makes it clear it is the Bolsheviks alone and not
the Bund who are opposing the Rada. If the Bund puts out such a statement
in which it admits that all the gossip about the Tsentral’na Rada being “bour-
geois” is a lie, then that statementwill better protect the Jewishpopulation from
pogroms than any statement from the Tsentral’na Rada’.40

Martos did not make the same demand of the Russian nor indeed of the
Ukrainian parties, although some of these nationalities’ representatives were
supporting the Bolshevik-led uprising, as were some Jews. In effect, Martos was
demanding that Jews take collective responsibility for the actions of any one of
their nationality.

The SouthernOblast Committee of the Bund had already issued a statement
on 19 January in which it condemned the Bolshevik uprising and urged Jewish
workers to defend the Rada. The problem for its leaders was that the rank-

40 Narodna volia, 23 January 1918, stenographic report of Rada plenary session reproduced as
Appendix No. 23 in Vladyslav Hrynevych and Liudmyla Hrynevych, Natsional’ne Viis’kove
Pytannia v Diial’nosti Soiuzu Yevreiv Voiniv v kvo (lypen’ 1917–sichen’ 1918 rr.) (Kyiv: Nat-
sional’na Akademia Nauk Ukrainy, Instytut Istorii Ukrainy, Instytut politychnykh I etnon-
atsional’nykh doslidzhen’, 2001), pp. 122–8.
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and-file members of the Bund were refusing to distribute the statement and
continuing to support the general strike, if not the uprising itself.41 The Russian
srs had also issued an appeal to their supporters urging them to lay down their
arms and return to work. The Menshevik deputy Chyzhevsky stood firm in the
Rada plenary and insisted his party was not obliged to issue any statement at
all. Theupsi deputy Lutsenko talked about the lack of trust in any of theminor-
ities’ representatives. Regardless of how they voted on the Fourth Universal
he believed they were all opposed to the independence of Ukraine. The upsr
deputy Sknar asked rhetorically ‘Why are these “minorities” now demanding a
statement in their defence from that same Tsentral’na Rada whose authority
they have been trying to destroy?’

Mykhailo Tkachenko, Minister of Justice, intervened near the end of the
debate to ask the Bund and the Russian srs why, if they supported the Rada,
they had not sent their militia to fight with it against the Bolshevik upris-
ing. ‘You fight here with words alone, but in practice you don’t fight’. The srs
protested that their militia had been disarmed by the Free Cossacks. Porsh
countered that all they needed to do was to present themselves to the Rada’s
military command and they would have been given their weapons back. In the
end theRadaplenary agreed to issue anappeal condemning thepogroms. Rafes
doubted it would have much impact on a situation over which the Rada’s civil-
ian leaders were losing their grip.42

On the same day as this debate was taking place, a unit of the Free Cossacks
arrested YoanHohol, leader of the Union of Jewish Fighters. Back in December
the ujf (the Union of Jewish Fighters) had decided to convene its first All-
RussianCongress in Kyiv on this very day, 20 January 1918. The organisationwas
pressing on with its plan to deploy self-defence units in Jewish communities at
risk or under attack. It continued to define the act of self-defence as strictly
humanitarian, disavowing involvement in any domestic or interstate political
conflicts unless they threatened Jewish lives.However, the viability of an apolit-
ical self-defence forcewasbecominguntenableby theday. Evenas it held to this
position the ujf was arranging with Khurgin, the new Rada Secretary of Jew-
ishAffairs, to receiveweapons and uniforms from the demobilised Shevchenko
regiment. However, the uprising in the capital put paid to all these efforts. The
fighting made it impossible for all the delegates to the ujf congress to reach
Kyiv. The 25 delegates who did decided to hold an informal private meeting.
Having learned of its whereabouts, one of the Free Cossack units broke into

41 Rafes, Dva goda, p. 80.
42 Narodna volia, 23 January 1918; Hrynevych and Hrynevych, Natsional’ne Viis’kove Pytannia

v Diial’nosti Soiuzu Yevreiv Voiniv v kvo, pp. 122–8; Abramson, Molytva za vladu, p. 147.
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the meeting, arrested Hohol and several other participants, throwing the oth-
ers out. Premier Holubovych was informed and he ordered their immediate
release. Hohol was the only one who disappeared. His killers, who were never
identified, were assumed to have been the Free Cossacks who took him away.
His bodywas found only afterMuraviov’s army occupied the city. Ten thousand
people,mainly from the Jewish community, came tohis funeral.43 AfterHohol’s
murder the ujf ceased to act as a co-ordinating centre for Jewish self-defence
detachments in Ukraine and Russia. Red Guards disarmed and demobilised
them and other non-Bolshevik militias when they took Kyiv and other centres
in January 1918. In Katerynoslav, the anarchists assisted the Red Guards, accus-
ing the ujf of counterrevolutionary activity.

6 National Identity and Political Allegiance

An important issue raised by the January uprising concerns the place of nation-
al identity in the consciousness of the workers and peasants on both sides of
the conflict. Their sense of common class interests was acute after ten months
of revolutionary upheaval. Yet the perception of each other as enemies, to be
precise as national enemies, overrode the sense of class solidarity for at least
some of those involved. How did this happen?

As the conflict intensified people in leadership positions described the
enemy on the other side increasingly in national terms or a combination of
national and class terms. Their characterisations ranged from the simple iden-
tification of nationality to chauvinistic and racist depictions of Ukrainians,
Russians and Jews. They could be crude caricatures or subtle insinuations. Any
resort to language, ethnicity or nationality to identify someone’s allegiance to
one side inevitably appealed to prejudices on the other side. Or it drove people
to identify positively with a particular nationality, for example by speaking its
language, so as to align themselves publicly with one side in the conflict. Heor-
hii Lapchynsky described it thus ten years after the events in question:

Insofar as the drive by the petit-bourgeois Rada against the worker-
peasant revolution tookplaceunderUkrainian chauvinist slogans amood
emerged among the revolutionary masses to identify everything Ukrain-
ian with the counterrevolution. We know there were many real Ukrain-
ians, workers and peasants, who didn’t know or use any other language

43 Ibid, Vol. 1, p. 78.
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than Ukrainian, but under the influence of this mood they renounced
their nationality, naively believing an internationalist should not be a
Ukrainian but … a Russian. As for those comrades who were in Ukraine
for the first time, here to fight for the interests of the Ukrainian workers
and peasants against the local bourgeoisie, what else can I say: psycholo-
gically it was absolutely clear to them that a ‘Ukrainian’ was a supporter
of the Tsentral’na Rada, whereas Ukrainian workers and peasants were
‘simply workers and peasants’. That is why there was a complete mis-
trust of everyone who used the Ukrainian language, of every document
written in Ukrainian (as it was with comrade Kotsiubynsky and myself
in Liubotyn), of the members of revolutionary, pro-soviet but Ukrainian
parties.44

Vynnychenko saw the Bolsheviks as coming into Ukraine to assert themselves
both as Bolsheviks and as Russians over a people they regarded as of the same
nationality as themselves, but of its ‘Little Russian’ branch, whose leaders were
now spreading a petit bourgeois notion of a separate Ukrainian nation in order
to divide the Russian proletariat. They believed that

hewho regards himself as Ukrainian is ‘an enemy of the social revolution’,
an active and tenacious enemy. This made it easy for Russian nation-
alism to break out and fight against the Ukrainian national awakening
under the pretext of fighting social enemies. It allowed the most ignor-
ant Bolshevik elements to tear portraits of Shevchenko off the walls and
stamp themunderfoot, to hunt downUkrainian schoolteachers in the vil-
lages, torment them and shoot them just because they were conscious
Ukrainians.45

Members of the Ukrainian political parties succumbed to the same kind of
identification of nationality with political allegiance as the Bolsheviks did.
They blamed their own loss of popular support on the Bolsheviks, whom they
regarded as a foreignRussian element that shared the same imperialist attitude
towards Ukraine as theTsarist autocracy. They cast the struggle as one between
theUkrainianpeasantry and theRussianworkers.Yet itwasmore complex than
this: by January the peasants in the Ukrainian regiments were deserting the
Rada in growing numbers, declaring neutrality or going over to the Bolsheviks.

44 Lapchynsky, ‘Borot’ba za Kyiv. Sichen’ 1918’, pp. 213–14.
45 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 2, pp. 271–2.



battles for kyiv 303

The upsr historian and activist Pavlo Khrystiuk described the working class
abandoning the Rada:

A handful of brave patriotic revolutionaries was defending Kyiv … Rus-
sian and Jewish workers who had been whipped up by the Bolshev-
iks’ agitation launched an uprising right inside Kyiv which made it dif-
ficult to defend the capital. The more right-wing, anti-Bolshevik part
of the Russian and Jewish workforce who followed the Russian social
democratic Mensheviks, the right Socialist Revolutionaries and the Jew-
ish Bund simply did not want to come out and defend Kyiv … There took
place before our very eyes a division of the workers and intelligentsia
of Kyiv into two camps that was defined not so much by social class as
by national belonging: on the one side there formed an anti-Ukrainian
Russian-Jewish camp and on the other side the forces of the Ukrainian
revolutionary democracy grew smaller and more isolated.46

Andriy Zdorov recounts an incident during the January uprising that illus-
trates the impact that conflating nationality with political allegiance had on
the actual conflict. A companyof SichRiflemen composedof poorGalician and
Bukovynian peasants, ex-prisoners of war from the Austro-Hungarian army,
was fighting on the side of theRada.Their commanding officerswere staunchly
anti-Bolshevik and the company was regarded as one of the Rada’s most reli-
able. However, the rank-and-file soldiers sympathised with the uprising once
they learned what its aims actually were. They formed a soldiers’ committee to
which they elected, among others, a certain Maksym Kopach.When the upris-
ing began Kopach decided to go to the Bolshevik-led military revolutionary
committee of Arsenal to see if he could somehow prevent his company from
being deployed against the uprising.

Maksym Kopach very quickly found common language with the workers
there and they started discussing a concrete plan to neutralise the Sich
Riflemen. Soon afterwards a leading member of the Kyiv Bolshevik com-
mittee came in, a ‘headquarters’ man’ as Kopach called him. Upon seeing
Kopach’s uniform he went crazy: ‘Petliurite bastard! Spy!’ Kopach tried to
explain that he was a representative of the Riflemen’s committee, which
was just like the soldiers’ committees in the Russian army, and to prove it
he showed himhis letter of authorisation. In answer he got: ‘What are you

46 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 126–7.
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telling me?! It’s written in that dog’s language!’ The ‘headquarters’ man’
threw the letter in Kopach’s face … After that, of course, Kopach ended
up in the basement and a full complement of the Sich Riflemen went in
to put down the Arsenal insurgents.47

7 Uprising Suppressed, the Rada Cast Out

The Rada had its best military units outside Kyiv resisting the advancing Bol-
shevik-led columns: Petliura’s Slobidska Camp, the Sich Riflemen (under
Y. Konovalets), a company of the First Ukrainian Officers’ School (under the
command of Averki Honcharenko) and the Hordienko Cavalry Regiment
(under Vsevolod Petriv), altogether around 2,400 fighters. They were ordered
back into the city on 18 January to help the Free Cossacks and the soldiers still
on the Rada’s side to put down the uprising. At the railway station in Brovary,
east of Kyiv, soldiers of the 1,300-strong Nalyvaiko regiment arrested their own
officers, raised the red flag and vowed to prevent the ‘reactionary’ Petliura from
re-entering the capital. Petliura’s smaller force managed to disarm them but
only 60 soldiers took up his offer to join them; the rest were dispersed. Their
cannons and machine guns were made inoperable and left behind because
Petliura did not have the capacity to take them back to Kyiv. The Nalyvaiko
regiment soldiers returned to Kyiv on 19 January.48

Two small units of Georgian and Polish soldiers also took part in suppress-
ing the uprising, while Romanian, Belgian and Czechoslovak troops standing
in Kyiv under Entente command remained neutral, refusing even to take on
guard duties on behalf of the Rada.49

The Arsenal was the first centre of the uprising to be put down. After four
days of fighting the workers were exhausted and dispirited becauseMuraviov’s
army still had not reachedKyiv. Their electricity had been cut off, theywere out
of medical supplies, food andwater and theywere fast running out of ammuni-
tion. Many had died in the fighting. The soldiers who had deserted to their
side at the beginning of the uprising surrendered on 19 January when Petliura
brought fresh forces up to the walls of the Arsenal. On the morning of 20 Janu-
ary Petliura’s soldiers broke into the Arsenal. Some of the workers managed to
escape along underground passages while others retreated to the cellars. The

47 Zdorov, ‘Khto pidniav zbroine povstannia v Kyevi v sichni 1918 roku?’
48 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, p. 37.
49 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 127.
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remainder, somewhere between 200 and 360 (the historical accounts differ)
were taken prisoner.50

What happened next is the subject of dispute among historians. V. Sav-
chenko recounts that some tens of workers, those who continued to fight on in
the underground passages and cellars, were shot inside the Arsenal. Thosewho
surrendered were assembled in the courtyard in front of three machine guns.
Petliura’s soldiers demanded they all be shot, including the wounded. S. Pet-
liura refused to allow it and they were led off to the Koso-Kaponir prison two
kilometres away. Zdorov’s account is different: after the workers and soldiers
who surrendered were lined up one of Petliura’s officers ordered ten machine
gunners who had deserted to the insurgents from the Taras Shevchenko regi-
ment to be shot on the spot. Another 25workers and soldiers were killed on the
road to prison.51

From 19 January the Rada’s reinforcements isolated the centres of the upris-
ing fromeach other and put themdown.Theworkers at themain railwaywork-
shops held out the longest as they had their own fortress of sorts, ammunition
to spare and an armoured train. However, they had failed to link up with the
Podil Red Guards who had twice reached the city centre from the riverside. On
21 January after the Arsenal surrendered the city-wide military revolutionary
committee decided to try to bring the uprising to an end. However, inasmuch
as it had failed to co-ordinate the uprising in the first place, it had little author-
ity among the insurgents.When threemembers of the committee, I. Kreisberg,
D. Stohnyi and D. Itkind, came to the railway workshops to inform the workers
of its decision, the workers took them for provocateurs and wanted to shoot
them. They were saved only by the intervention of their own commander.52
The railway workers decided to hold out. In the early hours of the morning of
22 January the Rada’s forces mounted another attack, this time taking thirty
prisoners. They were removed to the main railway station where seventeen of
them were shot. In his memoir, N.S. Patlakh says that S. Petliura personally
selected the group to be shot at the station and that the remainder of those
captured were taken to the Bykivnia prison where they, too, were shot. The his-
torianV. Savchenko says the executions at themain railway stationwere carried
out without Petliura’s knowledge.

The uprising came to an end. According to Patlakh the Rada’s fighters stayed
on the streets through the night of January 22, seizing workers and shooting

50 Zdorov, ‘Arsenal i Kruty. 100 rokiv viiny. 100 rokiv pamiati’.
51 Ibid.
52 Patlakh, ‘U borot’bi za radians’ku vladu uKyevi’; Zdorov, ‘Khto pidniav zbroine povstannia

v Kyevi v sichni 1918 roku?’.
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them on the spot. Ivan Klymenko, secretary of the Kyiv printing workers’ union
and amember of the Bolshevik mrc, recalled that Rada troops in the Podil dis-
trict identified their enemiesby their callousedhands. Fourhundred insurgents
died fighting, 50 were executed, and around 700 were wounded. On the Rada’s
side there were around 300 dead and 600 wounded. ‘A mutual hatred flooded
the streets and threatened to drown the great city. By themorning of 23 January
Kyiv was quiet, weeping for its victims and preparing for new ordeals’.53

Muraviov’s army reached Darnytsia on the edge of Kyiv on 22 January. There
they met armed workers fleeing the city who told them how the uprising had
been put down. The incoming army now consisted of around six thousand
fighters with 25 cannons, three armoured cars and two armoured trains. Mura-
viov issuedorderno. 4: ‘mercilessly to annihilate all officers, Kadets,haidamaky,
monarchists and all enemies of the revolution’. He telegraphed Petrograd that
he had already taken the city and liberated 500workers from the Kyiv garrison,
whichwas untrue. Rather, he was holding the bulk of his army on the Left Bank
of the Dnipro River and sending small numbers of troops to probe the bridges.
Encountering resistance from the other side, his units then used poison gas to
take the bridges and flush out Rada troops dug into the cliffs on the Right Bank.

Muraviov did not have reliable information about the strength and disposi-
tion of the defending forces further inside Kyiv, so instead of mounting a full-
scale attack he pounded Kyiv with artillery. At first intermittent, the shelling
became practically continuous by 24 January.

Heavy charges landed and exploded one after the other, sowing death and
devastation and that unspeakable horror when people just went insane
not knowing how to save themselves. All day and all night of 24 January
until the morning of the 25th a veritable hurricane of fire raged. At night
a malevolent red sky hung over a dead city with fires burning in every
part of Kyiv. The populace completely lost their heads and hid themselves
away in the lowest floors, the cellars and basements, listening in fright
to the explosions above, ripping through their victims. No pen can write
what was happening then in the city. People who had been in real warfare
said they never experienced such a hell even on the front lines. Everyone
was so unnerved that they just wanted it to end however it would, but to
end.54

53 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu’, p. 46.
54 Nova Rada, no. 14, 4(17) February 1918.
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A delegation from the city Duma came out to Muraviov’s headquarters
on 25 January, offering to mediate, pleading with him to save their city from
destruction. They told him that the Rada’s forces were already leaving Kyiv, but
Muraviov refused to stop the shelling. He sent the delegation back with an ulti-
matum to the Rada to surrender its ministers and commanders by midnight of
the same day.

Meanwhile themala rada had continued to sit, debating and adopting laws
on land reformand the eight-hourworking day. For its ownprotection itmoved
its last sessions out of the Pedagogical Museum to the Defence Ministry. Vse-
volod Holubovych, Prime Minister, was determined to hold on in Kyiv until
the Rada’s delegation at Brest Litovsk signed the peace treaty with the Cent-
ral Powers. Meanwhile, wrote Vynnychenko,

shrapnel from cannons firing from the other side of the Dnipro showered
the roof of the Tsentral’na Rada’s building. Those cannons were our own,
not ones brought fromMoscow. They belonged to our Ukrainian military
formations. Most of the Bolshevik army was made up of our own sol-
diers. Those very same Doroshenko and Sahaidachny regiments who had
held their ground in Kyiv were now pulling our hair and kicking us in the
spine.55

Aroundmidnight of 25 Januarymembers of themala rada and Cabinet of Min-
isters who belonged to the Ukrainian parties began to evacuate under armed
escort. They left by the SviatoshynRoadwestward out of Kyiv in the direction of
Zhytomyr. All told the retreating column numbered some 3,000 soldiers, irreg-
ular fighters and civilians. None of the Russian or Jewish party members went
with them. Afterwards, there was some dispute as to whether they stayed in
Kyiv because they did not want to leave or because they were not informed of
the evacuation and were left behind. Dmytro Doroshenko acknowledged that
the evacuation was organised privately at the Pedagogical Museum and not all
members of the governmentwere informed. SolomonGoldelmanof PoaleZion
was with Premier Holubovych the day before the evacuation took place and he
was told nothing. Those who claimed the Russian and Jewish party members
had elected to stay in Kyiv accused them of betraying their own government.

Vynnychenko went south instead of evacuating to Zhytomyr with other
members of the Tsentral’na Rada. He spent eight days on trains talking with
soldiers, peasants and workers, ‘changing seats and neighbours at many sta-
tions’:

55 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia Natsii, Vol. 2, pp. 254–5.
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At that time right after the Tsentral’na Rada’s departure from Kyiv, who-
ever spent some time among the people and especially the soldiers could
not but notice a particularly strong antipathy of the popular masses
towards the Rada. By then I didn’t believe any more in any particularly
strong attachment of the people to the Tsentral’na Rada. But I never ima-
gined there couldbe suchhatred. Especially among the soldiers. And even
more so among those who could not even speak in Russian, but only in
Ukrainian … With such contempt, fury and mockery they spoke of the
Tsentral’na Rada, its General Secretaries, its politics. Butwhatwas so hard
and awful to hear was how they all ridiculed everything Ukrainian: the
language, songs, schools, newspapers and books … It was like a son who
was infuriated with his mother, whom he led out onto the square, tore off
her clothes, beat her around the face, threw her in the mud and left her
there naked, beaten, exposed to ridicule, humiliation and public shame.
And he did this with such savagery, such smirking cynicism and fury as
though in this way he was getting to feel his own pain for his mother’s
shame, he was reminding himself of that once great and passionate love
whichhadnowbeen insulted and subjected tomockery. And itwas us, the
Ukrainian democracy, the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada who had evoked
and awakened this son’s great love to his mother-nation. We, with our
politics of the village girl wearing a gentlewoman’s delicate gloves, we had
caused him to lose faith in the national cause because we were the ones
who defended this cause themost and provided it with leadership, and at
the same time we ended up defending the social order of the generals.

The situationwas like this not just in oneor two instances, but the same
everywhere from one end of Ukraine to the other.56

56 Ibid, Vol. 2, pp. 259–60.
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chapter 9

Kyiv under Bolshevik Rule

Muraviov entered Kyiv on 26 January after all of the Rada’s forces were gone.
On that day and the next his army executed more than 2,000 people.1 Many of
them were officers of the Russian army who had not taken part in the fighting,
but who carried identity cards from the Tsentral’na Rada. They were executed
where they were caught, many of them in the fashionable mansions of the
districts of Lypky and Pechersk. The majority of deputies to the Rada evaded
arrest because the Bolsheviks’ intelligence was poor and they managed to hide
in time. Some were caught and executed, including the former minister of
land affairs, O. Zarudniy, the left upsr member Leonard Bochkovsky and the
editor of the upsr newspaper Narodna volia Isaak Puhach.2 Volodymyr Zaton-
sky, Commissar for Education in the People’s Secretariat and its representative
on the Petrograd cpc narrowly escaped being shot himself:

I was facing execution and I saved myself by accident. There happened
to be in my pocket a mandate with Lenin’s signature on it. That’s what
saved me. Skrypnyk was spared only because someone else recognised
who he was. It was just luck because when the patrol stopped me in the
street I was carrying a Ukrainian language mandate of the All-Ukrainian
Central Council of Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Deputies in Kharkiv
… We came into the city: corpses, corpses and blood … that was when
theywere shooting everyonewho had anything to dowith theTsentral’na
Rada, right there in the streets. And I almost became one of them.3

The Bolsheviks were in control of Kyiv for three weeks, from 26 January by the
Julian calendar to 28 February by the Gregorian. Thirteen calendar days were
lost when the Gregorian calendar replaced the Julian, turning the first day of
February into the fourteenth (there were no days of 1–13 February). For the first

1 Mykhailo Hrushevsky, Na Porozi novoii Ukrainy. Statti I Dzherel’ni Materialy, edited and with
an introduction by LubomyrWynar (NewYork: UkrainianHistorical Association, 1992), p. 182.
See also Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. i, p. 294, who cited the Austrian Diplomatic Mis-
sion’s precise figure of 3,576 executed by the incoming army.

2 H. Lapchynsky, ‘Borot’ba za Kyiv. Sichen’ 1918 r.’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 2 (March–April 1928), p, 218.
3 V. Zatonsky, Natsional’na problema na Ukraini (New York: Ukrains’ki Shchodenni Visti, n.d.),

cited in M. Shapoval, Velyka Revoliutsiia in Ukrains’ka Vyzvol’na Prohrama (Prague: Vil’na
Spilka i Ukrains’kyi Robitnychyi Universytet, 1927), p. 105.
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two weeks the Bolsheviks felt themselves in the ascendancy, but from 20 Feb-
ruary they were on the defensive and then in panic and retreat. The situation
changed for themwhen the entire city learned, mainly by word of mouth, that
the German army had crossed the western front line and was advancing on
Kyiv. The Bolshevik government was not sufficiently embedded in the capital
to defend itself. Moreover, the Soviet Russian delegation at Brest Litovsk had
failed to conclude a peace with the Central Powers, as the Rada had done on
27 January, leaving theKharkiv-based People’s Secretariat exposed just as it was
moving its headquarters to Kyiv.

Hryhorii Lapchynsky entered the city withMuraviov’s army. He recalled that

the soldiers killed every officer and junker (non-commissioned officer)
they came across in the streets. This was the first truly mass terror dur-
ing the revolution in Ukraine, and it had clear class criteria. Kyiv during
the war was a centre for very many officers of all kinds, and so it was in
the interests of the revolution, very useful to it, to kill as many of them as
possible.

However, as Lapchynsky goes on,

Persecution of the Tsentral’na Rada’s supporters was a much worse mat-
ter because our soldiers did not always know how to distinguish in this
regard. During the mass terror it was not just members of the Rada but
people who were simply Ukrainian that suffered, including those who
supported soviet rule, as opposed to those who supported the Rada.4

Khrystiuk, whowitnessed the entry of Muraviov’s army, claimed the attacks on
Ukrainians were systematic:

… in Kyiv the Muscovite army was shooting everyone who spoke in
Ukrainian and identified themselves as a Ukrainian. Of course it wasn’t
the communists who did this, but the ordinary ‘brothers’ and ‘comrades’
under the leadership of officers who had been schooled in the old times.5

The executions on 26 and 27 January were but the latest phase in a cycle of
revenge killings that began a month earlier, a response to the Rada’s brutal

4 Lapchynsky, ‘Borot’ba za Kyiv’, p. 218.
5 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 136.
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suppression of the January uprising which was itself preceded the week before
by atrocities on both sides at Kruty station on the Chernihiv railway line and
before that by the abduction, mutilation and murder of Leonid Piatakov.

After considerable debate, the People’s Secretariat in Kharkiv adopted a
decision on 28 January tomove to Kyiv. Some of itsmemberswereworried they
may become exposed to attack by the Rada’s forces, but the view prevailed that
Kyiv was after all the capital of Ukraine and that it would be easier to utilise
the administration already established there by the Rada than to try to build
one from scratch in Kharkiv. The Central Executive Committee of the Coun-
cils of Ukraine confirmed the decision of the People’s Secretariat and on the
following day the members of both government bodies boarded a train which
brought them into Kyiv on 30 January.

Yevgeniia Bosh as commissar of internal affairs and the de facto leader of
the government believed it would not have been necessary to move to Kyiv
had it not been for the opposition in Kharkiv itself from the local Bolshev-
iks, Mensheviks and Russian srs who had sabotaged her government’s work
over the entire previousmonth. Bosh believed the Bolsheviks could havemade
Kharkiv their impregnable fortress against the Rada and the Austro-German
occupation that would follow in thewake of the Rada’s collapse. Her visionwas
illusory, however, simply because the Bolsheviks were not united: they did not
have an agreed strategy with respect to Ukraine and they were not all prepared
to rally around a single national government. No sooner had the train carrying
the People’s Secretariat and the Central Executive Committee left Kharkiv than
its local Bolsheviks led by Artem (Fedir Serheev) convened a second congress
of councils of the Donetsk and Kryvyi Rih region. The congress established the
Donetsk-Kryvyi Rih Republic that explicitly rejected any Ukrainian soviet gov-
ernment, recognising only the cpc in Petrograd. In February and March 1918
the Bolsheviks in Crimea and in Odesa were setting up their own regional gov-
ernments on the same positions.

Meanwhile, the four members of the People’s Secretariat who were already
in Kyiv when it was captured (Lapchynsky, Kotsiubynsky, Aussem and Mar-
tianov) called a meeting on 28 January with the commanders of Muraviov’s
army, members of the Kyiv city Bolshevik organisation (Yan Hamarnyk, Andrii
Ivanov, and Mykhailo Maiorov), and experienced revolutionary leaders whom
they had released from Rada captivity (Hryhorii Chudnovsky, Yakiv Boiarsky,
and Oleksandr Yegorov, the elected commander of the Separate Army of the
Southwestern front). This meeting issued a declaration in the name of the
People’s Secretariat accusing the Rada of pursuing ‘conciliation with the
Ukrainian, Russian and foreign bourgeoisies’ and ‘concluding a shameful peace
with the Austro-German imperialists’. They were not the ‘northern barbarians
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and foreign invaders’ that the Rada portrayed them to be, but ‘representatives
of the proletariat and poorest peasantry of Ukraine’.

The armies of the Russian Federation came only as a loyal ally in the
struggle against our bitter internal enemy – the Ukrainian nationalist
intelligentsia and the groups of urban bourgeoisie and rural kulaks who
backed them up … Having seized power by force of arms, we the rep-
resentatives of the workers and poorest peasants of Ukraine will hand it
over only to the Congress of councils of workers, soldiers and peasants of
Ukraine where the oppressed classes of the Ukrainian people will them-
selves express their will and decide how to build their lives.6

This meeting established a Military Revolutionary Committee with Chudnov-
sky at its head as commissar of Kyiv city. The mrc issued an order forbidding
any further arrests, searches or requisitions without its authorisation. On the
same day the Kyiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputiesmet and adopted
a resolution demanding an end to summary justice, that all people accused of
killing unarmed people or any other crime be brought before a revolutionary
tribunal. The Council pointed out that the death penalty was abolished.

A full plenumof theCentral ExecutiveCommitteeof theCouncils of Ukraine
that took place in Kyiv five days later on 15 February (new style, Gregorian cal-
endar) reaffirmed the Bolsheviks’ intention to transfer all power in the hands of
workers’ and peasants’ councils, to place all land in the hands of peasant land
committees, all industry under workers’ control, to establish a national bank
and to call a Second All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils for 5 March.7

Chudnovsky ordered the city Duma to remove all corpses from the streets
within 24 hours, making its chairman Yevhenii Riabtsov liable to a fine of
100,000 karbovantsi if he did not comply. Themrc also requisitioned glass and
building materials to repair the buildings which had been damaged during the
bombing. The owners of all retail and wholesale outlets, cinemas and theatres
were ordered to re-open them.

On 17 February, 750workers were buried in amass grave in Oleksandr (Mari-
insky) Park. It is not entirely clearwho they included fromamong the following:
the fatalities ononeor both sides of the January uprising that endedon 26 Janu-
ary, the victims of the shelling of Kyiv, thosewhodied fighting during the taking
of Kyiv by Muraviov’s army, or those who were executed by his troops.

6 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 134.
7 Ibid, p. 141.
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The mrc was supposed to be a transitional authority transferring power
from themilitary to the People’s Secretariat as the national government and the
Kyiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies as the local government. There
was agreement in principle on how to effect that transition, but in practice
it did not take place without some conflict between the military and civilian
authorities, with the mrc being pulled in both directions.

Muraviov had his own idea of how the transition should be carried out.
His Order no. 14, attached to every telegraph pole in the city on 29 Janu-
ary, commenced with the warning: ‘this power we carry from the far north
on the tips of our bayonets and wherever we introduce it we uphold it by
force of these bayonets’. The order confirmed that power had passed to the
People’s Secretariat and the Kyiv Council, but that arrests could be made only
on the orders of Chudnovsky and the Kyiv mrc acting in conjunction with
Mykhailo Remniev, commander of the Second Army andMuraviov’s subordin-
ate.

On arrival in the capital on 30 January Yevgeniia Bosh went immediately to
the executive committee (ispolkom) of the Kyiv Council where she delivered a
report on the general situation in the country. Members of the executive com-
mittee were angry about the arrests and executions carried out by Muraviov’s
soldiers and demanded they leave the city. But Muraviov would not submit
to the civilian authorities and leave; on the contrary he decamped to the city
centre and set up a parallel authority.

The orders poured out of Muraviov’s headquarters as from a horn of
plenty. They were plastered over all the vacant spaces on buildings and
telegraph poles. For the most part these orders ran counter to the res-
olutions of the local soviet authority. And along the city streets rolled
Remniev in his car, a very dubious character who had wormed his way
into Muraviov’s general staff, with an armed group holding their rifles
aloft, stopping cabs and cars, demanding in the name of soviet power
their documents and to hand over any weapons. The townsfolk as well as
responsible soviet workers were subjected to these raids. On the first day
after our arrival in Kyiv, we were returning from a meeting of the Execut-
ive Committee when we were stopped by a car hurtling towards us with
the men inside shouting ‘Stop or we’ll shoot!’. We were surrounded by a
group of five or six men pointing their guns at us.

To our question ‘What’s the matter?’ we got the order ‘Hands up’ and
Remniev himself walked up to us. After examining our documents, this
self styled ‘security’ jumped back quickly into their car and raced off at
full speed. All this caused panic among the population and gave rise to the
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Mensheviks, the Bundists and Socialist Revolutionaries shouting about
anarchy in the city caused by the rule of the Bolsheviks.8

Muraviov styled himself as the avenging sword of the Revolution. When he
arrived in Kyiv, he proclaimed

We come with fire and sword to establish soviet power. I took this city,
striking at the palaces and churches … I showed nomercy! On 28 January
the Duma asked for a ceasefire. In response I ordered them to be gassed.
Hundreds of generals, maybe thousands, we killed without mercy. That is
how we took our revenge. We could have halted the anger of revenge but
we didn’t because our slogan is: show no mercy!9

Muraviov appeared in many places to proclaim Russia united and indivisible
once again and to denounce Ukrainians as traitors and Austrian spies. The
inhabitants of Kyiv regarded him as awarlord. The Petrograd cpc tried to recall
him after he refused the People’s Secretariat’s demand that he leave Kyiv and
pursue the Rada’s retreating army. Lenin then appointed him as commander of
a ‘Special revolutionary army to fight the Romanian oligarchy’ and dispatched
him to fight near Tiraspol on the Romanian front. The Kyiv newspaper Nova
Rada reported on 21 February that he had arrived in Odesa two days earlier to
take up his new post. Muraviov would fight in the south of Ukraine over the
following two months against the advancing occupation forces of the Central
Powers before retreating intoRussiawhere in July 2018he tookpart in theupris-
ing of his party, the left Russian srs, against the Russian soviet government and
died.

TheBolsheviks could restore civilian government onlywith the co-operation
of other political parties and institutions they did not control at the moment
of their victory. They needed to engage with people who did not necessarily
share their beliefs and to widen their social base of support. How this process
unfolded can be observed in their efforts to restore essential services to Kyiv’s
population. They entrustedmaintenance of law and order to the RedGuards of
theKyivCouncil ofWorkers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. TheCouncil needed amin-
imum of 4,000 of them to cope with the armed criminal gangs that were still
stealing from homes, shops and warehouses, the drunkenness and debauchery
on the streets, and what the Bolsheviks believed was an ongoing campaign to

8 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 144.
9 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, p. 54.
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sabotage their work by pro-Rada and Black Hundreds elements still lurking in
the capital. However, the Council could not muster a sufficient number of Red
Guards, who had been exhausted and seen their ranks decimated by the Janu-
ary uprising. Nor could it find ready recruits from among those who came into
Kyiv as part of Muraviov’s army. They considered their job was done and just
wanted to return home. The Council even tried to recruit former members of
the Free Cossacks who stayed behind after their defeat, but the recruitment of
new workers to the force proved difficult and slow.10

Kyivwas critically short of food and thepopulation stoodon the edgeof hun-
ger. In general the cities in Ukraine were better supplied than in Russia, which
depended onUkrainian grain and other foodstuffs whose delivery was severely
disrupted by the war between the Rada and the Petrograd cpc. The Bolsheviks
in Russia had been pressing their comrades inUkraine throughout January 1918
to collect and send food to Russia’s starving cities. But the People’s Secretariat
found Kyiv itself so lacking in food that it ordered emergency supplies to be
sent by train from Kharkiv.

The long-term solution was to restore trade between the capital and the
surrounding rural areas. The countryside was beset by ongoing land seizures,
burning of landlord estates and banditry, where no governmentwas recognised
or in control.11 The People’s Secretariat sent 70 agitators to the outlying villages
and encouraged a letter writing campaign by Kyivans to their country relatives
to stimulate the resumption of trade.12 Peasants started to bring food into the
citymarkets, but not in any appreciable quantity. Theywere discouraged by the
price controls which the authorities imposed on essential goods so that Kyiv’s
workers could afford them. Second, currency itself was in very short supply
and it was hoarded by the rich. And third, the soldiers in the capital intimid-
ated the peasants. Red Guards and garrison soldiers got their provisions and
fodder for their horses by using ration vouchers issued by the garrison com-
mander Stohny. They could afford very little using these vouchers and so they
resorted to detaining peasant traders and setting their own prices or simply
seizing the food and fodder outright. The People’s Secretariat tried to combat
such practices with decrees threatening arrest and punishment. It also ordered
all officers without a military or civilian posting who did not have relatives in
the city who could support them to leave within three days.13

10 Nova Rada, no. 17, 21 February 1918; Bosh, God bor’by, p. 150.
11 Nova Rada, no. 20, 24 February 1918.
12 Nova Rada, no. 14, 17 February 1918.
13 Nova Rada, no. 18, 22 February 1918.
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On 20 February the food supply divisions of the city Duma and the Coun-
cil of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies joined forces to start a trade in kind of
manufactured goods for foodstuffs. The authorities decreed a monopoly on
trade in foodstuffs, requisitioned manufactured goods from retail outlets and
warehouses and took them to the outlying villages themselves. Private traders
responded by hiding their goods, leaving the appointed government bodies
with only the depleted stocks still held by the city’s co-operatives.

The People’s Secretariat took further, more drastic measures on 24 Febru-
ary. Placing the blame for the hunger on the capitalists, landlords and kulaks,
it appealed to workers’ and peasants’ councils throughout Ukraine to seize all
the food surpluses they could find, pay a fixed, non-speculative price for them,
hold them in designated warehouses and distribute them in the first instance
to peasants and workers who could not afford to feed themselves. Anyone con-
cealing surpluses or selling at speculative prices was subject to prosecution
before a revolutionary tribunal. Bosh recalled that this decree initially elicited
some alarm, but the councils were able to supply people in need with a half a
pound of bread a day and so averted the further onset of hunger.14 In Kyiv the
bread ration fell from three quarters to one half of a pound and in some places
to one quarter. Rye and wheat were in such short supply that the national-
ised city’s bakeries resorted to adding ground peas andmillet to the ‘bolshevik’
loaves they baked.15

As the prospect of a confrontation with the incoming German army grew
closer, the Bolsheviks began to confiscate whatever they could take with them
in retreat: cattle, sugar, carts and barrows, machinery and lathes from factor-
ies. ‘The Ukrainian peasants, who in their great majority stayed neutral during
the struggle of the Bolsheviks with the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada, and in cer-
tain places even sympathised with the Bolsheviks, began to take up batons and
rifles to defend themselves from the plunderers’.16

The short supply of money in circulation was more of a problem of the
Bolsheviks’ own making. The People’s Secretariat decreed the abolition of the
karbovanets, the currency issued by the Rada, and replaced it with the Russian
rouble. Working people could exchange karbovantsi for up to 100 roubles at a
time to tide them over until they started to be paid in roubles. The People’s
Secretariat ordered the State Bank in Kharkiv to send a supply of rouble bank
notes to Kyiv. But the incoming administration underestimated the amount
of roubles it actually needed, not least because most of the city’s workers and

14 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 148–50; Doroshenko, Istoriia Ukrainy, Vol. 1, pp. 340–1.
15 Nova Rada, no. 22, 27 February 1918.
16 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 151.
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employees of government institutions had not been paid for January, and some
not even for December. Long queues formed at the banks. The State Bank divi-
sion of the Soviet Ukrainian government struggled tomove its operations from
Kharkiv and start supervising and servicing the operation of private banks in
Kyiv. All the remaining gold reserves in the local banks had been removed by
the Rada. The Rada’s promissory notes that were originally underwritten by
these reserves andwere circulating as a fiat currency alongside the karbovanets
were now practically worthless. The situation grew worse with each passing
day. The People’s Secretariat and the Kyiv Council did not have enough roubles
to pay the salaries of the Rada and Duma employees they were co-opting as
their own. Private sector employers faced the same shortages. By 25 February,
theKyivCouncil hadnomoney to pay theRedGuards for themost basic service
of policing the city.

Upon hearing a report fromKreisburg, commissar for finances, on the short-
age of roubles, the Kyiv Council called for the restoration of the karbovanets as
legal tender and sent a delegation to the Central Executive Committee of the
Councils of Ukraine to persuade it to act. The People’s Secretariat then turned
to the headquarters of the State Bank in Petrograd requesting an advance of
onemillion roubles and the temporary restorationof the karbovanetsuntil such
time as there were sufficient roubles in circulation to satisfy demand. However,
Yurii Piatakov as People’s Commissar of the StateBank flatly refused to consider
the proposal and instead issued an ultimatum refusing the Soviet Ukrainian
government a single kopek if it restored the Rada’s currency, even temporarily.
Piatakov came toKyiv to advise theUkrainian division of the State Bank, whom
he promised a fully adequate supply of roubles to cover the exchange of all kar-
bovantsi still in circulation. He left Kyiv with raised expectations only to dash
themwhen no banknotes at all arrived fromPetrograd for the remainder of the
Soviet Ukrainian government’s stay inKyiv. The shortage of bank notes affected
the work and the reputation of the People’s Secretariat across the country.
Workers’ and soldiers’ councils in urban centres who turned to the Secretariat
for funds were asked to wait, indefinitely as it turned out. So they turned away
from it and appealed directly to the state bank in Petrograd.17

The Bolsheviks had barely declared their objectives with respect to gov-
erning the capital and the country when they were confronted by a mutual
mistrust between themselves and the employees of public institutions. The
Bolsheviks had shunned the Rada and the city Duma throughout the first year

17 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 140, 143, 151; Rafes, Dva goda revoliutsii, pp. 81–2; Nova Rada, no. 14,
17 February 1918; no. 18, 22 February 1918; no. 21, 26 February 1918; Zdorov, Ukrains’kyi
zhovten’, p. 199.
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of the Revolution and so they had little experience of how they were run and
little influence over their administrative personnel. If any, they could exert
some influence through the relevant trade unions of teachers, postal and tele-
graphworkers, and others who had a voice in the determination or implement-
ation of government policy in their particular area. These Bolsheviks, however,
had ceded leadership to other parties in these sections of the work force and
concentrated instead on the industrial proletariat. And after the bloody Janu-
ary battleswith the forces of the Rada the Bolshevikswere deeplymistrustful of
everyonewhohad been associatedwith it. Theywere convinced that the Rada’s
leaders had left behind in Kyiv an underground network of agents to wreck
the food supply and money supply and to undermine their authority among
the population.18 So they placed the state institutions they took over from the
Rada (very few were to be replaced altogether) under the supervision of com-
missars, who approved all decisions taken and kept an eye on the employees
at work. Not all Bolsheviks agreed with this system of intense scrutiny and
close management, arguing that it was better to have ten reliable administra-
tion employees than 100 unreliable ones. The commissars in the ministries,
moreover, were supervised by the Commissariat of Internal Affairs headed by
Bosh. She became the ultimate decision-maker when commissars lower down
the chain of command refused to take responsibility and pushed the issue at
hand upstairs to her. So shewas overwhelmed every day by delegations from all
kinds of institutions demanding a decision to their petitions and appeals, such
as hospitals and orphanages asking for food rations to feed people in their care.
‘A sea of tears, hysteria and threats made it extremely difficult for us to under-
take any kind of creativework’.19 So difficultwas the situation in the capital that
the People’s Secretariat and the Central Executive Committee had little time to
devote to other parts of Ukraine.

The Bolsheviks also encountered political resistance among administration
workers, especially in the commissariat of education. Commissar Zatonsky
announced to the teachers’ council of Kyiv that he was disbanding the All-
UkraineTeachers’ Union, the largest in the country, because it was encouraging
‘nationalism and chauvinism’. The Union supported Ukrainian as the language
of instruction in the schools, whichZatonsky regarded as ‘forcedUkrainisation’.
In answer to a remark by amember of the Council that there also existed a Rus-
sian teachers’ union, Zatonsky informed the meeting that he had no intention
of disbanding it because the Russian teachers were ‘internationalists’.20 The

18 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 144.
19 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 146–7.
20 Nova Rada, no. 16, 20 February 1918.
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administrative workers in the commissariat of education then served notice
they would work under Zatonsky only on condition that he did not question
thepedagogical guidelines adoptedby theAll-Ukraine congress of teachers and
that all teachers’ unions were represented on the teachers’ advisory council
attached to the commissariat. Furthermore, they demanded that all employ-
ees of the commissariat (formerly of the secretariat) who were under arrest be
released and that no employees could be arrested in the course of performing
their duties.21

The Mensheviks and right Russian srs sought a reconciliation with the
Bolsheviks and the preservation of the Kyiv Duma in which they held a major-
ity. Although they disagreed on many fundamental issues, these parties of the
Russian democracy welcomed the restoration of unity between Russia and
Ukraine which the Bolsheviks were trying to achieve. Vynnychenko wrote that

the head of the Kyiv Duma, the right sr and despiser of the Bolsheviks
(Riabtsov) greeted their entry as a moment of ‘reunification of the single
Russian proletariat’ (read ‘united and indivisible Russia’), while the Black
Hundreds and counterrevolutionary press, inasmuch as it was allowed to
publish, uttered those words plainly and praised the Bolsheviks and their
entire national policy …22

No deputies to the Duma from the main Russian, Jewish and Ukrainian
parties suffered repression at the hands of the Bolshevik authorities. The
Duma continued tomeet in session, but the new authorities placed all its
departments under the supervision of commissars who reported to the
Duma’s general supervisor, commissar Preobrazhensky. Meanwhile the
Kyiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies debated how to liquid-
ate this institution altogether and absorb its functions and administrative
personnel.23

On 27 January, the Military Revolutionary Committee closed down the mon-
archist Russian language newspaper Kievlianin and brought its editor Vasyl
Shulhyn before a tribunal on charges of counterrevolutionary activity. Its
presses were given over to the Kyiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Depu-
ties to issue its own newspaper Izvestiia. The Council also took possession of

21 Nova Rada, no. 18, 22 February 1918.
22 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia natsii, Vol. 2, pp. 271–2; see also Rafes, Dva goda evoliutsii,

p. 83.
23 Nova Rada, no. 15, 19 February 1918.
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the Rada’s printing press. The liberal democratic Russian newspaper Kiievskaia
mysl was also closed down, its premises handed over to the Secretariat of
Internal Affairs and its presses began publishing the Russian and Ukrainian
editions of Viestnik/Visnyk, the organ of the People’s Secretariat. Posliedni nov-
osti, a third Russian newspaper was permitted to continue publishing. All the
capital’s Jewish and Polish publications kept coming out. Nova Rada, organ of
the upsf resumed publication on 17 February, nine days after Muraviov’s army
entered Kyiv and after an interruption lasting two weeks that began during the
January uprising. Ukrainian language bookshops remained open. The usdwp’s
Robitnycha hazeta, the upsr’s Narodna volia, the upsr leftists’Borot’ba and the
Mensheviks’Rabochaia zhizn stopped publication and did not resume until the
end of February, once the Bolsheviks were losing control of Kyiv.24 Volodymyr
Vynnychenko, editor of Robitnycha hazeta, had fled Kyiv, and Isaak Puhach,
editor of the Narodna volia, was executed by a unit of sailors of the incom-
ing army. Presumably the newspapers’ workers either left Kyiv with the Rada’s
leaders or went underground.

The newspapers that were published did not shy away from criticising the
Bolsheviks nor reporting news that revealed their setbacks and vulnerabilities.
Yevgeniia Bosh singled out the Bund’s Volkzeitung, the upsf’s Nova Rada and
Neue Zeit, organ of the United Jewish Socialist Party. This last paper exclaimed
that ‘Bolshevik terror has now destroyed all the gains of the revolution in
Ukraine. True, it has restored the unity of the Russian front, but there is a bigger
question: just which front has it restored: that of the all-Russian revolution or
the all-Russian counterrevolution?’25

Serhii Yefremov and Andrii Nikovsky, who edited Nova Rada, became in-
creasingly bold in their reporting and commentary. They provided a steady
stream of news from Brest Litovsk about the cpc delegation’s difficulty and
the Rada’s success in securing a peace treaty, about the Rada’s forces holding
out west of Kyiv, and then about the armies of the Central Powers crossing the
southwestern front into Volyn. A blank space appeared in the news column of
the 23 February issue, revealing the censoring handof a commissar, but thiswas
a faint-hearted attempt at restraint by the new authorities. Indeed, rank and
file members of the usdwp called a meeting for 19 February and felt confident
enough to discuss the restoration of the party organisation and the newspa-
per. A meeting of journalists and writers issued a protest on 21 February about
restrictions on the press in Kyiv and other cities. The usdwp’s Robitnycha haz-

24 Nova Rada, no. 14, 17 February 1918; no. 22, 27 February 1918; no. 25, 3 March 1918.
25 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 145.
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eta started publishing again on 26 February, as did the Menshevik Rabochaia
zhizn. Two issues of Borot’ba, organ of the newly regrouped upsr left wing, also
appeared at this time.26

The deep erosion of the Rada’s social base and then its expulsion from Kyiv
produced splits in the parties which were represented in it. The split in the
upsrappearedwhen theparty’s leftwing tried and failed tooverthrow theGen-
eral Secretariat led by Vynnychenko. The rank and file of the Bund split when
the Rada failed to halt the antisemitic violence. The usdwp left wing was also
implicated in the attempted coup against the General Secretariat and some of
its members like Yukhym Medvedev joined the rival Soviet Ukrainian govern-
ment in Kharkiv. The split in usdwp ranks was consummated when the Kyiv
branchmet on 19 February without its longstanding leaders. One section of the
branch led by Yevhen Neronovych and Yevhen Kasianenko, possibly a majority
of thosepresent, called for the recognitionof thePeople’s Secretariat as the gov-
ernment of Ukraine and the nomination of party members to the Kyiv Council
and other soviet bodies. A ‘significant part’ of the branch, according to Nova
Rada, continued to support the Rada and the election of a Ukrainian Constitu-
ent Assembly. Their differences proved too great to bridge, so the first group
resigned from the party and established a new one, the Left usdwp.

The declaration of the organising committee of the Left usdwp acknow-
ledgedand indeedwelcomed the ‘brotherly aid’ given to the councils inUkraine
by the working people of the Russian republic. It blamed the Rada under
usdwp leadership for trying to build a bourgeois state on the basis of national
objectives alone and in doing so becoming the class enemy of the workers of
Ukraine. The Left usdwp charged it with discriminating against large sections
of theworking class, favouring only its ‘own’workers, citingVynnychenko at the
eighth plenary session of the Radawhere he called the supporters of soviet gov-
ernment ‘traitors to their native land, lackeys and spies’. The Rada had incited
themasses against bolshevism as an allegedly exclusive Russian phenomenon.
By disarming the Red Guards and arming the Free Cossacks ‘to the teeth’ it had
sown national hatred and splintered the unity of the proletariat; it attacked the
workers’ press; it was responsible for the execution of unarmed workers and
in turn it had elicited a wave of national hostility towards Ukrainians by the
incoming revolutionary army of Muraviov.

The Left usdwp denounced the Rada’s separate peace with the Central
Powers which, they argued, placed Ukraine at the mercy of German imperi-
alism.

26 Nova Rada, no. 15, 19 February 1918; no. 22, 27 February 1918.
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Therefore national self-determination was violated by the Tsentral’na
Rada itself because it used it against the aims of the working class. For
that reason we cannot remain a moment longer in the party from which
there are only defections, and from which the workers of Ukraine have
turned away in disgust.

The new party would stand by ‘the positive gains of the revolution’,
including the delimitation of the upr’s territory according to the Third
Universal and its federative ties with other republics of Russia; and the
promotion of national forms in socialist culture, especially in the educa-
tion system; thus using such gains to strengthen soviet government in the
republic and the fraternal unity of the international proletariat.

That is why we are forming a separate Left usdwp and delegating our
representatives to all the institutions of soviet power in Ukraine to under-
take the most active work within them.27

Evacuating Kyiv on 26 January the Rada became a government on wheels. The
3,000 soldiers and irregulars who accompanied it diminished to around 2,000.
Along the wayMykola Porsh was replaced asMinister of Defence by Oleksandr
Zhukovsky at the insistence of General Oleksandr Osetsky, chief of staff of the
Rada’s forces. Symon Petliura refused to obey Zhukovsky; he poached fighters
from other units to enlarge his own, planning to engage in partisan warfare
against the Bolsheviks. Vynnychenko broke away from the fleeing government,
disguised himself and headed south with his wife to Berdiansk. As the retreat-
ing column approached Zhytomyr, a delegation from the city Duma met it on
the road and asked it not to enter. The Bolsheviks had learned of the Rada’s
presence in the area and dispatched forces from Koziatyn and Zhmerynka in
the direction of Zhytomyr and Berdychiv. The Rada’s column then retreated
towards Sarny in northern Volyn gubernia. From there they cleared a railway
line to link up with Kovel where German forces were stationed together with
the ‘bluecoats’ (syn’ozhupannyky), a division formed out of Ukrainians from
prisoner of war camps in Germany.28

Humiliated by their expulsion fromKyiv some of the Rada’s forces in retreat
exacted vengeance on the Jewish communities through which they passed.
They attacked Jews on 17 February at the Sarny and Korosten’ railway stations.
On 23 February when Rada forces took the Borodianka railway station, they
killed two Jews. In Klavdievo nearby, seven more were killed. Petliura and his

27 Nova Rada, no. 17, 21 February 1918.
28 Hrushevsky, Na Porozi novoii Ukrainy, p. 184.
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deputy Oleksandr Zahrodsky were at the Borodianka station at the time. Pet-
liura declined to meet a delegation from the town, while Zahrodsky told them
he could do nothing to restrain his ‘exasperated’ soldiers.

Rada forces fired on a delegation from the Berdychiv Council of Workers’
Deputies, the city Duma and zemstvo, all of them controlled by Jewish polit-
ical parties; the delegation had come out tomeet them as they approached the
city. Twenty people were killed on the first day the troops occupied the town.
usdwp members called for an inquiry into this pogrom on 3 March at a meet-
ing of the mala rada, which was still sitting in Zhytomyr and was composed
solely of Ukrainian party deputies. Bund member Davyd Lipiets (Petrovsky)
came especially to Zhytomyr in a personal capacity to deliver evidence of the
pogrom for the inquiry to consider. So polarised was the situation that Lipiets
refused to stay and take part in it.29

The Bolshevik-led forces pursuing the Rada were neither numerous nor
determined enough to fight them. Many soldiers wanted to return home, even
more so once they learned that the Rada had signed a peace treaty with the
Central Powers. Muraviov himself did not pursue the retreating Rada minis-
ters, ignoring orders from Petrograd to do so. Much of his army spontaneously
demobilised within a week of taking Kyiv, leaving him with some 2–2,500 sol-
diers. Similarly, the Bolshevik-led Second Corps what came off the Southwest-
ern front hadmelted away by 15 February, its soldiers streaming through Fastiv
into Kyiv or continuing on eastwards on their way home.

Two or three days into their retreat the Rada’s Council of People’s Min-
isters learned that its representatives in Brest Litovsk had signed the peace
treaty with the Central Powers in the early hours of the morning of 27 January.
They established communications with them by telegraph and began to con-
sult about their next steps. On 30 January they decided at a depleted meeting
of the Council by a vote of four in favour with one abstention to ask the Cent-
ral Powers for military assistance to drive the Bolsheviks out of Ukraine.30 The
Germans had anticipated that they would need either to prop up or restore the
Rada’s government. General Hoffmann already had the text of such a request at
the ready for Liubynsky, headof theRadadelegation, to sign.However, theRada
had an additional request: that Ukrainian prisoners of war in German camps
be formed up into a division to take part in the intervention. This request was
granted and the Rada formally asked the Central Powers to intervene on its side
in the war with the Bolsheviks.

29 Cherikover, Istoriia pogromnogo dvizhenie na Ukraine 1917–1921 gg, Vol. 1, pp. 119–20.
30 A. Hrytsenko, Politychni syly u borot’bi za vladu v Ukraini (kinets’ 1917 r.–pochatok 1918 r.)

(Kyiv: Akademiia Nauk Ukrainy, Instytut Istorii Ukrainy, Istorychni Zoshyty, 1993), p. 14.
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Twenty-nine infantry divisions and four cavalry regiments of the German
army, some 230,000 soldiers, and a roughly equal number of Austro-Hungarian
troops crossed the Southwestern front on 18 February (by the Gregorian cal-
endar). German forces took Rivne and Lutsk on 19 February and Novhorod-
Volynsk two days later. All the while the Rada’s column continued to retreat
from Zhytomyr via Korosten to Sarny, which it reached on 19 February and
Rivne on 21 February. A delegation from the Rada composed of Porsh,
Tkachenko and Zhukovsky went on ahead to meet the first incoming units of
German andUkrainian soldiers. The Council of People’sMinisters issued a pro-
clamation to the Ukrainian people on 23 February accusing the Soviet Russian
government of invading and plundering Ukraine and trying to prevent it from
making peace with the Central Powers, to whom it had been obliged to turn to
for help:

A division of Ukrainian prisoners of war, the Ukrainian Sich Riflemen
from Galicia and the German army are coming into Ukraine to help the
UkrainianCossackswhoare fighting gangs of RussianRedGuards and sol-
diers. They are coming into Ukraine to eradicate disorder, to bring peace
and good order to our country and allow the Council of People’sMinisters
toundertake the great task of building an independentUkrainianPeople’s
Republic. These armies, our friends, are going to fight the enemies of the
Ukrainian People’s Republic under the direction of the Field Command
of our state.31

The Rada ended its retreat and turned for Kyiv. Petliura rode at the head
of his contingent in the pose of liberator, behind him the massive German
army.32 Oleksandr Sevriuk, the young upsr member in the Rada’s delegation
at Brest Litovsk, remembers sitting in a railway carriage on the return journey
somewhere between Sarny and Zhytomyr with fellow party member Mykhailo
Hrushevsky.

We two sat alone together and Professor Hrushevsky was crying. The Ger-
mans coming into Ukraine was the drama of his life. Those people, who
in their hatred for everything Ukrainian had linked his name through lies
and slander to Austrian or German intrigues, now had new ammunition
in their hands. A bitter and unwarranted irony of fate!33

31 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 141–2.
32 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhenia natsii, Vol. 2, pp. 292–4.
33 Sevriuk, Beresteis’kyi myr, p. 12.
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Bitter it was, but unwarranted? Hrushevky, the renowned historian of the
Ukrainian people, knew better than any of his contemporaries how Ukrainian
statehood had been lost before when the aspirations of themasses partedways
with the aspirations of their nation’s elite. In the revolutionary war of 1648–
49 Ukraine’s cossack leaders agreed in negotiations with the Polish crown to
return the peasants and the cossack ranks to feudal servitude as a condition
for their recognition as an independent nobiliary estate, ‘so that a cossack be
a cossack and commoner a commoner obedient to his master’.34 The masses
abandoned their leaders, who then lost in battle to the Poles and so had to turn
for support to the Swedish crown, the Turkish sultan, the Crimean khan and
finally in 1654 to the Russian tsar. The fledgling Hetmanate, ripped away from
thePolish LithuanianCommonwealth, retained its national autonomyas a pro-
tectorate of Muscovy for but a short time.

Now, the Rada having lost mass support and control of practically all the
Ukrainian gubernia appealed for help from the Central Powers. Three times its
leaders sought to reassure theUkrainianmasses – in their February 23 proclam-
ation and in separate appeals by Prime Minister Holubovych and Hrushevsky
himself – that the German and Austrian armies were coming to their aid as
friends, only to defend their national independence, not to interfere in their
domestic affairs nor deny them the social gains of their Revolution. Yet it was
abundantly clear that the Rada was putting the upr and the Ukrainian masses
at the mercy of German imperialism. It had no easy choice, caught as it was
between theGerman hammer and the Bolshevik anvil. But its inability to stand
its ground stemmed not from its international predicament alone, dire as it
was after four years of bloody war, but from the fact that the Rada had lost
the confidence and support of the peasants and workers on its home territ-
ory. Perhaps the bitter irony was that the man most expected to have learned
this lesson of Ukrainian history did not foresee history repeating itself and
the 1917 Revolution coming to such an end. Perhaps that was why Hrushevsky
cried.

As the Central Powers’ armiesmarched into Ukraine and pressed once again
on Petrograd in the north, the Russian Bolshevik delegation returned to the
negotiating table at Brest Litovsk. Having signed with the Rada, Germany set
outmore exacting andonerous terms in anew treaty, demanding an immediate
cessation of hostilities between Russia and Ukraine, the removal of all Russian
army units and Red Guards and the conclusion of a peace treaty between Rus-

34 Mykhailo Hrushevsky, Istoriia Ukrainy-Rusy, Vol. ix, Section v, p. 4. http://litopys.org.ua/​
hrushrus/iur90504.htm.
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sia and the upr under a Rada government. On 23 February YukhymMedvedev
and Vasyl Shakhrai returned from Brest Litovsk to Kyiv to seek the approval
of the People’s Secretariat about some of the points of the peace treaty being
proposed inasmuch as the upr, according to the 15 January resolution of the
Third All-Russian Congress of Soviets, was now a federated republic of the Rus-
sian Socialist Soviet Republic. The People’s Secretariat responded toGermany’s
terms by insisting therewas nowar betweenRussia andUkraine. It would agree
to the same general trade clause in the treaty that the Rada had signed, but not
to the export of grain and other foodstuffs to Austria and Germany while Rus-
sian cities were starving. Crucially, the People’s Secretariat could not agree to
the Central Powers’ demand that the Rada be returned to power in Kyiv. Should
they insist, the upr under the People’s Secretariat and the Central Executive
Committee of the Councils of Ukraine would continue to be at war with them.

A new delegation composed of Yevhen Neronovych, Volodymyr Zatonsky
and Rudenko was elected to go back to Brest Litovsk to continue the negoti-
ations. But the news came via telegraph from Stalin that Germany and Austro-
Hungary declined to negotiate with a Soviet Ukrainian delegation. More omin-
ously, its armies had crossed the Southwestern front into Ukraine. The news
spreada senseof helplessness anddespair through the institutionsof the Soviet
government.35

The People’s Secretariat issued defiant calls to defend Kyiv from the occupy-
ing armies ‘Over our dead bodies will they come into the capital of Ukraine!’
It declared the city under siege, formed an Extraordinary Defence Commit-
tee, prohibited people gathering on the streets, imposed a night curfew and
ordered all available weapons to be delivered to its headquarters in the Ped-
agogical Museum. It had run out of funds to pay its soldiers, so it ordered the
confiscation of gold from the city’s residents. As Bosh recalled, the Committee
didnot get the support of the local populationor evenof theKyiv city Bolshevik
party organisation, whosemembers believed it was hopeless to try to resist the
German army.

Depression grew in the ranks of the Kyiv proletariat, deepened evenmore
by the panicky rumours … the workers of Kyiv felt themselves really
powerless and … not seeing a way out of the situation they began, indi-
vidually and in groups, to get out of Kyiv.36

35 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 156; Nova Rada, no. 18, 21 February 1918; no. 21, 26 February 1918.
36 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 159. See also Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, p. 76.
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The Kyiv Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies started its meeting late
in the evening of 23 February because there was an electricity blackout. The
mood in the hall was tense. Not all members of the People’s Secretariat were
able to come. Skrypnyk andZatonsky reported on the preparations for the state
of siege. Zatonsky reported on the advance of German and Austrian armies,
that Dvinsk (today Daugavpils is a city in southeastern Latvia) had been taken
and that the cpc was ready to sign a peace treaty on German terms. There was
panic in Petrograd in government circles as well as among the public. However,
Zatonsky went on, Stalin had informed him that the Austro-Hungarian armies
would not take part in the offensive so the predicament of the upr was not
that bad. The Germans were advancing along the line from Zhytomyr through
Korosten toKyiv. The forces of the People’s Secretariat would engage themwith
an armoured train and, if that did notwork, theywould retreat and blowup the
railway lines. He told the deputies not toworry, theGermanswould not get into
Kyiv. Skrypnyk added soberly that the government could fight for another ten
to fifteen days.

The Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies met again on the following
day. Yevhen Neronovych, representing the Extraordinary Defence Committee,
spoke with some optimism that they had attacked Petliura’s detachment, they
had aeroplanes ready to deploy if needed and that the situation was improving
for themby the hour. ‘Therefore, onemore blow and the countrywill be cleared
of these disorganised bands’.

Bosh then addressed the Council, offering an assessment of the broader
political situation. The bourgeoisie in Ukraine was smashed, she said, but not
quite dead. The Bolsheviks needed a revolutionary army, but as there was not
enough time to mobilise it, they would have to rely on a temporary standing
army of soldiers on monthly paid contracts. The councils were charged with
protecting vodka stocks from looters, but they were discharging their respons-
ibilities poorly across the gubernia of Kyiv, Podillia andVolyn. In Kyiv city itself
they were faring far worse for lack of Red Guards. All kinds of delegations were
demanding funds fromBosh, threatening to seize goods of value if they did not
get any. She was working 18–20 hours a day and threatened to resign if she did
not get more co-operation from the councils.

Some deputies criticised the Bolsheviks’ policies andmethods of governing,
in particular the split they had created between the urban and rural popula-
tion. They also accused the Bolsheviks of taking part in looting public property
whereupon they were shouted down by the Bolshevik deputies. The Bundist
Kheirets and Menshevik Dmytro Chyzhevsky were not allowed to finish their
interventions. Chyzhevsky, once a deputy in the Rada, was threatened from the
floor: ‘It’s strange that you are still alive’. The Council voted overwhelmingly,
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with only one opposed and 18 abstentions, to back the People’s Secretariat. The
left upsr deputies introduced an amendment to the effect ‘that the policies
of the People’s Secretariat should take account of national specificities’. It was
rejected.37

In the early hours of 25 February several hundred people gathered outside
the Kyiv Duma asking for more information about the peace treaty signed by
the Rada and the Central Powers. A man climbed onto a nearby monument
and began to read out aloud the text of the actual treaty (it was published in
the newspaper Nova Rada, of quite limited circulation). An armed unit of Red
Guards arrived on the scene, fired shots in the air and the panicked crowd fled
in all directions.38

The Duma offered to mediate between the German and Ukrainian armies
and the People’s Secretariat. The Duma’s intention was to prevent pogroms
and other acts of vengeance against those who had supported or co-operated
with the Bolshevik government. Revenge would fall in the first instance on the
Bolsheviks who stayed behind, the trade unions and the Jews. It appointed a
delegation of five deputies, one each from the upsf, usdwp, the Russian srs,
Mensheviks and the Bund, to meet the incoming armies before they reached
Kyiv. The Duma was ready to protect public order and government property
using aneutral armed force, aGeorgianunit stationed inKyiv,while theUkrain-
ian soldiers supporting the Rada should remain outside of the city. The delega-
tionwanted the Rada to agree to an amnesty of those taking part in the January
uprising, a guarantee of freedom for trade unions and political parties, and a
ban against summary justice or repression.39

Moshe Rafes, who served as the main point of contact between the Duma
and the People’s Secretariat, went to see Yevgeniia Bosh about the Duma’s plan.
She understood it to mean the ‘painless liquidation’ of the People’s Secretariat
and the Duma’s assumption of power in Kyiv. On hearing Bosh’s report of this
exchange, the People’s Secretariat decided to arrest the Duma deputies, but
relented when the Central Bureau of Trade Unions threatened to withdraw all
support for the Secretariat.40

On 26 February an explosion of munitions in two railway wagons spread
alarm through the city. People thought the Germans had already started
shelling. An emergency joint meeting of People’s Secretariat, the Kyiv Council

37 Nova Rada, no. 21, 26 February 1918.
38 Nova Rada, no. 22, 27 February 1918.
39 Rafes, Dva goda, p. 84; Nova Rada, no. 25, 3 March 1918.
40 Bosh, God Bor’by, p. 159.
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and the Bolshevik party leadership heard a report fromKotsiubynsky, commis-
sar of war, that they would not be able to hold the city. The meeting resolved
to remove all valuables from the State Bank and to evacuate the Soviet gov-
ernment to Poltava. Party members rushed to the Kyiv railway station to leave.
Only three members of the People’s Secretariat remained behind – Kotsiubyn-
sky, Bosh and Aussem.

The Executive Committee of the Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies
also left Kyiv on 26 February without calling a plenary session of the Council
or notifying anyone of their departure. They were in such a hurry that they left
behind their rifles stored in the cellars of theMariinsky palace. Themembers of
the Executive Committee who worked at the State Bank closed it down prop-
erly and removed all the bank’s valuables and papers. The amount of money
taken from all the banks in Kyiv was rumoured to be in the order of 40 million
karbovantsi.41 The flight of the Council’s executive committee left a deeply neg-
ative impression on the factory workers it had represented. The workers were
left behind to close down production and organise a round-the-clock guard of
their factories.

On 27 February the Bund and the Mensheviks called a meeting of the Kyiv
Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies in the Merchants Hall. The packed
meeting called out the remaining members of the People’s Secretariat, who
arrived just as Rafeswas proposing a newexecutive committee be elected. Bosh
addressed thismeeting and denounced Rafes for theDuma’s plan to send a del-
egation tomeet the German advance. Themeeting supported her and resolved
to prepare to defend the city. However, a joint meeting of the Presidium of
the Central Executive Committee of the Councils and the People’s Secretariat
held immediately afterwards did not uphold this resolution, arguing it was too
late as the incoming forces were but 30 versts (33 kilometres) from Kyiv. This
meeting called on the members of the Bolshevik party’s Kyiv Executive Com-
mittee who had fled to return to Kyiv. And the three remainingmembers of the
People’s Secretariat insisted on staying in Kyiv until they came back.

On 28 February the editors of the People’s Secretariat bulletin Viestnik/
Visnyk announced it would not be coming out as the print workers would no
longer be able to travel the dangerous streets to work. That night Kyiv’s main
passenger station filled upwithworkers and their families carrying their house-
hold belongings, desperate to get out of the capital. From midnight train after
train pulled out of the station. Bosh, Kotsiubynsky and Aussem were on one
of these, heading for Poltava. As soon as they had gone the general staff and

41 Nova Rada, no. 28, 7 March 1918.
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its remaining detachments of Red Guards and railway battalions left the city,
crossing over to the Left Bank of theDnipro in themorning hours of 1March. By
that time the Rada’s haidamaky soldiers were entering from the other, western
side of the city.42

42 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 162–4, 188.
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chapter 10

The Pogroms inMarch and April 1918

The armies of the Central Powers swept through the Ukrainian gubernia to
the Russian border in 70 days. They came over the Southwestern front on
18 February and marched in four groups along routes roughly parallel to one
another before converging on the Donbas. The first group, made up of German
divisions, departed from Brest Litovsk, passed through Homel, Chernihiv and
Novhorod-Siversk before turning south for Kharkiv, which it captured in the
first days of April. The second group, also German, left Kovel and met up with
the Rada’s forces on the way to Sarny, the furthest point to which the Rada had
retreated from Kyiv. They then marched together to Kyiv, the advance units of
Ukrainian soldiers entering the city on 1March. FromKyiv theywent on to cap-
ture Kremenchuk (25 March), Poltava (28 March) and Kharkiv (8 April). The
Zaporozhian regiment, the upr’s largest military unit, marched ahead of this
second army group on the way to Kharkiv, growing in strength to some 20,000
bayonets and swords, five armoured trains, 12 armoured cars, 64 cannons and
four aeroplanes. The third was the Austro-Hungarian army group that set out
from near Zhytomyr, passed through Vynnytsia and captured Katerynoslav on
2 April. A fourth army composed of Austro-Hungarian and German divisions
marched out of Vynnytsia along a south easterly route between theDnister and
Buh Rivers towards the Black Sea. There it took Odesa (13March) andMykolaiv
(17March)before gettingboggeddown inabitter fight to takeKherson (5April).
This army thenproceededacrossNorthernTavria towardsMariupol andTahan-
rih in the far southeastern tip of territory above the Sea of Azov claimed by the
upr. A part of this army peeled off and went south to take Crimea, the port
of Sevastopol falling to German forces on 29 April. And finally, a section of the
upr’s Zaporozhian regiment andGerman forces left fromKharkiv for the south,
capturedLozova andKostiantynohrad (todayKropyvnytsky) andbroke into the
heart of the Donbas. They faced determined resistance there before the region
fell to them in the last days of April.1

Along the way through the centre of the country, the second army group
was supported by detachments of around 8,000 Free Cossacks. They controlled
large swathes of southern Kyiv and northern Kherson gubernia. The Free Cos-
sacks disarmed pro-Bolshevik remnants of the retreating SecondGuards Corps

1 Bosh, God bor’by, Appendix, Map 2.
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and blocked communications along the north-south railway lines. From the
middle of March, they supportedupr forces operating inPoltava andChernihiv
gubernia. However, the German army command objected to their involvement
in the campaign and ordered they be disarmed. The Rada complied at the end
of March, banning their formations altogether.2

1 A NewWave of Pogroms

Between the time the Bolsheviks left Kyiv and the Rada’s forces entered it, the
Military Commissariat of Georgia sent out automobile patrols under its own
national flag to keep order and calm. The city Duma sent a five-person delega-
tion to Sviatoshyn to meet the Rada troops and try to negotiate their peaceful
entry. In conversationswith the soldiers there they learnedhowhostile they felt
towards the residents of Kyiv, as though theywere about to enter a foreign city.3
They directed their hostility especially towards the Jewish populationwho they
said had fired on them in their retreat, towards the Jews who served as com-
missars under the Bolsheviks’ brief rule, and famous individual Bolsheviks like
Trotsky and Joffe. ‘Yid Trotsky is making war on Ukraine with support from the
Jewish capitalists’, they said.Onhearing about thisYevhenChykalenko, a prom-
inent Ukrainian civic activist lamented: ‘They will smother Ukrainian freedom
in Jewish blood’.4

The Duma delegation met Petliura and Kostiantyn Prisovsky, who led the
Separate Zaporozhian Detachment, the largest Rada unit returning to Kyiv.
They told them the Bolsheviks had evacuated from Kyiv and expressed their
fear that the incoming Rada forces could unleash a pogrom. Rafes recalled:

We spokewith him as amember of a social democratic party. In reply Pet-
liura said ‘he cannot not give any guarantees; he knows about the feelings
of the soldiers but he sees in them a thirst for vengeance, not antisemit-
ism’. However, for safety’s sake Petliura decided to lead the army into the
city not through Jewish Podil but the suburb of Kurienivka.5

2 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, pp. 81, 100.
3 Nova Rada, no. 26, 5 March 1918.
4 Elias Cherikover, Istoriia pogromnogo dvizhenia na Ukraine 1917–1921 gg, Tom 1, Berlin 1923

(Berlin: Direct Media, 2015), p. 107.
5 Ibid; Rafes, Dva goda revoliutsii na Ukraine, pp. 83–4.
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Rather than bringing all their troops into Kyiv the delegation proposed that
the Duma itself retain responsibility for maintaining order in the city and pro-
tecting government buildings. It proposed a full amnesty be granted to those
who took part in the January uprising against the Rada. The Duma wanted the
Rada to reiterate its support for freedom of association of the trade unions and
all political parties and not to permit acts of summary justice by its soldiers.6

The Rada’s soldiers entered the city on 1 March ahead of the German divi-
sions. Ministers of the government returned a few days later, and after them
came the presidium and deputies of themala rada.7 Oleksandr Zhukovsky, act-
ingminister of military affairs, andPrisovskywent to the cityDuma,where they
met its head Ye. Riabtsov on 1 March. They authorised the city police force to
guard government buildings and to take control of the post, telegraph and tele-
phone services. But Zhukovsky insisted that the police come under Prisovsky’s
direct command.

I pointed out that the (Kyiv) police should be subordinated to the Guber-
natorial Commandant for the sake of a greater concentration of authority,
insofar as I don’t have here enough forces of my own to defend the whole
city. I have to increase my forces; that is what this moment requires. I
declare the city in a state of siege, so let the population calmly take those
orders that are given by the relevant individuals. The government does
not mean to maintain order using force and the bayonet.

Prisovsky asked the Duma not to interfere in any of the workers’ organisations.
The Arsenal’s workers approached the Duma for permission to gather for a
meeting. Naturally, they were wary of the incoming authority, whose soldiers
had suppressed the uprising in the Arsenal just six weeks earlier. According to
the newspaper Nova Rada, the Duma responded by saying it had no concerns
about the workers who were still in Kyiv and that they should hold their meet-
ing.8

Prisovsky, given command over Kyiv gubernia, issued an order prohibiting
arbitrary arrests, detentions or other acts of summary justice. Ensign Vlasenko
of the Khmelnytsky Serdiuk Regiment, who presented himself as the ‘Ukrain-
ian commander of the city of Kyiv’, provided further reassurance and advice: ‘I
promise you there will be no acts of summary justice whatsoever on the part of
the Ukrainian army … I call on you to return to your good labours. Be assured

6 Nova Rada, no. 24, 2 March 1918.
7 Hrushevsky, Na Porozi Novoii Ukrainy, p. 184.
8 Nova Rada, no. 25, 3 March 1918.
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that I stand by you and your work … Rid yourself of bandit bolshevism which
has given you nothing but trouble and unemployment’.9

Meeting Ukrainian officers on 1 March Zhukovsky gave them the order of
the day: ‘TheGubernatorial Commandant should immediately purge the city of
Kyiv of its negative element. Establish a tight relationship with the Germans’.10

Kyiv came under martial law, a ‘state of siege’ as it was called then, enforced
by the haidamaky and Free Cossacks, who were subordinated to Prisovsky and
ultimately to Zhukovsky. They were joined two days later by the substantially
largerGerman army, and soon after that by its high command. Being among the
first to arrive, Petliurawanted to be seen as the liberator of Kyiv. He paraded his
haidamakyon the square in front of St Sophia andhad theOrthodox clergyhold
a service to bless them.Hrushevsky, Holubovych andZhukovsky saw in Petliura
a posturing ‘Ukrainian Napoleon’ who might be preparing to usurp power in a
coup. He was, after all, quite popular among the troops and the Kyiv conser-
vative intelligentsia, both Ukrainian and Russian, for his anti-Bolshevism. The
German high command was also suspicious of Petliura, knowing full well his
contacts with the Entente. Such concerns led the Rada’s Council of People’s
Ministers to relieve Petliura of his command on 12 March. His soldiers were
reassigned to an infantry unit under lieutenant Sikevych and sent to the front
to pursue the retreating Bolsheviks.11

PrisovskyonbecomingGubernatorialCommanderhanded theZaporozhian
Detachment over toOleksandrNatiiev,when itwas renamedaBrigade.Already
while under Prisovsky and then under Natiiev the soldiers were subjected by
nationalist officers to antisemitic agitation and calls for a Rada government
without national minorities. Zhukovsky feared they were preparing to use the
Brigade in a coup against the Rada and decided to send it out of Kyiv onto
the front against the Bolsheviks. Hemet determined opposition to his decision
from leading upsi members I. Lutsenko, Oleksandr Stepanenko, and O. Usty-
movych, and officers P. Bolbochan and Oleksandr Shapoval. It was not until
mid-March that the Brigade left Kyiv.12

The pogrom began soon after the Rada’s soldiers entered the centre of Kyiv.
They began whipping people in the streets and making random arrests on
the pretext of searching for ‘Jewish commissars’. The arrested were taken to
the Rada’s army headquarters in the cellars of Mykhailivsky Monastery. Three

9 Nova Rada, no. 24, 2 March 1918.
10 Zhukovsky, Vspomyny, p. 145.
11 Savchenko, Symon Petliura, pp. 185–8.
12 PavloHai-Nyzhnyk, KostiantynPrisovs’kyi: biohrafichnyi narys, http://www.hai‑nyzhnyk.in​

.ua/doc/220doc.php; accessed 29 November 2018.
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members of the Bund were among those murdered there – the shoemakers
Khatkin andLindheimandadeputy to theRada, Sukhorovych-Lintam.Twenty-
two bodies were dumped on Volodymyr’s Mount, accessible from the back
doors of the monastery. Other bodies were reported to have been thrown into
the Dnipro River. Hardest hit by the violence were the Jewish neighbourhoods
of Podil and Darnytsia.13

On 4March head of the Duma Riabtsovmade an impassioned appeal ‘in the
nameof the future of theUkrainianPeople’s Republic’ to otamanDonchenkoof
the Free Cossacks, reminding him that among Jews and Ukrainians there were
both opponents and supporters of the Bolsheviks. ‘I am asking you to stop this
bloody vengeance and restore the rule of law’.14 Ukrainian socialist deputies in
theDuma visited the placeswhere peoplewere being held and demanded their
release. They issued their own appeal to the soldiers: ‘Don’t besmirch Ukraine
with summary justice and violence … we believe you won’t allow pillage and
violence against innocent people nomatter which nation they belong to’.15 The
Dumamade further appeals to Zhukovsky and Prisovsky. Holubovychmet rep-
resentatives from the Jewish community who demanded he use the full force
of his office as prime minister. He replied that the government was aware of
the situation and there was no cause for alarm. A deputy minister for internal
affairs, the acting commissar for Kyiv gubernia and the Kyiv city commissar
Margulis toured the Podil district on 6 March. According to Nova Rada they
concluded that the night before there had been no ‘excesses or insurgencies’.16
The Jewish community, however, felt the government remained indifferent to
its fate because it regarded the claims of violence against its members as exag-
gerated.

A commission of the Duma collected evidence for the period of 1–8 March
and found there had been 172 attacks on Jews, including 22 murders, 11 cases of
torture, three rapes, 19 threats of execution, the arrest of 28 people on charges
still unknown, and 16 people who remained missing. The commission’s aim
was to defend the Jewish community from the violence, but it was able only
to gather evidence about it. When it made its findings public and Hrushevsky
publicly read out the whole report, the Rada authorities started to issue orders
to stop the violence. But that did not stop it as no attempt was made to appre-
hend or punish the perpetrators. The attacks on Jews in Kyiv lasted this time

13 Cherikover, Istroiia pogromnogo dvizhenia na Ukraine, p. 120; Rafes, Dva Goda Revoliutsii,
p. 84; Abramson, Molytva za Vladu, pp. 148–9.

14 Nova Rada, no. 26, 5 March 1918.
15 Cherikover, Istroiia pogromnogo dvizhenie na Ukraine, p. 121.
16 Nova Rada, no. 28, 7 March 1918.
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until 20 March. The Rada formed an investigating commission; the nominated
representative from the Duma Ulianytsky walked out of it, protesting that it
was not really investigating the pogroms but the activity of the Bolsheviks.17

Pogroms broke out in other parts of Kyiv gubernia: on 1 March in Koros-
ten and in Radomyshl on the following day. In both places the commanders
of Ukrainian army units demanded ‘contributions’ from the local community
in the name of the central government of the Rada. There were further attacks
in Buch, Hostomel, Khabno, Brovary and Hoholeve. In Hoholeve, they killed
two Jews, looted households and publicly humiliated individuals.

The pogroms spread along the railway lines linkingKyiv to Poltava andBakh-
mach as the Rada’s forces advanced along them with the German armies. In
March and April Jewish passengers at stations along these lines were beaten,
robbed and killed. The worst violence took place in Hrebinka, where 18 people
were killed, and in Romodan, where up to 40 were killed. Similar scenes were
in evidence at the Bakhmach railway station. A German officer there claimed
he could do nothing to prevent the attacks while neither the stationmaster nor
the local police took any preventative measures either.

Two reports on the pogroms were submitted by the Zionists (M. Grosman)
and the United Jewish Socialist party (M. Shats-Anin) to the mala rada sitting
on 16 April. Bothwere adopted on 20April. However, someUkrainian deputies,
including Ukrainian Labour Party member Fedir Kryzhanivsky and the upsr
member Nikifor Hryhoriev, accused the Jewish deputies of exaggerating the
gravity of the attacks. Hryhoriev called the authors of the reports ‘a dishonest
opposition’.

Pogroms continued to spread in the latter half of April to other towns inKyiv
and Poltava gubernia. One of these took place on 23 April in Tarashcha, Kyiv
gubernia where a unit of soldiers looted andwrecked Jewish homes, wounding
nine inhabitants, including four women. On 29 March Rada soldiers occupy-
ing Poltava started killing Jews on the streets, and then rounding them up and
taking them to the local military college. There they were subjected to beat-
ings, forced to beat one another, to shout slogans hailing a free Ukraine and
denouncing ‘zhydy’ and ‘katsapy’, after which theywere released. Officers of the
incoming army denied any responsibility for these repressions, while the word
on the streets of Poltava put the blame on colonel Oleksandr Shapoval, who
belonged to the upsi (not to be confused with Mykyta Shapoval of the upsr).

Violence occurred in Konstantynohrad, Poltava gubernia, in which three
Jews were killed, and at the beginning of April in Kremenchuk. The Kremen-

17 Cherikover, Istroiia pogromnogo dvizhenia na Ukraine, pp. 122–4.



the pogroms in march and april 1918 337

chuk city Duma launched an investigation, but nothing came of it. Thus a wave
of pogroms spread across Ukraine in February, March and April. According to
Elias Cherikover, the historian and chronicler of the pogroms, ‘this was the first
encounter of the national army of Ukraine with the Jewish population’.18

Parallel to the pogroms carried out by the army were pogroms by peasants.
These were of a more ‘passive’ kind: looting of Jewish homes and businesses,
and non-Jewish residents resisting and boycotting investigations into them by
the police. Appeals by Jewish community leaders to the gubernia police often
resulted in accusations of wholesale collaboration with the Bolsheviks being
hurled back at them and further threats of violence, which were sometimes
actually carriedout by armyunits sent into the settlement inquestion to restore
‘order’. In someparts of Kyiv andPodillia gubernia theUkrainian villagers drove
out their longstanding Jewish neighbours. It became a more frequent occur-
rence that the Jewish residents of entire districts were compelled to give up
their homes and flee to larger towns and cities.19

Just who bore responsibility for carrying out the pogroms in the population
centres reclaimed by the Rada?Who condemned them andwho tried to justify
them? The Ukrainian press reported them, spoke out against them and called
for their investigation by commissions under community control. However,
they were not all prepared to identify those responsible, even at the general
level of acknowledging the involvement of the Free Cossacks and units of the
army. Robitnychahazeta of the usdwpwas forthright, the upsr’s Narodna volia
less so. The upsf’s Nova Rada reported the pogroms, but distinguished itself by
justifying them in the words of their perpetrators.

NovaRada under the editorship of Serhii Yefremov andAntonNikovsky, first
reported repressions against Kyiv’s Jews in its 5 March issue. It reported that
army officers seeking revenge against the Bolsheviks for having executed so
many of their fellow officers were pointing the Jews out to the soldiers; Black
Hundreds elements were trying to start a pogrom against the wider Jewish
community. The 6 March issue carried a denial by the Free Cossacks of any
involvement in summary justice or executions that were being carried out by
people in military uniform.

Nova Rada published an alleged eye-witness account on 7 March under the
name A. Yarynovych, who turned out to be co-editor-in-chief Nikovsky writing
under a pseudonym.20 The author had gone to a Free Cossack encampment on

18 Cherikover, Istroiia pogromnogo dvizhenia na Ukraine, p. 130.
19 Ibid.
20 This according to Cherikover, Istoriia pogromnogo dvizenia na Ukraine, pp. 135–6.
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Vasylkivsky Street to secure the release of Lazar Borysovych Furfurnyk (prob-
ably an invented name) who was rumoured to have been beaten nearly to
death. Furfurnyk turned out to be unharmed and only ‘mildly intimidated’. The
Cossacks told the author that not a single Jew helped them when they were
defendingKyiv in January and that JewswearingRedCross armbands took food
and information as to their whereabouts to the Bolsheviks.When the Bolshev-
iks took power all the Jewish youth joined the Red Guards.

We are not antisemites, says another. We know the Tsentral’na Rada gave
national personal autonomy to Jews and we have nothing against that.
But it is one thing to write laws, give speeches and publish newspapers,
and another thing to fight. we are soldiers and we respond to fire with
fire, to a blow with blows, and to ambush and treason with caution and a
show of strength.

‘Hearing that sort of erudition, that people are acting out of conviction, that
their logical construction is not a primitive one’, Yarynovych/Nikovsky decided
to plead for Furfurnyk’s release into his own custody on the grounds that he did
not believe hewas a ‘Bolshevik commissar’ and he did notwant the Cossacks to
have an innocent man’s death on their conscience. The Cossacks handed him
over to this ‘man of theword’ and the entire incident ended happily. On return-
ing fromhis visit the author reflected that the Jewish community should indeed
disassociate itself from those of its members who worked with the Bolsheviks.

On the following day Nikovsky published another lengthy article entitled
‘Jews and the Ukrainian army’, this time under his own name.21 He blamed the
Jews of Kyiv for attacks on the Rada that led to its defeat and expulsion from
the city.

Finally they had to leave. ‘Kyiv’ was shooting them in the back all the
way to the last small building before Sviatoshyn. Spotting their enemy
individually and in groups they could see that it was all Jewish youths –
university and high school students and workers … Red Guardists, who
were Jews in the main, were executing Ukrainians just because they were
Ukrainian, while their fathers and brothers were informing, pointing out
who among the Ukrainians was hiding and where, who was in favour of
Ukrainian rule … Kyiv accepted and recognised Bolshevik rule, that is, it
accepts and recognises any rule as long as it is not Ukrainian.

21 Nova Rada, no. 28, 8 March 1918.
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The Cossacks have come again to Kyiv. To what have they come? To
nothing other than a hostile city.

Nikovsky went on to accuse the city Duma, which had just released its report
of the pogroms, of lumping together ‘ordinary night murders and a few, care-
less acts by the cossacks’. He accused Jews of continuing to agitate against
the Ukrainian government, of selling out to the Germans, seeking to work
with them while waiting for the restoration of a Russian government, even a
Bolshevik one. He exonerated the cossacks and Ukrainian army units on the
grounds that theywere still at warwith their enemies, amongwhom therewere
many Jews. His thoughts returned to where he had rescued Furfurnyk just the
day before:

… onVasylkivsky Street such things are going on that one has to be on the
lookout every step of the way lest some bullet of a national minority gets
you … Why have they not yet declared that the Kreisbergs, Reichsteins
and Chudnovskys are criminals in the eyes of the Ukrainian state and of
the Jewish people?

Cherikover observed on reading these lines: ‘This was what themost moderate
and solid Ukrainian periodical wrote in the heat of haidamaky violence, giving
full moral and psychological justification for such violence’.22

Vynnychenko saw the pogroms as a consequence of otamaniia, that is war-
lordism, whenmilitary rule replaced civilian government and summary justice
ruled. In his account of the 1919 pogroms, when Petliura was ‘Chief Otaman’ of
theDirectory of theUkrainian People’s Republic, he describes the social origins
and ideological bent of the protagonists that we see already at work in the first
months of 1918:

… there were two kinds of otamaniia which gave vent to the pogromist
lode. One sort was the Black Hundreds, those openly counterrevolution-
ary and provocative Russian officers who made up a significant percent-
age of the commanders of theUkrainian army. This otamaniia to a certain
extent was the initiator and organiser of pogroms, which were useful and
necessary for discrediting the Ukrainian government …

The second kind of otamaniia was of a fervent Ukrainian kind. The
national moment was the main factor here. The sons of shop keepers,

22 Cherikover, Istoriia pogromnogo dvizenia na Ukraine, pp. 135–7.
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middle landowners, priests and simple peasants, hadbeenpoisoned since
their infancy by the spirit of antisemitism. Sharpening national conflicts
and the alignmentof Jewishworkerswith theBolsheviks untied thehands
of these dark souls, as though it gave them the right to pour out their
angry emotions. And it is understandable that, given the opportunity,
these types of people would rob and pillage and blackmail at will in such
pogroms.23

When applied to the historical developments in the first months of 1918 Vyn-
nychenko’s second category of pogromists is synonymous with the Free Cos-
sacks and the Ukrainian Party of Socialist Independentists. Goldelman says
that ‘from their ranks sprang a considerable number of otamany’.24 Zhukovsky
wrote: ‘Themajority of ourUkrainianBlackHundreds join this party. It presents
itself as a democratic organisation, but that is just a label, a fig leaf with which
it tries to conceal its nakedness’.25

2 Pogroms Carried Out by Red Forces

The Red Guards and army units led by Bolsheviks and Russian srs carried
out anti-Jewish pogroms in March and April 1918 in north eastern Chernihiv
gubernia and Polissia in the regions of Hlukhiv, Novhorod-Siversk and Sere-
dyna Buda. These pogroms took place during clashes with the German army
advancing through this area towards the border between Russia and Ukraine.
At the time the Soviet Russian government was encouraging local Red Guard
units to resist the Austro-German occupation, but it was not providing co-
ordination or leadership to them. Nor was there any active government policy
to combat antisemitism among the fighters in these units.

Red forces retreating throughHomel tried to carry out a pogrom in the town,
but were repulsed by a Jewish self-defence group, in the process of which sev-
eral pogromistswere killed.The soldiers then spreadword amongpeasants that
they had been fired upon by Jews in their retreat. InMhlyn the Jewish leader of
the workers’ council was killed while attending a meeting of the district coun-
cil of peasant deputies. Incoming Red Army units then carried out a pogrom,

23 Volodymyr Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia natsii, Section x11: Rozvytok reaktsiynostu rez-
hymu otamanshchyny.

24 Goldelman, Jewish National Autonomy in Ukraine, p. 59.
25 Zhukovsky, Vspomyny, p. 160.
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wrecking Jewish homes, killing 15 people and injuring more. The First Lenin
Regiment of the Red Army ransacked Jewish homes in the town of Surazh, this
timewithout fatalities, in order ‘to punish the counterrevolutionaries’ who had
greeted the incoming Germans with bread and salt, a ritual welcoming cere-
mony.

The Kharkiv newspaper Sotsial-Demokrat reported on 7 March a pogrom in
the railway town of Hlukhiv that spilled over to the nearby village of Esman
and went on for two and a half days. It occurred as control of the town was
changing hands between the Baturyn regiment, which declared itself on the
side of the Rada and drove the Bolsheviks out of Hlukhiv, and the Roslavlsky
brigade of Red Guards from Kursk which was coming to the aid of the local
Bolsheviks. The brigade, led by Oleksii Tsyhanko, decided ‘to put all bourgeois
and Jews to the sword’. Localworkers andpeasants joined the brigade in its viol-
ence, as did someof the soldiers of theBaturyn regiment itself, who insisted the
town’s Jews had employed them to fight the Bolsheviks.With great cruelty they
killed over 100 Jews, men, women and children from proletarian and bourgeois
families. They fired on the synagogue and tore up the scrolls of its Torah. The
Rada-appointed commander in the townandall theofficers of theBaturyn regi-
mentwere executed. The town council protested the killings on the second day,
but to no avail. Over the graves of their partisans who died in battle with the
Baturyn regiment the Red Guards placed memorial scripts bearing the words
‘Long live the International’.

Pravda, central organ of the Russian Bolsheviks, reported on 8 March the
events inHlukhivwithout disclosing that they included an anti-Jewishpogrom.
The newspaper reported a military clash when ‘the brave Roslavlsky regiment
occupied Hlukhiv’ and restored the rule of the town council. Soon after Easter
the Hlukhiv council imposed a compulsory contribution on the Jewish com-
munity, threatening another pogrom if it did not comply.

On 19 March, a Red Army detachment killed 20 fleeing Jews in nearby Sere-
dyna Buda. The entire district of Hlukhiv was gripped by fear, with many Jews
hiding in the woods and fields. Some of themwere apprehended by local peas-
ants and turned over to the Red Army. The pogroms spread to villages in the
adjacent Sosnyts district from which over 120 Jewish residents fled to the town
of Korkhivka, then under German occupation.

On 6April, just as the fighting between the Bolshevik-led forces and theGer-
man and Ukrainian armies was dying down, a pogrom broke out in Novhorod-
Siversk, carried out this time by Red Army soldiers retreating from Sosnyts to
Briansk. It began when the soldiers searched Jewish homes on the pretext of
uncovering weapons, but in reality to steal from them. A second Red Army
brigade entered the town under the command of the sailor Bereta; he called
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together the town’s well-to-do Jews and demanded 750,000 roubles from them.
The local Jewish self-defence detachment repulsed Bereta’s brigade when it
tried to start a pogrom and expelled it from the town. But the brigade returned
and together with the town’s policemen killed 88 Jews, seriously wounding
another 11. Some of the town’s Jews who fled were killed in the countryside,
where the peasants refused to shelter them for fear of being executed them-
selves for doing so.

The Germans occupied Novhorod-Siversk on 7 April, but were pushed out
again by Red Army detachments. The entire surviving Jewish population of the
town followed them in their retreat. They returned to their homes again with
the Germans on 8 April. The Bolshevik forces then retreated over the border to
Pohar in Briansk gubernia, wreaking vengeance on the Jews living in villages
along their path of retreat, killing eleven in Hrymiach. The violence spread fur-
ther across the district and 24 Jews in all were left dead.26

Soon after the Pravda report about the ‘brave Roslavlsky detachment’, the
official organof theRussianCouncil of People’s Commissars Izvestiiapublished
its report on the Hlukhiv events, this time acknowledging that there was in fact
an anti-Jewish pogrom.However, it stayed silent aboutwhowas responsible for
it. The Bolsheviks then organised a public meeting and a special session of the
Petrograd Soviet to protest the massacre of Jews in Ukraine and Armenians in
the Caucasus. There was no mention at all of pogroms for which Red Army or
RedGuard detachmentswere responsible, only those committed byUkrainian,
German or Romanian forces. The pogroms in Hlukhiv and Novhorod-Siversk
were never investigated nor were any of the perpetrators brought to justice.

The north easternChernihiv guberniawas the only regionwhere pro-Soviet/
Red forces took part in pogroms of truly serious proportions. At that time
there were antisemitic agitation and actions going on in many parts of Russia,
but seldom of such gravity and violence. They attained serious proportions in
Ukraine, Belarus (in Minsk, Vitebsk and Mohilev gubernia where Polish army
units were also involved in them), and in Bukhara and Tashkent, Central Asia.
In January 1918 pro-Bolshevik sailors carried out a pogrom against Simfero-
pol’s bourgeoisie and intelligentsia in which Jews were the principal victims.
In the following month this same group in concert with forces under Mura-
viov’s command tried, but failed to launch a pogrom in Odesa. Seventeen Jews
accused of spying for theGerman andUkrainian armieswere tortured and shot
in Haleshchyna near Kremenchuk.27

26 Cherikover, Istoriia pogromnogo dvizenia na Ukraine, pp. 143–9.
27 Cherikover, Istoriia pogromnogo dvizenia na Ukraine, pp. 149–51.
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The vast bulk of pogroms were carried out during the civil war period by
anti-Soviet forces. In his analysis of the pogroms inUkraine the scholar Nahum
Gergel found that armed forces of the Tsentral’na Rada and its successor, the
Directory of the Ukrainian People’s Republic, were responsible for 40% of all
the recorded pogroms and 54% of those killed in them over the period 1918–21.
Soviet army forces were found to have been responsible for just over 4% of the
pogroms and 11% of the fatalities.28 This contrast was in no small measure due
to the education programme launched by the Jewish Commissariat under the
Commissariat of National Affairs of the Soviet Russian government to combat
antisemitism in the ranks of the Red Guards and the Red Army.

The scholar Brendan McGeever, who conducted research in the Kyiv and
Moscow archives into the reports from Red Army units stationed in every
gubernia of Ukraine in 1919, found antisemitism pervaded their ranks. Bolshev-
iks who wanted to fight antisemitism dared not approach some of the units for
fear of being shot. Many peasants and workers in the Army equated antisemit-
ism with soviet power: in the popular consciousness the Ukrainian ethnicity
evoked an image of theworker andpeasant as producer of surplus labour,while
the Jewish ethnicity an image of the speculator, the extractor of this surplus
labour. Thus the call of the pogromists inHlukhiv ‘to put all bourgeois and Jews
to the sword’. Antisemitism was the ideological channel through which radic-
alised workers and peasants could move from revolution to reaction.29

The Bolsheviks opposed national oppressions in principle, but they did not
know how to implement this position, how to act on it with regard to the
oppression of Jews, as well as other nations. When the Jewish Commissariat
set to work combating antisemitism there was not a single Bolshevik working
in it. Left Zionists, Bundists and other Jewish socialists, who repeatedly pressed
the Soviet government in the spring of 1918 to take action but got no response,
took it upon themselves to write pamphlets and start discussion circles inside
the Red Army to explain and fight antisemitism in its ranks. These were people
‘at the margins of the Bolshevik project but at the heart of the Jewish renais-
sance’. They informed and equipped the Jewish Commissariat and other Soviet
Russian institutions in their work combatting the more widespread and more
lethal pogroms in 1919.30

28 N. Gergel, ‘The Pogroms in the Ukraine in 1918–1921’, yivo Annual of Jewish Social Science
(New York, 1951), pp. 237–52 (translation of the original published in 1928).

29 Brendan McGeever, ‘Antisemitism and the Russian Revolution’, a presentation recor-
ded at Birkbeck, University of London, 24 November 2016, in the series Social Histories
of the Russian Revolution, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fZX0Jq6oDto [accessed
14 September 2018].

30 Ibid.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fZX0Jq6oDto
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chapter 11

Resistance to the Austro-German Occupation

The core of armed resistance to the Austro-German occupation was made up
of around 30,000 fighters: 13,000 in the brigades of the Ukrainian and Russian
left srs and the anarchists, 12,000 in the Red Guards, and 4–5,000 in brigades
brought in from Russia by Antonov-Ovsiienko.1 The resistance was more wide-
spread in the east and south than in the north and west, but uncoordinated
and fragmented it was unable to withstand the vastly superior numbers and
firepower of the German and Austro-Hungarian armies.

There were other factors contributing to the weakness of the resistance to
the occupation. On 3 March, the Soviet Russian government signed a peace
treaty with the Central Powers at Brest Litovsk that required it to recognise
the Ukrainian People’s Republic as an independent state under the rule of the
Tsentral’na Rada, to make peace with it, to cease all agitation against its gov-
ernment and to remove all its military forces from its territory. While insisting
publicly that the resistance was a purely local, Ukrainian affair, the Soviet Rus-
sian government continued clandestinely to provide the resistance with arms.
However, once the resistance was pressed up against the border with Russia,
the Bolsheviks instructed their comrades in Ukraine to destroy or take with
them everything they could of economic or military value to the enemy and
to withdraw into Russia. Soviet Russia could not back the resistance openly
with conventional army units nor could it be seen to serve as its organising rear.
News of the 3March peace agreement sowed confusion in the ranks of the res-
istance. Why were they continuing to fight on alone if they were no match for
the Austro-German armies? And if they must fight where was their rear guard,
their source of reinforcement and safe haven?

Everyone of us ‘front line soldiers’ could not help but ask ourselves the
question: what was the rear doing where a huge number of our party and
Soviet workers had assembled? And we came to the conclusion that in
these conditions it was simply impossible to wage war against regular
armies. But what exactly we should do no one really knew.2

1 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, p. 94.
2 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 216.
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The news that Russia had agreed a peace with the Central Powers added to
the recriminations and disagreements already circulating among the Bolshev-
iks in Ukraine. On 17 February, the day before the Central Powers advanced
into Ukraine, Lenin ordered Muraviov to leave Kyiv for the Romanian front.
Kotsiubynsky replaced him as commander-in-chief of the armed forces under
the People’s Secretariat. But Yegorov, Muraviov’s associate and an experienced
commander elected by the ranks, refused to obey Kotsiubynsky. Kotsiubynsky
then hadYegorov’s army committee arrested.Muraviov responded by arresting
Kotsiubynsky’s senior officers. After the Bolsheviks evacuated Kyiv and it fell to
the Rada and the Germans, Muraviov blamed it all on Kotsiubynsky and other
commissars in the People’s Secretariat ‘who acted from a narrow nationalist
point of view’.3

The People’s Secretariat mustered around 700 fighters in Kyiv to cover its
retreat. The Red Cossacks’ commander Chudnovsky positioned them in
Darnytsia on the railway line between Kyiv and Hrebinka as a first line of res-
istance to the oncoming German and Rada forces.

On the way to Poltava a split occurred in the People’s Secretariat between
those who wanted to organise armed resistance and those who did not. Bosh,
Kotsiubynsky, Aussem and Bakynsky belonged to the first group; they prepared
to leave the Secretariat and join the front. They managed to recruit around
100 workers, the majority of them untrained, to send back to reinforce Chud-
novsky’s already retreating first line of resistance.Meanwhile, the second group
led by Skrypnyk and Lapchynsky who held a majority in the People’s Secret-
ariat, began to revive the work of its commissariats. Skrypnyk now replaced
Bosh as head of the Secretariat.

On 5 March, Kotsiubynsky tried unsuccessfully to bring under his com-
mand the Red Guard detachments in Kremenchuk, Kharkiv, Katerynoslav, and
Chernihiv and to persuade them to come to the aid of Poltava,whichwas facing
imminent assault. Two days later he gave up and resigned as commissar for
war and commander-in-chief. The People’s Secretariat replaced Kotsiubynsky
with Antonov-Ovsiienko as commander-in-chief and Yevhen Neronovych as
commissar for war. Antonov-Ovsiienko now attempted to get agreement from
the three other soviet republics in the region, in Donetsk-Kryvyi Rih, Odesa
and Tavria, to unite with the People’s Secretariat in a Union of Soviet Repub-
lics of Southern Russia and to place their armed forces under his sole com-
mand. But the three republics refused and opted to fight on alone. Antonov-
Ovsiienko then tried to induct peasants in Poltava and Kharkiv into brigades,

3 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, pp. 77–8.
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but he had neither enough time nor resources tomobilise and prepare them to
wage a partisan war.

Antonov-Ovsiienko got into serious disagreementwith Skrypnyk because he
insisted on taking orders directly from the cpc rather than from the People’s
Secretariat. On 18 March, he departed for Moscow to seek external military
support. By this time the Red Guards had lost Bakhmach, Konotop, Hadiach,
Zolotonosha, Kremenchuk, Cherkassy and the coastline of the Black Sea. They
would not hold on for much more than another month. There was practically
no hope the cpc would jeopardise the respite it had gained from the Central
Powers by launching an offensive across the Russian-Ukrainian border.

The People’s Secretariat managed to create new units totalling several hun-
dred workers before it was forced to retreat once again from Poltava. Most of
these workers had not been to a front before nor even knew how to handle
a rifle. According to Bosh, some of these units were led by people without
political commitment, drunkards and adventurists completely unknown to the
Bolshevik party. They shied away from the fight, fledwhen fired upon, but knew
how to take whatever they wanted by threatening violence against civilians
whenever they passed through a settlement.4

Moreover, the workers simply were not willing to follow the Bolsheviks into
resistance to the occupation forces. N.N. Popov, the noted Soviet historian of
the 1920s, conceded that as early as January 1918 there was already ‘some dis-
enchantment with Soviet rule… amongworkers and soldiers’.5 Boshwrote that
byMarch the general mood in the working class was one of ‘apathy, indecision,
decomposition and reaction’.6 In several places the Bolsheviks faced opposi-
tion and even uprisings against their own rule as the foreign occupation forces
neared and they tried to mobilise workers into the Red Guards.

1 Poltava

On 10 March, the People’s Secretariat quit Poltava and moved to Katerynoslav,
where it set to work organising the Second All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils,
originally scheduled to convene on 15 March. The resistance in Poltava contin-
ued to hold out, the German army having paused outside the city until heavy
artillery and additional units were brought up from the rear. Meanwhile, the
Bolsheviks were joined by 2,000 fighters from Moscow and two Czechoslovak

4 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 168–215; Shakhrai, Revoliutsiia na Ukraini, p. 108.
5 N.N. Popov, ‘Ocherki revoliutsionnykh sobittii v Kharkove’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 1 (1922), p. 23.
6 Bosh, Natsionalnoe Pravitelstvo, p. 36.
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divisions that had retreated there from Kyiv. The Czechoslovak divisions had
an agreement with the Rada to leave for the French front; they now chose to
stand their ground and fight the Central Powers in Ukraine.7 But these rein-
forcements merely slowed the advance of the German and Rada forces, who
broke into Poltava on 28 March. Around 600 Red Cossacks defending the city
deserted to their side and turned their guns on their retreating comrades at the
Poltava railway station. After the fighting was over these Red Cossacks were
incorporated into the upr’s Zaporozhian regiment, but soon afterwards they
were demobilised because they were considered too unreliable.

2 Katerynoslav

The Second All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils opened in Katerynoslav on
17 March after prolonged preparatory meetings of the separate party factions.
The assembled delegates rose to sing Shevchenko’s Testament, followed by the
Internationale and the Funeral March in memory of fallen comrades.8 In his
speech Antonov-Ovsiienko declared that resistance to the occupation was the
order of the day, ‘to dowhat is needed to break theGermans and thehaidamaky
following on their tail’.9

The delegates came from towns and cities both occupied and still unoccu-
pied by the incoming armies. There were many previously unaligned peasants
and workers among them who signed up to the Bolshevik and left sr party
delegations at the congress venue itself. They proved to be a politically fluid
element, attending themeetings of more than one party fraction and changing
sides in the voting on successive resolutions sponsored by the main parties.

The 964 registered delegates were split politically into two large camps of
roughly equal size, and a small third one that came to hold a certain balance
of power between them.10 The left wings of the upsr and Russian srs joined
forces to form the first camp; it was the first time these two parties were col-
laborating at a national level congress. The Ukrainian srs held sway in the
northern tier gubernia, the Russian srs in the south. They both demanded all

7 Hrushevsky, Na porozi novoi Ukrainy, p. 187.
8 Mazepa, Bol’shevyzm, p. 51.
9 ‘Materialy pro Druhyi Vseukrains’kyi Ziizd Rad’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 2 (29) (1928), p. 248.
10 According to V. Averin, there were 401 Bolsheviks, 414 combined upsr and left Russian

srs, 27 Left usdwp, 27 Left Communists, 13 usdwp, six Social Democratic obiedinisti, two
Bundists, three anarchists, four right and centre Russian and Ukrainian srs, four Maxim-
alists, 82 non-party independent delegates and eight unidentified (V. Averin, ‘DoDruhoho
Vseukrainskoho Ziizdu Rad’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 2 (March–April 1928), p. 69).
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out resistance to the Austro-German occupation. The Russian left srs, buoyed
by a considerable influx of their comrades from the Soviet Russian Republic,
were guided principally by their complete opposition to both peace treaties
signed at Brest Litovsk. The upsr leftists were guided by their commitment to
defend the independence of the Ukrainian People’s Republic.

The Bolsheviks formed a second camp that was divided internally along
three lines. The Katerynoslavians, led by Emanuiil Kviring, did notwant to fight
the occupation, but rather to make a pact with the Tsentral’na Rada and work
towards a Ukrainian Constituent Assembly. A second group of Left Commun-
ists, who supportedNikolai Bukharin in the party, refused to recognise theBrest
Litovsk treaty Soviet Russia had signed andwanted to resist theAustro-German
occupation. A third group led by Skrypnyk argued that the congress should
uphold the peace treaty signed by Soviet Russia at Brest Litovsk, declare the
independence of the upr as a Soviet Republic and continue to resist the occu-
pation of Ukraine by the Central Powers. This group called on the congress to
accept the treaty Soviet Russia had signed at Brest Litovsk as an international
concession necessary to free its hand to deal with its domestic enemies. A nar-
row majority of the delegates supported this position. On the resolution con-
cerning the nature of state power inUkraine the Skrypnyk group refused to give
any recognition to or to co-operate with the Tsentral’na Rada but denounced it
as petit bourgeois, counterrevolutionary and the ‘fig leaf ’ of German imperial-
ism.

The usdwp leftists constituted the third camp. They did not want to write
off the revolutionary gains of the Tsentral’na Rada or the institution itself.
However, they regarded their own survival as inextricably tied to the struggle
for a soviet government. They circulated the following resolution of their own,
which in the end did not make it to the congress floor to be voted on:

… The further penetration of German armies into the interior of Ukraine
will destroy not only the soviet government but also the government of
the Tsentral’na Rada with all its Universals.

… The salvation at the very least of the Third and Fourth Universals
issued by the Tsentral’na Rada, in which soviet organs of government are
fixed, stands before the working masses of Ukraine. Otherwise the coun-
try will fall under the boot of a German military dictatorship.

… Without laying down its arms but having proposed an immediate
truce the Congress is obliged to enter into peace negotiations with the
Central Powers, which include also the Tsentral’na Rada, on the follow-
ing terms: 1. Recognition of the peace treaty of the Tsentral’na Rada; 2.
Withdrawal of German armies from Ukraine; 3. Immediate convocation
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of an all-Ukrainian congress of workers’ and peasants’ deputies in Kyiv
by a general commission established with equal representation from the
Central Executive Committee (of the Councils of Ukraine) and the Tsen-
tral’na Rada.11

In the first round of voting for the two main factions’ resolutions, in which the
usdwp leftists and the pps delegate abstained, the left srs got 414 votes and the
Bolsheviks 400.TheBolsheviks then tabled an amended version of their resolu-
tion in which they softened the harsh terms in which they originally described
the Rada and incorporated some of the usdwp leftists’ resolution, but retained
their essential position:12

The working class and all the labouring masses of Ukraine consider the
Ukrainian People’s Republic a Soviet Republic that unites all workers liv-
ing on the territory of Ukraine regardless of their nationality and that
is closely connected through federal ties with the All-Russian Worker-
Peasant Republic … theworkingmasses of Ukraine… are ready to sign up
to the same harsh conditions as those imposed on Ukraine by the peace
treaty of theTsentral’na RadawithAustro-Germany, but only on the bind-
ing condition of comprehensive non-interference of Austro-Germany in
the internal life of Ukraine and the removal of Austro-German armies
from all of the parts of Ukraine they have seized.13

This amended resolution gained the support of the usdwp leftists andwas car-
ried by a narrow margin of 427 to 400 votes.14

Thus the congress recognised the independence of a Soviet Ukrainian Re-
public, which meant different things to the different political factions present:
Ukraine’s independence from Soviet Russia, from the Central Powers or from
the Tsentral’na Rada. This was the most the congress could achieve in uniting
the various factions on the basis of the principle of national self-determination.

11 ‘Materialy proDruhyiVseukrains’kyi Ziizd Rad’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 2 (29) (1928), p. 265. See
alsoMaiorov, Z Istorii Revoliutsiinoi Boro’tby, p. iv; Yavorsky, Revoliutsiia naVkraini, pp. 48–
9; Mazepa, Bol’shevyzm, pp. 9, 48–50.

12 Averin, ‘Do Druhoho Vseukrains’koho Ziizdu Rad’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 2 (March–April
1928), pp. 69, 70–2.

13 Bosh, God bor’by, Appendix, pp. 55–6.
14 V. Averin, ‘Do Druhoho Vseukrains’koho Ziizdu Rad’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 2 (March–April

1928), p. 73. See also Skrypnyk, ‘Nacherk istorii proletars’koi revoliutsii’, p. 96; Popov, Narys
Istorii, p. 146; Mazepa, Bol’shevyzm, p. 51.
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It failed to elaborate a joint strategy to resist the advancing occupation forces
or to restore Ukraine’s independence in practice.

The congress elected a Central Executive Committee of the Councils of
Ukraine composed of 49 Ukrainian and Russian left srs, 47 Bolsheviks, five
usdwp leftists and one member of the Polish Socialist Party. That seemed to
prophesy continued rivalry between the evenly matched working class and
peasant parties. There was, however, a new sensitivity to the need to present
a government that was indeed Ukrainian. Volodymyr Zatonsky wasmade chair
of the cec andMykola Skrypnyk head of the People’s Secretariat, both of them
Ukrainian speakers. From the usdwp leftists Yevhen Neronovych was con-
firmed as commissar for war and Mykola Vrublevsky was made commissar
of education. Skrypnyk, Vrublevsky and Yuri Kotsiubynsky left for Moscow to
establish formal ties with the Russian Soviet government on the basis of the
congress resolutions.15

Yevhen Neronovych appeared dejected and exhausted at the congress. He
did not head for Tahanrih where the bulk of his fellow government members
were evacuating to, but returned to his native Poltava to visit his wife in the vil-
lage of Velyki Sorochyntsi in the district of Myrhorod. According to Khrystiuk,
Neronovych was bitterly disappointed that the congress rejected the Tsent-
ral’na Rada altogether, and so he broke with the Bolsheviks and resigned his
post in the government. He was detained in Velyki Sorochyntsi on 24 March,
one day after his thirtieth birthday, by Rada soldiers of the Bohdan company,
a remnant of the Bohdan Khmel’nytsky regiment. Commanding the company
wasOleksandr Shapoval,member of theupsi.Without a trial or even a tribunal
Neronovych was shot on the following day for treason against the Tsentral’na
Rada.16

After determined resistance Katerynoslav fell to Free Cossacks and Ger-
man forces on 2 April. Red Guards and anarchists defending the city retreated
to Yuzivka and then Mariupol and Sloviansk in the Donbas. Members of the
new soviet government retreated all the way to Tahanrih, the easternmost
city claimed by the upr.17 According to Panas Fedenko, a usdwp member in

15 A. Hrytsenko, Politychni Syly u Borot’bi za Vladu v Ukraini (kinets’ 1917 r.–pochatok 1919 r.)
(Kyiv: Instytut istorii Ukrainy, 1993), pp. 16–17.

16 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 152. See also Artem Klymenko, ‘Yevhen Ner-
onovych: Zabuti heroi Ukrains’koi Revoliutsii’, Proletar Ukrainy, https://proletar‑ukr.blog
spot.com/2018/03/blog‑post_31.html.

17 In 1925, Tahanrihwas annexed from theUkrainian Soviet Socialist Republic by theRussian
Federal Soviet Republic of the ussr.

https://proletar-ukr.blogspot.com/2018/03/blog-post_31.html
https://proletar-ukr.blogspot.com/2018/03/blog-post_31.html
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Katerynoslav, the city population greeted the incoming forces, relieved at their
liberation from the ‘terror of the cec’.

The sentiments of the population in Katerynoslav, and of the workers in
particular, who had endured the terror of the Red Guard spilled out at
the first meeting of the Council of Workers’ Deputies after the flight of
the Bolshevik government. I was at that meeting together with (Isaak)
Mazepa and we heard the speeches from members of the council – Rus-
sians, Jews and Ukrainians. None of them could find a good word to say
about the regime of ‘dictatorship over the proletariat’ which had prom-
ised the workers fruit on the bough but instead brought to Ukraine the
ruin of its economy and then carted off to Muscovy machinery, wag-
ons, locomotives, all kinds of rawmaterials needed for industry and food
products.18

3 Odesa

With 630,000 inhabitants Odesa was the largest city in Ukraine. The Bolshev-
iks had more than twice as much time there as their comrades did in Kyiv to
entrench themselves before they faced the occupying armies of the Central
Powers. The Rada’s forces in Odesa were defeated on 17 January 1918 by the
city’s Military Revolutionary Committee and the Central Executive Commit-
tee of the Councils of Romanian Front, Black Sea Fleet, and Odessa Oblast
(Rumcherod). The latter handed power to a Council of People’s Commissars
whichdeclared theOdesa SovietRepublic as part of the federated (after 15 Janu-
ary) Soviet Russian Republic. The Odesa Soviet Republic claimed Bessarabia
gubernia and parts of Kherson andNorthern Tavria as its territories. The Coun-
cil of People’s Commissars held the full range of portfolios of any national
government, including defence and foreign affairs. The Bolsheviks held eight
commissariats, the two remaining ones were in the hands of Russian srs. The
Council did not recognise and did not co-operate with the People’s Secretariat
and the Central Executive Committee of the Councils of Ukraine that were
elected in Kharkiv at the (rival) First All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils and
that transferred to Kyiv in the wake of Muraviov’s army at the end of January.

Party political influence was more diverse further down the institutional
structure of the newly arising government in Odesa. The Mensheviks led the

18 Panas Fedenko, ‘Isaak Mazepa v Zhytti i v Politytsi’, Nashe Slovo, 3 (1973), p. 18.



352 chapter 11

trade unions of clerical, printing, tanning and food industry workers and the
Trades Union Council itself. The anarchists had the strongest influence among
the sailors of the Black Sea Fleet and the unemployed, the srs among the rail-
way workers, and the Ukrainian srs and sds were the dominant parties in the
Council of Soldiers’ Deputies. The city Duma was controlled by the Menshev-
iks, Bund and Russian srs. With the exception of the Menshevik Internation-
alists and the Bolsheviks, all the socialist parties opposed building a govern-
ment on the basis of the councils alone. However, they were prepared to work
with the new government on condition it consulted with them and with all
democratic organisations. Thus an interparty concord held for some time in
Odesa.

Important social and democratic gains were secured with the introduction
of the eight-hour day for all workers, including house servants, the institution
of bargaining and the resolution of labour disputes, prohibition of night shifts
by women, protection of minors, introduction of pensions, tax relief for artis-
ans, and the confiscation by the commissariat of labour of all private sanatoria
and nationalisation of health facilities for the benefit of the workers. The new
authorities maintained good relations with the peasantry in the surrounding
farming areas, unlike the situation that developed in Kyiv. However, the supply
of food to the city was disrupted by the disturbances surrounding land redis-
tribution. Just as in Kyiv the new Odesa authorities had difficulty ensuring an
adequate money supply to private and public employers to pay wages and to
service the retail trade.

Theft and burglaries grew to alarming proportions and the authorities
seemed unable to stop them. The sailors on the ship Sinop entered into negoti-
ationswith the trade union of pickpockets to get their agreement not to rob the
homes of persons or the persons themselves who were coming onto their ship
for a fundraising benefit on 13 February. The pickpockets agreed and issued a
statement: ‘We, the representatives of thieves of Odesa give you our promise
not to carry out any thefts on that day. We will patrol the city ourselves and
forestall robberies. We ask you to permit three of our members to come to the
benefit to maintain order’.

‘And truly’, recalls the Bolshevik A. Kirov, ‘there were no reports filed that
night in the commissariats of any burglaries or theft on the streets’.19

Military units of the Odesa Soviet Republic under Rumcherod’s command
were involved in a struggle with the Romanian army for control of Bessara-

19 A. Kirov, ‘Rumcherod i RadnarkomOdes’koi Oblasti v Borot’bi za Zhovten’ ’, Litopys Revoli-
utsii, 1 (January–February 1928), pp. 112–13.
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bia gubernia.20 Moldavian Romanians made up two thirds of the population
of the gubernia, the remainder being mainly Ukrainians, Jews and Bulgarians.
After the February Revolution, a powerful soldiers’ movement grew among the
300,000Moldavians in theRussian armyand, in aprocess not unlike thatwhich
was occurring among Ukrainians in the Russian army, provided the impetus
behind popular demands for national self-determination, land reform, demo-
cratic self government and the eventual unification of Moldavians with the
Romanian nation in a single state. An autonomous Moldavian Democratic
Republic was proclaimed by a National Council (Sfatul Tarii) on 15 December
1917. However,Moldavian soldierswhowere initially supportive of theNational
Council came increasingly under Bolshevik influence after theCouncil failed to
address theirmain demands, land reform in particular. It was into this situation
thatmilitary units under Rumcherod’s command intervened in Bessarabia and
seized Kishinev on 14 January 1918. The Council of People’s Commissars of the
Odesa Soviet Republic claimed Bessarabia gubernia as part of its territory. The
army of Romania, a member state of the Entente, then responded by taking
Kishinev on 26 January and proceeding to occupy all of Bessarabia.21

Rumcherod retained leadership both of military operations and of the
Supreme Collegia, a body endowed with extraordinary powers to oppose
Romania’s advance into Bessarabia. The Council of People’s Commissars of the
Odesa Soviet Republicmaintained contactwith representatives of the Entente,
respected their diplomatic immunity and refrained from extending to resident
French and British capitalists the same repressive measures it was applying
against the local bourgeoisie (opening of their financial records and confis-
cating their wealth). The Entente was intent on strengthening the Romanian
army so as to ensure the Romanian government was not forced to sign a sep-
arate peace with the Central Powers. Rumcherod, on the other hand, was
trying to force the Romanian army out of Bessarabia and sought help from
the French and British representatives to that end. An armistice was agreed
between Romania and Rumcherod with the intercession of the Entente, but it
was never honoured by the Romanian side, which continued to advance into
Bessarabia.

Austro-Hungarian and German armies advanced south towards Odesa in
the latter half of February, forcing Rumcherod to give up the fight with the

20 The eastern part of the principality of Moldavia was taken by Tsarist Russia in 1812 from
the Ottoman Empire. It was Tsarist Russia’s last imperial acquisition.

21 Bessarabia was incorporated formally into Romania after the Central Powers signed an
armistice with Romania and the National Council of theMoldavian Democratic Republic
proclaimed union with Romania on 9 April 1918.
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Romanian army in Bessarabia. Thus Rumcherod recalled military units to the
city of Odesa to prepare its defence. The cpc’s expeditionary commander
Muraviov also withdrew his ‘Special revolutionary army to fight the Romanian
oligarchy’ from the region of Prydnistrovia, where it, too, had been opposing
the Romanian army’s advance to the Black Sea coast.

Most of the Russian army units stationed in the regionwere refusing to fight,
so the Odesa Council of People’s Commissars decided to form a new army out
of Red Guards, sailors’ units and those army units that took part in the Janu-
ary uprising on the side of the Bolsheviks. The army was to be filled out by a
compulsory mobilisation of the city’s workers, scheduled for 27 January: ‘All
workers in plants, factories, workshops and trade unions should not refuse to
take up arms and join the ranks of the Red Guards in defence of the freedoms
already won. Those who do not will be considered the assistants of the bour-
geoisie and will be dismissed from work’.22

Similarly, soldiers who refused to join the new ‘people’s socialist army’ were
to be demobilised from their old units and deprived of food and lodging.

All told, the Council of People’s Commissars mobilised 1,000 fighters. They
were, in the main, members and supporters of the Bolshevik party, anarch-
ists, left srs and a battalion of Chinese fighters under the command of Yona
Yakir, later to become a prominent Red Army commander. Muraviov gained
500 workers to his army, a poor showing in a city with 120,000 proletarians.
The compulsory nature of the mobilisation came at a high political cost to the
Bolsheviks, sparking demonstrations calling for an end to the war.

The opposition socialist parties in negotiation with the Bolsheviks main-
tained their readiness to defend the city from the advancing armies of theCent-
ral Powers, but on three conditions: they were included in military decision-
making, they could deploy their militia under their own command, and that
Rumcherodmaintained a neutral position towards the forces of theTsentral’na
Rada coming with the Austro-Hungarian and German forces. These negoti-
ations went nowhere and the opposition parties declared they would hence-
forth work only to defend the city’s civilian population from military aggres-
sion, to prevent military operations rather than partake of them. The Men-
shevik party then adopted a resolution demanding power be transferred to a
government chosen on the basis of the outcome of the November Constitu-
ent Assembly elections and issued a determined protest against the compuls-
ory mobilisation ‘which places the responsibility of blood letting upon the

22 A. Kirov, ‘Rumcherod i RadnarkomOdes’koi Oblasti v Borot’bi za Zhovten’ ’, Litopys Revoli-
utsii, 1 (January–February 1928), pp. 102–4.
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workers’.23 On 25 February the presidium of the Odesa republic’s Council of
People’s Commissars ordered the closure of the Mensheviks’ ‘counterrevolu-
tionary’ newspaper Yuzhnie rabochie for inciting opposition to its authority
and calling for its overthrow. Kirov, however, concedes in his memoir that ‘the
struggle against these actions was unsuccessful because the agitation of the
conciliatory [i.e. moderate] parties more or less corresponded to the mood of
wide sections of the working class at that time’.24

The Council of People’s Ministers put all its military forces under the com-
mand of Muraviov when he arrived in the city and agreed to his personal
dictatorship over the city. However, Muraviov antagonised the population and
alienated it further from the Bolsheviks. He ordered all soldiers who did not
belong to the garrison, the unemployed, all workers who did not belong to a
trade union and anyone not registered as a resident to leave the city. A protest
meeting of 4,000 soldiers sent a delegation to him, but he refused to receive it,
threatening instead to turnhis cannons onto the theatrewhere theyweremeet-
ing and to send a Cossack unit against them. The soldiers were forced to end
their protest. Muraviov told a meeting of representatives of the factory com-
mittees: ‘I will not allow you workers to refuse to take up arms. And that’s not
all. I have a squadron here, and if I am forced to surrender Odesa I will burn it
down, I will blow it up, I will leave the enemy nothing but ashes’.

Muraviov met with the city’s bourgeoisie to demand money to finance his
army:

Iwill not surrenderOdesa. Thewhole Black Sea Fleet is concentrated here
and if it’s necessary nothing will be left of your palaces and your lives.
Within three days you must bring me ten million karbovantsi and woe to
you if you don’t. I will weigh you down with stones and drown you in the
water, I will throw your families on the trash heap. Don’t tell me there’s no
money left in the banks. You have the money in your strong boxes. Let’s
do this peacefully because it can be dangerous to argue with me.

Muraviov declared a state of siege and put the city under the control of sail-
ors’ brigades among whom there was a considerable number with criminal
records. These brigades had a reputation of combatting ‘counterrevolution-
ary elements’ on their own initiative, disregarding all the rules of the civil-
ian authorities. The level of crime and violence rose in the city and led to

23 Ibid, p. 108.
24 Ibid, p. 109.



356 chapter 11

clashes betweenRedGuards and sailors’ brigades anddemonstrations bywork-
ers against the state of siege.TheCouncil of People’s Commissars then lifted the
siege and separated the command over standing forces of the Odesa military
district from those of Muraviov.

Austro-Hungarian forces fought their way into the city with a loss of 500 sol-
diers’ lives. The Council of People’s Commissars and Rumcherod prepared to
evacuate. The evacuation led to further clashes when the Odesa cpc tried to
remove valuables from the State Bank and Treasury. It was blocked by a Jew-
ish self-defence brigade, sailors of the merchant marine and workers from the
Anatra factory who seized the commissar of labour Starostin and the deputy
commissar of finances Kartsenko. They were released only after the valuables
were returned.

Muraviov’s forces retreated to the east of the city, while the soviet govern-
ment ordered a full mobilisation to defend it, which the non-Bolshevik parties
opposed by calling out a mass meeting of workers in protest. The mobilisation
failed and a joint meeting of Rumcherod, the Council of People’s Commissars
and representatives of the Black Sea Fleet decided to send a delegation tomeet
the incoming Austro-Hungarian army to negotiate the terms of the city’s sur-
render. But the delegation was ignored. Instead, on 12 March the city Duma
successfully negotiatedwith the incoming forces a provision that all pro-Soviet
armed units inside Odesa be allowed to leave with their weapons. The next day
the Austro-Hungarian forces entered the city. The leaders of the Odesa Soviet
Republic fledby shipor across landwith the remnants of Muraviov’s army.Most
of the Black Sea Fleet sailed out of port bound for Sevastopol and Kerch on the
Crimean peninsula.25

4 Mykolaiv and Kherson

One hundred and thirty kilometres northeast of Odesa, Mykolaiv fell on
17March after one day of resistance by the city’s RedGuards. TheDuma greeted
the occupiers, but soon afterwards the city’s workers and soldiers rose up in
rebellion. They seized a large part of the city and held it for four days. The
same happened in Kherson, 70 kilometres southeast of Mykolaiv, after Austro-
Hungarian troops entered the city on 19 March. Front line soldiers of the Rus-
sian army rose up, supported by the guns of a Bolshevik-led flotilla on the
Dnipro River, an anarchist brigade led by Oleksii Mokrousov and a foreign unit

25 Ibid, pp. 112–14; Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, pp. 82–4.
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of internationalist fighters. It took the Austro-Hungarian forces 17 days to put
down the uprising at a cost of more than 2,000 of their soldiers, greater than
all the losses they incurred before reaching Kherson.26

5 Crimea

Five German divisions and one part of the upr’s Zaporozhian regiment
marched on Crimea. Given its commanding position jutting out into the Black
Sea, capturing Crimea was crucial both to the war aims of the Central Powers
and Germany’s long-term grand strategy in the east. The Rada had not claimed
the peninsula as upr territory in its Fourth Universal and it relinquished any
claim to it in its peace treaty with the Central Powers.

The occupying forces were entering the terrain of a treble power struggle
between the national movement of the Crimean Tatars, the left forces of Bol-
sheviks, left Russian srs and anarchists, and the moderate socialist parties. In
November 1917 more than 70% of the adult Crimean Tatar population took
part in electing their national constituent assembly, the Kurultai. It elected
a government, the Council of Directors, which then proclaimed the Crimean
People’s Republic. Yet inasmuch as the Crimean Tatars constituted 27% of the
peninsula’s population, it could only be a declaration of intent to build a demo-
cratic republic for all Crimeans, regardless of nationality, rather than to govern
over the Crimean Tatars alone.

These elections took place simultaneously with elections to the All-Russian
Constituent Assembly elections, in which theMensheviks and the Russian srs
emerged the strongest parties. They formed a temporary government of their
own for Crimea, theCouncil of People’s Representatives, andwaited for theAll-
Russian Constituent Assembly to convene.

In Crimea, the Bolsheviks received 5% of the votes in these elections, but
their focus was on building a soviet government on the basis of the workers,
soldiers’ and sailors’ councils inwhich they, theRussian left srs and the anarch-
istswere dominant.On 19March 1918, a Bolshevikmajority at the First Congress
of councils, revolutionary committees and land committees of Tavria gubernia
declared the Soviet Socialist Republic of Tavria, whose territory encompassed
all of the Crimean peninsula and the adjacent mainland to the north from the
Dnipro estuary down to the coast of the Sea of Azov.

26 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, p. 91.
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The Tavria Soviet Republic’s leaders prepared to defend their territory from
the encroaching occupation forces while at the same time having to combat
their domestic rivals. In April the Russian srs and Mensheviks won majorities
in elections to key workers’ councils across this region, including Sevastopol.
The trade unions went into opposition to the Tavria Soviet Republic. The Kur-
ultai mobilised its own armed units. The Bolsheviks accused it of attempting
to install a military dictatorship in league with the Tsentral’na Rada and sup-
pressed it, driving its leaders underground or abroad to Turkey. On 21 April the
CrimeanTatarmovement rose in an armed rebellion along the south shore and
in the mountains, which the Red forces of the Tavria Soviet Republic failed to
put down. During the fighting the rebels captured and executed a majority of
the members of the government of the Tavria Soviet Republic.27

The Red Army of Soviet Tavria numbering some 6,000 bayonets held a
defensive line across its northern border. The German divisions broke through
it, followed by the upr’s Zaporozhian unit under Petro Bolbochan. Now, the
Rada’s war minister Zhukovsky issued a secret order to Bolbochan on 11 April
to lead his soldiers all the way to Sevastopol and seize the Black Sea Fleet. They
reachedMelitopol on 18April andSimferopol on24April. TheGermans learned
of Zhukovsky’s order and issued a determined protest. On 27 April Zhukovsky
rescinded his order and apologised to the Germans for the ‘misunderstanding’
while Bolbochan withdrew to Melitopol.28

Zhukovsky regarded the Germans’ refusal to allow Rada forces to take Sevas-
topol as a telling sign of their true intentions. Despite the upr having relin-
quished any claim to Crimea at Brest Litovsk, the Rada government could not
resist trying to steal a march on the Germans once they were both poised to
invade the peninsula. Zhukovsky gave a sound reason for the attempt: it was
strategically important for the defence of Ukraine to have its own fleet on the
Black Sea. But it was a foolish and quixotic ploy against the Germans who had
far greater forces on the same ground to pursue their own strategic interest.

They were infuriated, like wild beasts. They surrounded our troops with
machine guns and cannon and gave them three hours to think about it,
either turn back or surrender their weapons and go no further. I say noth-
ing about such arbitrariness on the part of the German command, but it
goes a long way in showingwith what good intentions the Germans came
to help us build our state.29

27 Radio Svoboda series on theCrimean campaign of Petro Bolbochan: https://www.radiosvo
boda.org/a/28446303.html.

28 Savchenko, Symon Petliura, p. 196.
29 Zhukovsky, Vspomyny, p. 173.

https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/28446303.html
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/28446303.html
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Meanwhile the Red forcesmanaged until 29 April to hold back the Germans
from entering Sevastopol. But once defence of the port city became untenable,
sailors on some vessels of the Black Sea Fleet raised the Ukrainian flag in the
hope that theywould be recognised as belonging to the upr and so not fall into
the Germans’ hands. Possibly they had learned of the Rada’s intent to claim the
fleet but still did not know it had backed down. On 30 April around 300 vessels
with 3,500 sailors on board sailed out of Sevastopol, heading for Novorosiisk.
Some 15 ships remained behind in port. On that day Sevastopol fell to the Ger-
man armies.30

East of Crimea the occupation forces faced resistance as they advanced
along the north shore of the Sea of Azov. Here fought the anarchist brigades
of Makhno, Petrenko, Mokrousov, the sailors Polupanov and Stepanov, and the
brigade of Marusia Nykoforova defending Berdiansk, Huliai-Pole and Polohy.31

6 Kharkiv and the Donbas

German forces and the Zaporoshian regiment reached Kharkiv at the begin-
ning of April. The Bolsheviksmobilised resistancewhile preparing to evacuate.
They sent trainloads of valuables across the border into Russia, including 100
wagons of grain, 50 locomotives and the uninstalled machinery of 17 factories,
and then they retreated either east or south. The government and adminis-
tration of the Donets-Kryvyi Rih Republic evacuated to Luhansk. German and
Ukrainian forces entered and took control of Kharkiv on 17 April.

Seven thousand fighters belonging to the Red Guards and other insurgent
detachments came together at the end of March into a Special Donetsk Pro-
letarian Army. It merged with a second force of some 2,500 volunteers named
the Fifth Army (beforehand known as Sivers’ army) to make a last stand in the
Donbas. On 4April it engaged the expeditionary Donbas Group of upr soldiers
who seized Kostiantynohrad and then the strategic railway junction at Lozova
on 8 April.32

The Bolsheviks were the governing party in the Donbas from the summer
of 1917 when they won absolute majorities in the workers’ councils and the
councils became the local governments. After three years of degradation of
industrial capital caused by relentless military production and the steady loss

30 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, p. 109.
31 Ibid, p. 101.
32 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, pp. 99–100.
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of the youngest and most able workers to the fronts, any government whatso-
ever would have faced a formidable challenge to restore economic production
to meet civilian needs and to raise the standard of living. By October all the
industries in the region were nationalised under workers’ control, which led to
the flight of factory andmine directors and their skilled personnel. Production
slowed down with the onset of winter and even halted in some enterprises.
Workers failed to receive their wages and the supply of food to the Donbas
region began to break down. The regional economy also suffered from the
anarchist bands and criminal gangs that looted private and nationalised enter-
prises. Some of the smaller coal mines were reprivatised and returned to their
former owners, fromwhom the workers now expected to start receiving wages
again. However, as in Kyiv and Odesa after the Bolsheviks assumed power, the
public authorities in the Donbas had great difficulty maintaining sufficient
money in circulation once they were dependent on the Petrograd soviet gov-
ernment to supply it.

The Donbas was adjacent to the region to which Kaledin drew the Don Cos-
sacks soldiers off the Southwestern Front. Fromhere inDecember he sent them
to put down theworkers’ councils that recognised the cpc as their government.
The councils suffered from these repressions, losing some of their best leaders
and activists.

The Bolshevik party lost members and the unity and discipline of its ranks
declined. The experience of the party organisation in Horlivka-Shcherbynivtsi,
a coal and mercury mining district, is illustrative of the general trend in the
region.TheBolsheviks there numbered 7,000on the eve of the seizure of power
in October, 4,000 by December and 1,500 bymid-March, essentially reduced to
their ‘old guard’ of February 1917. There were serious internal divisions and a
growing alienation from their social base. The district workers’ council in the
process of combatting sabotage and looting ‘resorted to excessive and dictat-
orial methods which were led by an executive committee called ‘the council of
seven’ ’.

This ‘council of seven’ conducted a ruthless struggle with all enemies and
spoilers of the proletarian revolution … without a doubt it was a mistake
for this council to cut itself off from the working masses. It wasn’t able
to get their support for its harsh methods, and it was reproached quite
rightly by the workers.33

33 M. Ostrohorsky, ‘Z Istorii Bil’shovytskoi Orhanizatsii Horlivsko-Shcherbynivskoho Raionu
Donbasa (1901–1918)’, Litopys Revoliutsii, 5 (September–October 1930), p. 123.
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A majority of the district party organisation opposed Soviet Russia signing
its peace treaty with the Central Powers. Lacking support from Soviet Russia
and facing insurmountable odds from the approaching armies more andmore
workers defected from the party. And finally, the district council administra-
tion faced ‘protests and countermeasures from separate groups of backward
anduninformedworkers’when it started to evacuatewith everything of value it
could take, including food, rawmaterials andmachinery. Even so, the incoming
occupation army still faced determined resistance from the Horlivkaminers in
which 13 of them were killed.

The Central Powers completed their occupation of practically all the territ-
ory claimed by the upr in the last days of April. An estimated 10,000 people
had lost their lives resisting the occupation. The number of fatalities among
theRada, German andAustro-Hungarian troops is unknown.Hundreds of Jews
died in the pogroms, thousands fled their ancestral homes. Many thousands of
people of all nationalities were uprooted and displaced, orphaned, widowed,
maimed and mentally disabled. And yet it was still not the end of the World
War or civil war or further foreign interventions.

7 Tahanrih

The SecondAll-Ukrainian Congress of Councils ended its work in Katerynoslav
on 21 March and the newly elected People’s Secretariat and most of the cec
evacuated to Tahanrih. Yevgenia Bosh wrote that she went there ‘in order to
have a chance to work in peace’. She understood that the government elected
in Katerynoslav had no future.

By transferring to Tahanrih the Ukrainian soviet government isolated
itself from the localities and departed the scene of political struggle. And
not only from the masses: leading comrades who found themselves on
the front and in the territory between the front lines saw no hope at all
of getting support. The soviet government saw the transfer to Tahanrih as
the beginning of its own liquidation.34

In Tahanrih the evenly matched rivals at the Second Congress turned to bitter
feuding on the cec: the ‘revolutionary war’ minded srs denouncing the ‘capit-
ulationist’ Bolsheviks, demanding from them the key portfolios of defence,

34 Bosh, God bor’by, p. 179.
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finances and internal affairs in the People’s Secretariat. The Bolsheviks held on
to the Secretariat only with the support of the small left usdwp fraction. The
srs on the cec threatened to walk out and form their own government. The
two sides stood at the edge of openwar andwere already arresting each other’s
leaders. The Bolsheviks faced additional pressure from two other sources: the
military commanders of the Russian left srs (Kamkov, Karelin and Shteinberg)
who had arrived in Tahanrih inMarch, determined to destroy the Brest Litovsk
accords by drawing Russia into renewed war with the Central Powers; and the
Military Revolutionary Committee of the Tahanrih Council of Workers’ Depu-
ties which at one point arrested their members on the People’s Secretariat and
seized its finances. Meanwhile the Russian cpc refused to lend their Ukrain-
ian comrades support. Stalin expressed his position: ‘You’ve played enough at
Government and Republic, I think, now it’s time to stop the game’.35

On 17 April the cec dissolved the government and replaced it with a resist-
ance organisation headed by the ‘Insurgent Nine’, made up of four Bolsheviks,
four left Ukrainian and Russian srs and one usdwp leftist. The cec released
its members to go back into the underground and mount a partisan war, while
the members of the People’s Secretariat left for Moscow.36

On 19–20 April, 69 representatives of these same parties held a conference
in Tahanrih to consider merging into a single communist party of Ukraine.
The Bolsheviks were the absolutely dominant party in terms of numbers. As
in December in Kyiv when they decided to form Social Democracy of Ukraine,
the Bolsheviks who took part in the April Tahanrih conference were mainly
from the South Western region encompassing Kyiv, Poltava and Katerynoslav,
not from Kharkiv, the Donbas or Odesa.

The ‘right faction’ of Katerynoslav Bolsheviks led by Emanuiil Kviring pro-
posed an autonomous communist party whose Central Committee and con-
gress decisions were to be subordinated to the Central Committee and con-
gresses of the Russian Communist Party.37 This faction viewed an armed
struggle against the occupation forces as futile; it favoured recognition of the
Tsentral’na Rada and a return to legal forms of struggle, in particular through
the trade union movement. The ‘left faction’ of Kyiv Bolsheviks, led by Yurii
Piatakov, remained opposed to the Rada and both Brest Litovsk treaties and
wanted to continue the armed struggle for the renewal of a soviet Ukrainian

35 Savchenko, 12 viin za Ukrainu, p. 102.
36 Bosh, God bor’by, pp. 179–84; Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 162; Shakhrai,

Revoliutsiia na Ukraini, p. 108.
37 On 8 March 1918, the Seventh Congress of the rsdwp (Bolsheviks) changed the party’s

name to Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks).



resistance to the austro-german occupation 363

government. It placed its hopes more on the unabated revolutionary energy
of the peasantry than on the working class, and it was relying on a close alli-
ance with the left upsr. Mykola Skrypnyk, supported by the group of federalist
Bolsheviks around Hryhorii Lapchynsky, proposed a third way between these
two factions: ‘To establish an independent communist party with its ownCent-
ral Committee and party congresses which is tied to the Russian Communist
Party through the international commission for the Third International’. The
right faction’s proposal was rejected while Skrypnyk’s was carried by amajority
of 35 votes to 21. The new party was named the Communist Party (Bolsheviks)
of Ukraine (cp(b)u).38

All three groups at the conference found their distinct objectives served by
Skrypnyk’s proposal: the Left Communists who wanted a platform fromwhich
to fight the Austro-German occupation without jeopardising Russia’s peace
with Central Powers; the Ukrainian Bolsheviks who had settled on the object-
ive of an independent Ukrainian soviet republic and needed a party to realise
it; and the left wings of the usdwp and upsr who tried but failed to fash-
ion the Tsentral’na Rada into a soviet government and then joined forces with
the Bolsheviks and left Russian srs to fight the Austro-German occupation.
Skrypnyk, however, laid the cornerstone on which these three different groups
came together. He was far sighted enough to see that the Third (Communist)
International might offer the cp(b)u a new kind of relationship with the Rus-
sian party from which it had come, a relationship that institutionalised and
better protected its right to national self-determination within the emerging
international communist movement.

38 Soldatenko, Ukraina v revoliutsiinu dobu. 1918 r, pp. 165–70.
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chapter 12

Last Days of the Rada

Those at the helm of Ukrainian politics shall not go in the footsteps
of those het’mans whom our poet [Shevchenko] called the garbage
of Warsaw and the scum of Moscow. This would be a repetition,
word for word, of that unforgettable, shameful historical policy for
which Ukraine paid with 250 years of slavery. You can’t make the
same mistake a second time. There is no justification for it.

mykhailo hrushevsky1

∵

The armies of the Central Powers crossed Ukraine fromwest to east in seventy
days, driving the Bolsheviks, left srs and anarchists underground or out of the
country altogether. Marching ahead of the Germans the Rada’s forces entered
Kyiv on 1 March, followed four days later by the Council of People’s Ministers.
The Rada began to take power again in the capital and sent authorised people
into the bigger cities. Yet on 29 April, just as the German, Austrian and Rada
armies completed their occupation of the country, the German high command
overthrew the Rada government and replaced it with the puppet regime of
het’man Pavlo Skoropadsky. Howdid the Rada come to such an end, to be felled
by its international allies at the very moment of deliverance from its Bolshevik
enemy?

At the heart of their relationship were the Brest Litovsk peace treaty, their
agreement on economic co-operation and the Rada’s request to the Central
Powers to help them defeat the Bolsheviks. In exchange for military assistance
the uprwould supply food and rawmaterials toGermany andAustro-Hungary.
Its leaders publicly interpreted that bargain tomean the Central Powers would
not interfere in their domestic affairs as they carried out the military inter-
vention. However, this was patently impossible as the Bolsheviks, left srs and
anarchists were part of Ukraine’s domestic affairs. And the Rada could not but
realise thatUkrainian land and labourwould have to feed andhouse the armies

1 Cited in Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 162.
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of the intervening powers and provide wheat, sugar, coal and metals to their
home countries. How could anyone separate upr’s domestic affairs from its
international commitments? And did the Rada have sufficient popular support
and institutional capacity in March 1918 to deliver its side of the bargain?

1 The Rada Returns to Kyiv

The Council of People’s Ministers reconvened in Kyiv on 8 March in a state of
disarray. Fourministersweremissing, not seen since the end of January –Nyky-
fir Hryhoriev (education), Arystarkh Ternychenko (land affairs/agriculture),
Stepan Perepelytsia (finance) and Mykola Kovalevsky (provisions supply). The
other ministers were left holding more portfolios than they could handle –
Mykhailo Tkachenko held justice and finance, Pavlo Khrystiuk internal affairs
and education, Mykola Porsh labour and provisions supply, while Holubovych
held the premiership, foreign affairs, trade and industry. Holubovych, more-
over, was suffering from a lung disease.2

The Council issued a statement on Shevchenko’s birthday, 9 March, assur-
ing the population that the Third and Fourth Universals would be implemen-
ted, all land would be distributed to the peasantry, the eight-hour day and all
other rights of labour enshrined in law would be upheld. The trade unions and
workers’ councils should function freely, but the councils were warned not to
aspire to exercise state power. All nations of Ukraine were guaranteed full civil
and national rights. The Rada intended to hand power over to the constituent
assembly just as soon as the December election results were determined (if the
records had not been destroyed) or fresh elections were held where necessary.
And finally, the Council reiterated that the Germans were friends and allies of
the uprwhowould not interfere in its domestic affairs for the anticipated short
duration of their stay.3

The centre-right wing of the upsr, which held the majority in the Coun-
cil since 17 January, knew it could not rule on its own. It wanted to form a new
coalition governmentwith the usdwp, the Jewish andRussian socialist parties.
This, however, was unlikely given the enmity and divisions which had grown
between andwithin these parties during the previousmonths. The usdwp and
the upsr had both split, their left wings agitating openly against the Rada gov-
ernment and calling for the inclusion in it of all the workers’ and peasants’

2 Nova Rada, no. 32, 13 March; no. 33, 14 March 1918.
3 Nova Rada, no. 32, 13 March 1918.
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councils. Their far left wings were preparing to join forces with the Bolshev-
iks and Russian Left srs at the Second All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils in
Katerynoslav, planned for 20 March.

usdwp members who stayed with the Rada disagreed among themselves
whether to join a new coalition government. Their Central Committee had
expressed the view in January ‘that the revolution is now entering a stage of
anarchy, after which it will pass into reaction, and completely different ele-
ments who are far from the proletariat will take the helm of the state’. Now,
however, amajority of theCentral Committeewanted the party to enter a coali-
tion government, but the party’s fraction in themala rada did not. Instead, the
fraction’s deputies decided to recall Tkachenko and Porsh from Holubovych’s
cabinet. They believed the party would be of better use to the working class if
it stayed in opposition to the government, furthering workers’ rights with new
legislation while at the same time rebuilding its own branches in working class
communities.4

The Bund, Mensheviks and Russian srs returned to the mala rada but
refused to join a coalition government, choosing also to remain in opposi-
tion. They preferred the Rada to a Bolshevik-led government, but they were in
fundamental disagreement with the Rada majority for having declared inde-
pendence, signed a separate peace with the Central Powers and admitted their
armies into Ukraine. They took these steps to mean the majority’s complete
rejection of membership in a Russian federated republic, to which they, of
course, were still committed.

National antagonisms had been growing since the beginning of 1918, sup-
planting political differences as driving forces in the mounting civil war. Rus-
sian Bolshevik intervention from the northeast and Austro-German from the
southwest hardened the perception that this was now a war between nations
as opposed to social classes. Both, of course, were involved. The alienation felt
between the parties of the national majority and the minorities continued to
grow after the Rada returned to Kyiv, both in the field of ‘high politics’ and
among the population at large. The centre of gravity of the party political sys-
tem shifted to the right, with the Bolsheviks and the far left wings of the usdwp
and upsr cast out and the upsi entering the mala rada for the first time as
a fraction on the nationalist right. The upsi thrived on antagonising the Rus-
sian and Jewish minorities.5 The national minorities together constituted the

4 Nova Rada, no. 33, 14 March 1918.
5 Oleksandr Zhukovsky, Vspomyny chasiv epokhy Velykoi Skhidn’oi Revoliutsii pochatka 1917–1919

rr. (Iz okopiv do tiurmy), Booklet 1919, edited by Pavlo Hai-Nyzhnyk (Kyiv, 2018), pp. 123, 160,
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numericalmajority of Kyiv’s population by a considerablemargin.They viewed
with some foreboding the return of the Rada government with the Ukrainian
andGerman armies. Each in their ownway, these two armies looked upon Kyiv
as foreign territory to be policed and subdued.

Several issues served to deepen the alienation between the nationalities in
March and April. Foremost among them were the anti-Jewish pogroms and
the Rada government’s failure to punish the perpetrators in its own army and
elsewhere. Second, the government decreed the compulsory use of Ukrainian
language on the signage and notices of private businesses and public institu-
tions, and in the provision of services by the courts, post and telegraph. All the
Russian and Jewish parties protested these measures as ‘immediate Ukrain-
isation’.6 When the Ministry of Internal Affairs refused to deal with a request
from the Kyiv Duma because it was written in Russian the editors of NovaRada
joined in the protest. They pointed out there was no law yet on the state lan-
guage (though they wanted there to be one). No ministry could unilaterally
decree Ukrainian as a state language; it was a constitutional matter. Therefore,
the Ministry of Internal Affairs was violating citizens’ rights by refusing to deal
with the Duma’s request.7

In public life the Russian, Jewish and indeed the Ukrainian city dweller were
immersed in the Russian language and culture. Unless they were politicised
into the new Ukrainian national consciousness – still a minority, though a
growing one – people in the cities by and large remained suspicious of the
Rada, poking fun at the Ukrainian language and passively resisting attempts
to make Ukrainian the language of public discourse. Ukrainians were still ste-
reotyped as illiterate rural commoners, and the urban dweller was not about
to embrace their language on the strength of a decree, nor indeed on pain of
punishment.8 Nova Rada reported on 6 April that Ukrainian nationalists were
ordering the arrest of people for speaking in Russian on the streets of Kyiv. The
editors protested and demanded the authorities put a stop to it.

Third, there was considerable opposition to the law on citizenship adopted
by the mala rada while it was still in Zhytomyr in late February. No deputies
from the national minorities were present at its adoption. The law granted cit-

http://shron1.chtyvo.org.ua/Zhukovskyi_Oleksandr/Vspomyny_chasiv_epokhy_Velykoi_Skhi
dnoi_Revoliutsii_pochatka_191719_rr_Iz_okopiv_do_Tiurmy_Zapyska_k.pdf [accessed 1Octo-
ber 2018].

6 Nova Rada, no. 41, 24March; no. 43, 27March 1918; Cherikover, Istoriia pogromnogo dvizhenia,
pp. 117–18.

7 Nova Rada, no. 51, 6 April 1918.
8 Cherikover, Istoriia pogromnogo dvizhenia, pp. 114–15.

http://shron1.chtyvo.org.ua/Zhukovskyi_Oleksandr/Vspomyny_chasiv_epokhy_Velykoi_Skhidnoi_Revoliutsii_pochatka_191719_rr_Iz_okopiv_do_Tiurmy_Zapyska_k.pdf
http://shron1.chtyvo.org.ua/Zhukovskyi_Oleksandr/Vspomyny_chasiv_epokhy_Velykoi_Skhidnoi_Revoliutsii_pochatka_191719_rr_Iz_okopiv_do_Tiurmy_Zapyska_k.pdf
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izenship to those who had lived in Ukraine for at least three years, who were
gainfully employed and who had not committed any act directed against the
Republic. Now, Kyiv and other cities of the south were filling up with Jews flee-
ing the pogroms in the surrounding countryside and refugees from the Russian
north – expropriated landlords, nobility, military officers and soldiers, political
opponents of the Bolshevik government. They occupied the remaining garrets
and basements and slept on the floors of relatives and friends. The refugees had
no residence permits nor ration cards and were reliant on the black market for
food sold to themat exorbitant prices.Many of themhadno right to citizenship
according to the criteria of the new law.

In the first week of April, the Rada minister for Russian affairs Odynets
expressed his concern in themala rada about Russian officers, many of whom
had served in the army of the upr and who were now stranded and starving
in Kyiv. A collection for them in the community had raised only 1,000 kar-
bovantsi. The upsi deputy Lutsenko attacked Odynets for asking the govern-
ment to provide emergency support to these officers, claiming that many of
them had not served in the upr army at all but wanted to see the Rada over-
thrown. Lutsenko called for the officers to be interned in concentration camps.
The upsr deputy Saltan called for their deportation to Russia. Amajority of the
mala rada, however, called on the government to act humanely in the matter.
This debate took place as the Kyiv press ran reports about the mistreatment of
Ukrainian villagers living on the Russian side of the eastern border. The reports
gave rise to calls from nationalist politicians for retaliation by the upr govern-
ment, including the deportation of Russians from Ukraine.9

The mala rada session of 17 March voted on a motion to ratify the Brest
Litovsk treaty. The deputies of four Jewish parties joined with the majority to
vote in favour of ratification. Three of the seven deputies who voted against
ratification were Jewish – Rafes from the Bund, Sklovsky from the Russian
srs and Bisk from the Mensheviks. They bore the brunt of attacks from the
floor and abuse from the gallery. So loud was the shouting that Hrushevsky in
the speaker’s chair cleared the gallery, the first time he had been forced to do
so (in January he had threatened to clear the gallery when similar outbursts
were made against deputies who voted against or abstained in the vote on
the Fourth Universal). Rafes warned that a campaign had begun against the
national minorities which would bury the revolution in Ukraine. Lytvakov of
the United Jewish Socialist Party said he did not see any point in the national

9 Nova Rada, no. 53, 5 April; no. 54, 10 April 1918.
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minorities participating in a state institution that had not consulted them
properly in drawing up the Third and Fourth Universals and yet treated the
voting on these acts as a test of the minorities’ loyalty to the upr.10

Two days later the leader of the upsi, Oleksandr Stepanenko, called on the
mala rada to close down the ministries of Jewish and Russian affairs and pro-
hibit Russians and Jews from holding official posts in the upr government as
punishment for these minorities allegedly siding with Moscow against the the
Ukrainian state.11 Such threats coming from inside the legislative chamber of
the Rada undoubtedly gave encouragement to the pogromists operating bey-
ond its walls.

The labour movement was seriously weakened and its members divided by
the January uprising, by the Bolsheviks’ attempt to rule alone when they did
come to power, and then by their flight eastwards ahead of the Austro-German
occupation. Militants who stayed behind with their communities had little
choice but to limit themselves to trade union issues and to channel their griev-
ances through the parties present in themala rada. The government, however,
was fearful of any challenge to its fragile authority and determined to show
its international allies that it could restore order. As internal affairs minister
Tkachenko put it: ‘the government’s course right now is a firm rule … so that
we can fulfil our responsibilities before our allies, so that we stop the anarchy
in the country’.12

Despite Zhukovsky’s assurance at the beginning of March that ‘the govern-
ment has no intention to maintain order by force and bayonets’, the state of
martial law remained in place in Kyiv throughout March and April. Zhukovsky
appointed Ukrainian commanders responsible for requisitioning what was
needed for bothGerman andUkrainian units.13 The units remainedunder their
own separate commands, but they shared policing functions under an agreed
division of labour. They had to co-operate as the Ukrainians held the political
intelligence indispensable to policing the city while the Germans controlled all
telephone and telegraph communications. However, therewas ample evidence
of friction between them, as well as between the military and civil authorit-
ies, not least because the Germans at practically every step demonstratively
behaved to show they were in charge.14

10 Cherikover, Istroiia pogromnogo dvizhenia, p. 138.
11 Ibid, p. 119.
12 Nova Rada, no. 50, 5 April 1918.
13 Nova Rada, no. 61, 6 April 1918.
14 Zhukovsky, Vspomyny, pp. 146–7, 170–3.
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On 9April themala rada unanimously adopted an interpellation directed to
theministries of justice and internal affairs concerning an estimated 200 to 300
people, including some who had fought against the Rada in January, who were
imprisoned since the middle of March in unsanitary, cold and overcrowded
conditions in the Starokyiv police precinct. No charges had been brought
against them. The minister of justice S. Shelukhin confirmed that there were
Bolshevik political prisoners among them and that they were being held in
oppressive conditions, but in far fewer numbers than before. Hrushevsky pro-
tested to the German high command. The upsr deputy Liubynsky expressed
the hope that it was all merely a misunderstanding.15

Both the German and Ukrainian authorities took to muzzling the press. A
unit of German soldiers confiscated the 7March issue of the upsr’s newspaper
Borot’ba and prohibited the following day’s issue as well.16 The German com-
mandant of Kyiv summoned the editors of all the city’s newspapers still coming
out to induct them into a regime of censorship. His attempt met determined
resistance, the Nova Rada rejecting any imposition of censorship on the front
page of their next issue whilst inviting representatives of the German state to
submit their news releases in the normal way.17 In Odesa after the city was
taken, upr commissar Komorny closed down theMenshevik newspaper Yuzh-
nie Rabochie, the Bolsheviks’ Krasnoe Znamia and Rumcherod’s Holos Revoli-
utsii, all of them for agitating against the Rada. In Poltava Svobodnaia mysl’
was closed, and in Katerynoslav the German commander shut down Rabochie
Bor’by.18

The Rada prohibited the workers’ councils from engaging in activity con-
strued as aspiring to take over or share in government, limiting them to eco-
nomic and social issues. This was, in effect, a ban on Bolsheviks, usdwp left-
ists and the left Ukrainian and Russian srs. As a result the Mensheviks, the
Bund and independent candidates took themajority of seats in elections to the
workers’ councils of big cities like Kharkiv, Katerynoslav, and Odesa. The Men-
sheviks reasserted their leadership of the trade unions.19 In Kyiv, the Bolsheviks
regrouped clandestinely a few weeks after the return of the Rada and elec-
ted a steering committee. They returned to public activity through the trade
unions, issued leaflets in their own name and took part in preparing the first

15 Nova Rada, no. 55, 11 April; no. 58, 14 April 1918.
16 Nova Rada, no. 31, 10 March 1918.
17 Nova Rada, no. 46, 31 March 1918.
18 Nova Rada, no. 54, 10 April; no. 61, 18 April 1918.
19 Volyn, Mensheviki, p. 57; Fedenko, ‘Isaak Mazepa’, p. 18; Pervii Siezd KP(b)U (Kharkiv: Gos-

udarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo Ukrainy, 1923), p. 24; Popov, Narys Istorii, p. 143.
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all-Ukrainian congress of trade unions which was held at the end of May, after
the overthrow of the Rada.20

Trade union organisations were preoccupied with long arrears in the pay-
ment of wages and rising unemployment in both the private economy and
public sector. On 18 March the ministry of transport called a halt to all road
building and repair formilitary purposes. The halt had been decreed on 10 Feb-
ruary under the Bolshevik government, but the work had gone on regardless.
Six thousand people were thrown out of work without warning on 20 March,
their wages in arrears.21

Union representatives started turning to the ministry of labour in mid-
March with complaints that they were prohibited by ‘administrators of the
city’ frommeeting to conduct union work. They were assured their rights were
guaranteed in law, but at the same time the ministry’s officials did nothing to
protect them from the military authorities. Similarly, the ministry appeared
helpless to prevent punitive dismissals of workers, such as those elected to
factory committees. The employers took advantage of martial law to ignore col-
lective agreements, withhold wages, lock out their employees in response to
threats of strike or close down their enterprises altogether.22

Mykhailo Tkachenko insisted that it was the state of martial law and not
his own ministry of internal affairs that prohibited the celebration of the first
anniversary of the February 1917 revolution. At the same timeTkachenkowas at
pains to point out that the government opposed, and would therefore prevent,
anymanifestation of opposition to the upr and its army,which he believedwas
the real intention of the celebrations. With respect to May Day, a national hol-
iday, the ministry of internal affairs said it would permit demonstrations even
with martial law in force, but it was ready to put down any ‘counterrevolution-
ary agitation’. The German command in Kyiv issued its own order on 28 April
that required any group of workers who wanted to mark May Day or to hold
any other public manifestation to get its permission first.23

Four usdwp deputies, M. Avdienko, L. Chykalenko, M. Kovalsky, and O. Her-
maize resigned from the mala rada on 21 March in protest against the general
course of the government. They cited:

20 Bol’shevitskie organizatsii Ukrainy: opganizatsionno-partiinaia deiatel’nost’ ( fevral’ 1917–
iul’ 1918 gg.) (Politizdat Ukrainy, 1990), p. 644.

21 Hrushevsky, Na Porozi Novoi Ukrainy, p. 188; Nova Rada, no. 56, 12 April 1918.
22 Nova Rada, no. 31, 10 March 1918.
23 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 167–70; Nova Rada, no. 41, 24 March; no. 46,
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The obligatory regulations of government agents prohibiting strikes,
meetings and the like, the prevention of workers’ organisations from car-
rying out their functions, central government institutions ignoring the
tradeunionswhen theyhireworkers, their refusal to recognise the collect-
ive agreement, the workers’ demands for political pluralism (as opposed
to their involvement with Bolshevism) … these facts about the govern-
ment’s behaviour … point not to the salvation but to the loss of all the
gains of the revolution, including Ukrainian statehood.24

2 The Countryside

With winter coming to an end, the peasantry prepared for spring sowing of
wheat and sugar beet. Food stores from the previous year were low, prices high,
speculation rife and hunger stalked the towns and cities. Since the end of 1917
the peasants were seizing land, livestock and farming implements from the big
landowners. Their elected land committees and district councils gave direction
to the peasant upsurge, working on the basis of the same principles that lay
at the heart of the Bolshevik and Rada laws alike: private ownership of land
was abolished; sale and purchase of land and the hiring of labour on the land
were prohibited; the landwas to be divided equally and in accordancewith the
number of hands in a household that could work and subsist on it; they would
hold the land in perpetuity and pass it on to their offspring; the landless, semi-
proletarian members of the community were the first in line to receive parcels
of land from the expropriated estates.

Dividing up the land caused disputes within villages and between them, but
especially between the poorest peasants and the landlords who opposed any
expropriation or redivision of land whatsoever. The poor were most radically
inclined; they were called ‘landless Bolsheviks’.25 Some peasant committees
refused to parcel out any land to returning Free Cossacks or soldiers who had
served in the Rada’s army, saying ‘The Bolsheviks were going to give everything
to us, they wanted only good for the people, while the Ukrainian army went
with the landlords and the Germans’.26

The seizures evoked resistance not only from the big landowners but from
middle and well-off peasants as well, those with holdings of between 12 and

24 Nova Rada, no. 38, 21 March 1918.
25 Zhukovsky, Vspomyny, pp. 67–8.
26 Nova Rada, no. 57, 13 April 1918.
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100 desiatyn. In overpopulated areas with not enough arable land to distrib-
ute to the land hungry peasants and landless proletarians, themiddle peasants
stood to lose at least some of their holdings. They were uncertain whether they
should sow their fields because some may well not be theirs in a few months’
time.

The German and Austrian armies spread fear among the poor peasants that
they would be forced to give back what they had taken and not be allowed to
harvestwhat theywere about to sow.Nevertheless, thepeasants’ determination
to plant in the spring – onemay even call it an instinct –was stronger than their
fear of losing the harvest. It was only a question of whose fields the peasants
would plough and sow. In 1918 sowing began around 1 April in Kyiv gubernia. In
Radomyshl the peasants went out in an organised manner to plant the former
landlords’ fields. ‘The landlords were left with a land parcel, each according
to the labour norm. The kitchen gardens of the small holders remained with
their owners as before’.27 In some parts of sugar beet country the peasants were
sowing their own plots but refusing to go out onto the fields of the plantations
owned by the sugar refineries, either because their redistribution had not been
agreed or because they did not have the draught animals for ploughing and the
seed to sow. In still other parts the villagers now regarded the sugar beet plant-
ations in which they had worked for wages as their common property; they did
not divide them up but planted the fields together for a future collective har-
vest. ‘They planted seeds all over the land. True, not like it is done in a proper
economy, but all the same they planted them’.28 By the end of April there were
optimistic reports in the press that sowing of wheat and sugar beet were well
underway in Podillia, Kyiv, Chernihiv and Poltava gubernia.29

The Central Powers had not made a specific provision in their economic
agreement with the Rada as to how their armies would be fed. There was a
general understanding that the Rada would supply at least one third of the
armies’ needs. In any case the Rada was quite incapable of doing that for the
simple fact that it had little authority in the countryside. So the incoming army
units forcibly requisitioned food, horses and buildings to accommodate troops.
They issued paper receipts for these goods and services which they said would
be honoured and reimbursed by the Rada government. The Rada was over-
whelmed by the receipts, unable to pay their bearers.30

27 Nova Rada, no. 51, 6 April 1918.
28 Zhukovsky, Vspomyny, p. 167. See also Nova Rada, no. 65, 23 April; no. 67, 25 April; no. 68,
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29 Nova Rada, no. 65, 23 April 1918.
30 Nova Rada, no. 24, 15 March 1918.
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On the Right Bank in Podillia and Volyn the Polish landlords sent Polish
legions armed by the Austrian army to take back land which had already been
distributed by the peasant land committees in accordance with the Rada’s
law. The legions requisitioned bread and horses, meting out corporal punish-
ment to those who refused to comply. The commander of one legion arrested
all the members of the local government of Stara Syniava. Peasants retaliated
with guns and home-made bombs. In the same region the Austrian army was
demanding that local governments draw up inventories of livestock and food
stores under pain of arrest and punishment for evasion, concealment or inac-
curate records. An Austrian commander ordered the peasants of Rybnytsia to
return a sugar refinery, its plantation and inventory to its former owner, threat-
ening the death penalty for any delay in carrying out his order.31 On the Left
Bank the big Ukrainian landowners joined forces with middle peasants and
Cossack farmers to put pressure on the Rada to repeal its land law.

On 20 March the German military command prohibited its units from im-
posing further requisitions of food on the population and entered into talks
with the Rada Ministry of Provisions. This ministry already supplied the
Ukrainian armed forces with food and was now expected to supply the Ger-
man army as well.32

TheGerman andAustrian army units supported large landowners whowere
still holding out against expropriation of their properties or trying to recover
them. ‘It is important for the Germans that the fields be sown, so they are
forcing the peasants to return to the landlords what they have plundered so
that they can start sowing’.33 Some peasants were so afraid of punishment that
they returned the cattle they had seized to the enclosures of the landlord at
night and begged his forgiveness on their knees in the morning.34 But in many
other cases requisitions andmilitary interventionsprovokedangryprotests and
armed resistance, leading to fatalities on both sides. Some of the fiercest battles
tookplace inUman,Nemyriv andBratslav along thepath of theAustrian army’s
advance southwest of Kyiv. Here Polish legions burned 140 homesteads and all
their livestock in the village of Kachanivka.35 The Rada government could do
very little about these conflicts:

31 Nova Rada, no. 43, 26 March 1918.
32 Nova Rada, no. 39, 22 March 1918.
33 Yevhen Chykalenko, Shchodennyk (1918–1919) (Kyiv: Tempora, 2011), p. 46.
34 Nova Rada, no. 44, 28 March 1918.
35 Zhukovsky, Vspomyny, pp. 175–6.
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The villagers recognise no government; the Ukrainian government gives
them nothing and hears nothing and looks on in fright as the German
moves forward, taking away all the weapons and forcing them to return
what they have plundered. Maybe he will even return them to serfdom…
The town proletariat and the peasants who have less than 10 desiatyn of
land – all Bolsheviks, all hostile to the Tsentral’na Rada.36

The Germans were ruthless: ‘for every German soldier killed or wounded they
immediately shot ten insurgents or peaceful residents’.37 They established their
own courts martial. On 13 March, the mala rada first heard a report of one
such court sentencing four Ukrainian citizens to minimum terms of five years’
imprisonment. The deputies were indignant; they requested an explanation
from the Council of People’s Ministers, but got none.38 On 18 March, one day
after the Rada plenary ratified the Brest Litovsk peace treaty, the German high
command issued an order requiring all its officers to establish courts martial.
Many people convicted by these courts, among them members of the upsr
and usdwp, were sent into forced labour in coal mines and the reclamation of
marsh land in Poland. The Rada minister of provisions resigned in protest on
19 March.39 Mykhailo Tkachenko, the minister of justice, issued an instruction
on 23March asserting the supremacy of upr law and prohibiting prosecutions
of upr citizens by the German military authorities. However, he resigned as
justiceminister on the same day (while retaining the internal affairs portfolio).
His replacement, the upsf member S. Shelukhin, apologised to the German
high command for the ‘bad impression’ left behind by his predecessor.40

3 The Vice

The Rada was caught in a vice between the bourgeoisie and the landowners on
the one side whowanted to revoke the social and democratic objectives set out
in the Third and Fourth Universals, and the workers and peasants on the other
side who feared the Rada would yield and revoke them under pressure. The
latter listened carefully to all the rumours and insinuations that the Rada had

36 Chykalenko, Shchodennyk, p. 53.
37 Vestnik Ukrains’koi Narodnoi Respubliki (Tahanrih), 29 March 1918, cited in Soldatenko,

Ukraina v Revoliutsiinu Dobu. Rik 1918.
38 Nova Rada, no. 33, 14 March 1918.
39 Savchenko, Symon Petliura, p. 193.
40 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 163–4; Nova Rada, no. 42, 26 March 1918.
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already done that in a secret Fifth Universal and that it had invited the Central
Powers into Ukraine to enforce the revocation.41

The big landowners, financiers and industrialists took the arrival of the
Austro-German armies as an opportunity to press for the restoration of their
property rights, the resignation of the upsr government and the installation
of a new one to serve their interests. They lobbied the German high com-
mand in Kyiv and its government in Berlin. The industrial bourgeoisie organ-
ised themselves quickly: an initiative committee was registered in Kyiv on
12 April that included the Congress of Industrialists of Southern Russia, Union
of Coal Enterprises, Union of Anthracite Enterprises, Society of Factory and
Plant Owners of Kharkiv, Katerynoslav, Odesa and Kyiv, the All-Russian Society
of Sugar Refiners, the Kyiv and Kharkiv stock exchanges and the Kyiv Society
of Agricultural Industries.42

The All-Ukrainian Union of Landowners,43 which spoke for the Left Bank
estates, and the Right Bank Polish landlords, had a more difficult task on their
hands than the industrial and financial bourgeoisie. They had to wrest their
property back from the peasants who were acting in conformity with the land
law. They needed a wedge to divide the peasantry, which the Ukrainian Demo-
cratic Farmers’ Party (udfp) conveniently provided for them. Formed inMarch
1918 at a congress in Lubny by some 2,500middle peasants andCossack farmers
fromPoltava gubernia the udfp campaigned for the abolition of the 18 January
land law and the admission of the party’s representatives to the government.
They lobbied the Rada’s ministries and the mala rada with mass delegations
from Poltava, Kyiv and Volyn gubernia, and prepared for a national founding
congress of the party, scheduled to take place in Kyiv on 29 April.44 They came
into bitter conflict with the peasant unions, whose members burned down the
country estate of Serhii Shemet, organiser of the udfp, in retaliation for its
campaign against the land law.45

41 Hrushevsky, Na Porozi Novoi Ukrainy, p. 188.
42 Nova Rada, no. 65, 23 April 1918.
43 The renamed All-Russian Union of Landowners.
44 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 158–9; Nova Rada, no. 55, 11 April; no. 57,
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4 The Socialist Federalists’ Campaign

The Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries knew they could not govern on their
own. They tried unsuccessfully to persuade the other socialist parties to join
the Council of People’s Ministers. The Ukrainian Party of Socialist Federalists
(upsf), on the other hand, had no confidence in the upsr government, regard-
ing its policies as aUkrainian version of Bolshevism.They launched a sustained
attack to unseat the government, accusing it of incompetence and the pursuit
of a utopian socialisation of land ownership that deepened the economic and
political crisis. Serhii Yefremov, editor of Nova Rada, set the tone of their cam-
paign:

There is no government. Their portfolios are empty. Instead of influence
over life they have just illusions, if anyone can still believe them; and then
there is the fiction of work being done…anarchy has takenhold of the cit-
ies and the villages, everywhere the government has disappearedwithout
a trace.

Yefremov railed against the truly catastrophic situation,warning of ‘the danger-
ous assistance from our present allies and the hostility of our former Russian
partners’. And then he identified the principal culprit in his scenario as ‘peas-
ant anarchy’ which he accused the upsr of fomenting and which it could no
longer control.46

The upsf had served as an influential junior partner to the usdwp through-
out the latter’s leadership of the General Secretariat, until the usdwp was
forced to cede to the upsr in mid-January. It had far less influence over the
upsr: it enjoyed no popular mandate of its own, having gained only a few
thousand votes in the November Constituent Assembly elections against the
millions cast for the upsr. Its only claim was to represent the majority of the
Ukrainian intelligentsia. In fact it represented mainly the urban professionals
and public servants who, like the middle classes in general, were exhausted
by the War, desperate for stability and disillusioned with radical governments
of all stripes. Now they felt liberated from their ‘socialist captivity’ of recent
months by theAustro-German occupation and the upsf came forward to artic-
ulate an alternative for them.

A 13 March editorial in Nova Rada proclaimed: ‘We have to reject Bolshevik
experiments to which our homegrown Lenins and Trotskys are returning once

46 Nova Rada, no. 37, 20 March 1918.
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more. They have already declared Ukraine nomore and no less than a “fortress
of socialism” … we can’t have any more of this’.47 What the country needed,
the editors went on, was a non-party government chosen on the basis of pro-
fessional qualifications rather than ideology, with a strong and charismatic
leader and a commitment to wage war on anarchy. Among the possible can-
didates mentioned for leadership were the social democrat Volodymyr Vyn-
nychenkoand themonarchistDmytroDoroshenko.Thenewspaper also floated
the banker and sugar magnate Abram Dobry for the finance ministry and the
right-wing social democrat Valentyn Sadovsky for labour. Essentially, the upsf
was calling for a corporatist regime, allegedly non-ideological but in fact com-
mitted to rolling back the social and democratic gains of the lower classes.
Makar Kushnir, member of the upsf Central Committee, gave a speech on
20 March on the first anniversary of the Tsentral’na Rada (and the day the
Second All-Ukrainian Congress of Councils opened in Katerynoslav) in which
he told his audience that ‘a new force is growing in Ukraine’:

It is the force of capitalism that brings progress and development. We
need to recognise that no single country can develop without trade and
industry, without a bourgeoisie. It’s time for us to understand that it
is impossible to shove the bourgeoisie aside from running the life of
Ukraine. And the Ukrainian Tsentral’na Rada, our parliament, has to be
reorganised so that all the cities, zemstva, the bourgeoisie, peasantry and
workers, the socialist parties can work together to give direction to that
life.48

The upsfwanted a place in a new government of this kind. So did the national-
ist upsi, but in a government without any national minority ministers or min-
istries. Nova Rada mentioned several candidates recommended by the upsi,
including its own member Colonel Petro Bolbochan for military affairs and
S. Shelukhin (upsf) for the justice portfolio.49

Theupsfwaged its campaign for the resignationof theupsr government on
two fronts: through the press and by intense lobbying behind the scenes with
the representatives of big business, finance and trade.What the party lacked in
terms of a popularmandate itmade up for by itsmembers’ influential positions
in government ministries. A most advantageous location for them in March
1918 was the newly created state commission for foreign trade, responsible for

47 Nova Rada, no. 32, 13 March 1918.
48 Nova Rada, no. 39, 22 March 1918.
49 Nova Rada, no. 34, 15 March 1918.
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working out detailed export and import agreementswithGermany andAustro-
Hungary.Mykola Porshheadedup the commission. KostiantynMatsievych and
Ivan Feshchenko-Chopivsky, both members of the upsf, held key positions
there. As deputyminister of trade and industry, Feshchenko-Chopivsky headed
up the commission’s division for export, import, finance and law. Delegations
of businessmen from Germany and Austro-Hungary were arriving regularly in
Kyiv to explore new opportunities for investment and trade, consulting with
their Ukrainian counterparts, members of the commission and the German
high command. Zhukovsky recalled the atmosphere: ‘Everyone’s appetite grew
enormously when the prospect appeared of various railway concessions, trade
ties with the Central [European] states, the export of all sorts of goods, provi-
sions and rawmaterials. An entire stock exchange dealing in different interests
and influences rose up alongside the state trade commission’.50

The Germans did not have confidence in the upsr government’s adminis-
trative capacity, finances, powers of coercion or, most important, its political
will to deliver on theirmutual agreements. Nor did theupsf and theupsi.With
no other socialist party willing to join it and lend support, the government was
forced to give way. Premier Holubovych shifted the balance in his Council of
Ministers firmly to the right, leaving six ministries with the upsr and giving
four to the upsf, three to the usdwp and one to the upsi. None of the usdwp
ministers were from the leadership of their party. Feshchenko-Chopivsky from
the upsf was elevated from deputy to full minister of trade and industry. There
were no members of national minorities in the government nor functioning
ministries for national minority affairs. It was not until April that M. Latsky
from the Folkspartei accepted the post of Minister for Jewish Affairs with the
agreement of the Bund, Poalei Zion and the United Jewish Socialist Party.51

The members of the new government were: from the upsr – V. Holubovych
(Premier), M. Kovalevksy (Land), M. Liubynsky (Foreign Affairs), Sokovych
(Transport), and P. Khrystiuk (State Secretary); from the upsf – S. Shelukhin
(Justice), Prokopovych (Education), Feshchenko-Chopivsky (Trade and Indus-
try), and O. Lototsky (State Controller); from the usdwp – M. Tkachenko
(Internal Affairs), Koliukh (Food Provision) and Mykhailiv (Labour); from the
upsi – H. Sydorenko (Post and Telegraph); Independent: Klymovych (Fin-
ances).

The upsr was forced to bend, but it did not buckle. Holubovych announced
the new government’s programme: land reform would be implemented in

50 Zhukovsky, Vspomyny, p. 179.
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accordance with the Universals and laws of the Republic; the land commit-
tees would be strengthened by the addition of agronomists; the government’s
priority was to ensure spring sowing. With respect to labour, which faced an
onslaught by the employers, the government promised to establish arbitra-
tion procedures and to enforce collective agreements. It would also launch
new public works to reduce unemployment. Disabled people would receive
training. The government would conduct foreign trade through a state mono-
poly, but permit private traders to operate under stringent state regulation.
Local governments, co-operatives and private traders would all be permitted
to engage in domestic trade.52

Despite taking four important portfolios in the new government, the upsf
was disappointed, complaining that it was essentially the same government
with a few minor additions. But although they did not achieve a wholesale
reorientation of the government’s course, individual ministers could pursue
their own agendas. Feshchenko-Chopivsky, for example, planned to restore
private ownership to the Donbas mining and metallurgical industries and to
stimulate recovery by trading its raw materials with the Central Powers. The
trade unions would be involved, but there would be no more ‘Bolshevik exper-
iments’ with industry.53

The upsf stepped up its campaign to repeal the land law by promoting the
upcoming inaugural congress of the Ukrainian Democratic Farmers’ Party and
publishing long interviews in Nova Rada with delegations of middle peasants
coming to the capital that the government and mala rada steadfastly refused
to receive. Those interviewed provided the newspaper’s editors with the words
to articulate what was already in their own minds:

Socialisation has led to the complete ruin of agriculture. They called in
the Germans. We asked: what for? To help of course. The Germans came
and askedus:what is the biggest evil here?We told them.And they replied
that they would help.54

Yevhen Chykalenko made the following entry in his diary on 7 April:

I went to the anniversary celebrations of Nova Rada, sat in a tight circle
with the editors. All the talk revolved around the Germans coming into
Ukraine and the new cabinet of ministers. Everyone was saying it would

52 Nova Rada, no. 42, 26 March 1918.
53 Nova Rada, no. 65, 23 April 1918.
54 Nova Rada, no. 55, 11 April 1918.



last days of the rada 381

be better if the Germans took everything in hand and appointed themin-
isters themselves because our own people can’t manage, they won’t bring
peace to our young state. Our government headed byHrushevsky thought
it could rely on the village poor, on our Bolsheviks. They thought they are
a force on which to build the state … Our government … supports these
Bolsheviks and their committees and prohibits the return of what they
have plundered from the landlords, saying in their Universals that it all
belongs to the people. That’s why everyone who desires peace and quiet
wants the Germans to take control and provide order.55

5 The Germans Take Control

On 25 March, the Rada state commission on foreign trade headed by Mykola
Porsh entered into negotiations for the new trade agreementswith state repres-
entatives of Germany and Austro-Hungary, led respectively by baron Mumm
von Schwarzenstein and earl Y. Fohach.56 The formal objective of the negoti-
ations was to fulfil the requirement set out in Clause viii of the Brest Litovsk
treaty: ‘By 31 July it will be necessary to carry out the exchange of surpluses of
themain agricultural and industrial goods for the purpose of covering ongoing
needs’.

The German side had a formidable team in Kyiv: Field Marshall Hermann
von Eichhorn’s chief of staff, Lieutenant-General Wilhelm Groener, had previ-
ously organised Germany’s Office of War Economy and ran its railways; ambas-
sador Mumm von Schwarzenstein came from a prominent family of industri-
alists with interests in Eastern Europe. They were supported by ‘a very active
group of long-termplanners from the Reich EconomicOffice…This “economic
office” was specially established to organise the economic penetration of the
Ukraine’.57 Their objectives in the talks were to tie the Ukrainian economy
into service of Germany’s and Austro-Hungary’s needs for food and critical raw
materials and to deny trade access to all other countries, in the first instance to
Russia.Theywanted aderegulated trade to ensure theunimpeded flowof grain,
sugar, meat, timber, iron ore and manganese ore out of the country. The Ger-
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mans alsowanted to alter the gauge of Ukrainian railway lines and to secure for
themselves the Black Sea port of Mykolaiiv for the transport of mineral ores.58

The Ukrainian side’s objective in the talks was to export Ukraine’s surpluses
under state control, with baseline prices for the main traded goods, and to
use the earnings from exports to pay for the import of goods critical to the
long-term development of the Ukrainian economy: increasing its productivity,
efficiency and diversity. However, such objectives were beyond the powers of
the Ukrainian side to secure in these negotiations. The best they could do was
to resist the German positions and delay the agreement.

Conflicts arose over several key issues. The Germans and Austrians pressed
for the export of 60million poods59 of bread grain by 31 July, which the Ukrain-
ians insisted was too high as they expected a surplus of only 39 million poods
after their domestic needs were met. Moreover, they were ill equipped to ship
grain due to the damaged state of the railways and their own institutional inca-
pacity. Itwas only on 5April that theCouncil of People’sMinisters issued adraft
law for themala rada’s ratification to create a state grain bureau responsible for
trade with the Central Powers.60

The Germans and Austrians insisted that the upr not trade with third
parties without their agreement. The Council of People’s Ministers countered
by imposing export quotas on certain goods and insisting on a state mono-
poly for all exports. The Ukrainians also demanded their exports be matched
in value terms by imports of ploughs, coal, oil and pharmaceuticals. The other
side countered by raising the unit prices of these goods.61

On 11 April in the midst of the negotiations Eichhorn issued an order to the
peasantry and the land committees. He was concerned that spring sowing was
delayed despite the exhortations of theminister of land affairs and he doubted
that the land committees had sufficient influence over the peasants to work
in the landlords’ estates. Therefore ‘the Chief German Commander in Ukraine’
ordered the peasants to comply with the following terms. First, whoever sowed
the land owned the harvest from it and would receive a cash payment for it ‘at
the appropriate prices’. Second, peasants who took more land than they could
work would be punished severely. Third, where the peasants could not sow all
the land because the landlords still held on to it, the landlordsmust be allowed
to sow it and the land committees must provide them with necessary seeds,
horses and machinery. Though Eichhorn did not state it explicitly, he clearly

58 Ibid, p. 238.
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meant that the peasants must provide their unpaid labour. He went on: ‘The
harvest in such cases will be the property equally of the peasants and those
who have sown the land’ – i.e. the landlords. Finally, Eichhorn instructed the
land committees and the local governments, or the German military authorit-
ies should the former refuse his order, to issue peasants with certificates of the
amount of land they had sown. In any event the military authorities required
a full accounting by 15 May of all the land sown. They promised severe punish-
ment for any theft or destruction of the harvest.62

The publication of Eichhorn’s order, or ‘law’ as it became known, created an
uproar in the mala rada, which denounced it as a violation of national sover-
eignty that threatened the agreements alreadymade and those currently under
negotiation between the upr and the Central Powers. The mala rada called
on the population to refuse to obey Eichhorn’s order and for Prime Minister
Holubovych to deliver its protest to the German and Austro-Hungarian gov-
ernments, which he duly did. Land committees across the country issued their
own protests.63

At first Kovalevsky claimed he had seen only a German copy of Eichhorn’s
order and that hewas unable asminister of land affairs to intervene in themat-
ter as it concerned foreign affairs. Nevertheless, he was sufficiently informed as
to its contents to tender his resignation in protest. In an interview with Nova
Rada two days later he charged Eichhorn with making a mockery of the land
lawand agitating against the socialist government.64 All thewhile the editors of
Nova Rada themselves continued to agitate against the government’s land law,
accusing it of destroying farmers’ livelihoods and handing power in the villages
to the worst elements. It was nowonder, they said, that the injured parties who
could get no redress from their own government ended up appealing to the
Germans for help. For Nova Rada the real issue needing attention was not the
Germans interfering in Ukraine’s domestic affairs but the ‘utopian’ and ‘bank-
rupt’ land law.65

Holubovych refused to accept Kovalevsky’s resignation. He told a session
of the mala rada on 18 April that Kovalevsky had been misinformed about
Eichhorn’s order and was unaware that his own ministry was issuing instruc-
tions that were quite similar in content. Eichhorn’s order was simply a clumsy
attempt to achieve the same objectives as those of the ministry of land affairs.
Pavlo Khrystiuk, at the time State Secretary in the government, later wrote that

62 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, pp. 201–2, note 23.
63 Nova Rada, no. 58, 14 April; no. 59, 16 April; no. 62, 19 April; no. 66, 24 April 1918.
64 Nova Rada, no. 58, 14 April; no. 59, 16 April 1918.
65 Nova Rada, no. 59, 16 April 1918.
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‘the Germanmilitary authorities indicated… that the order was drawn upwith
the agreement and understanding of theminister of land affairsM. Kovalevsky.
Nobody believed their statement, however it proved impossible to verify it, all
themore so becauseM. Kovalevsky did not speak out against it anywhere after-
wards’.66

The Germans were baffled. The Rada minister’s inconsistency could be ex-
plained by his objection not so much to the content of Eichhorn’s order but
to the fact that it was issued by the German command, thereby further under-
mining the already shaky authority of the Rada. Eichhorn’s reason for issuing
the order was that neither the minister of land affairs nor the land committees
could persuade the peasants to sow the fields still held by the big landlords. He
was moved to act in the midst of the trade negotiations by a sense of urgency,
not to miss the time window available for spring sowing. At that very moment
the German negotiators were trying to persuade the Ukrainian side to agree
to export grain that would be needed to feed its own population, given the
anticipated size of the summer harvest. Thus, it is reasonable to believe that
Kovalevsky’s ministry was pressured to agree to the intervention by the Ger-
man army in order to maximise the coming harvest, even if it violated the land
law and the upr’s sovereignty. However, the government did not want to dis-
close any of its humiliating subordination to its own citizens.

The two sides signed a new trade treaty on 23 April that was to remain
in force until 31 July. The treaty provided for the collection and export of 60
million poods of grain by a Ukrainian state monopoly assisted by a German
purchasing company. Iron ore, manganese and timber would be traded on the
market, but within quantitative limits and from a baseline of agreedminimum
prices. Ukraine’s trade with other states required prior permission of the Cent-
ral Powers.67 The treaty not only met all of Germany and Austro-Hungary’s
expressed needs, but also set prices for coal and grain, the two main items to
be traded, that were substantially to their advantage.68

The Germans were by now exasperated with the Rada, the ‘kiddies in their
ministerial baby carriages’ as Groener had taken to calling them.69 They had
no confidence the Rada would implement its side of the agreement. Their
Foreign Ministry in Berlin wanted to keep working with the Rada, while the
German delegation in Ukraine favoured replacing it with a government based

66 Khrystiuk, Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2, p. 202, note 23. See also Vynnychenko, Vidrodz-
hennia natsii, Vol. 2, p. 319.
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on landlords, middle peasants, financiers and industrialists, all of whom had
been lobbying the delegation assiduously for that very purpose.

General Erich Ludendorff identified General Pavlo Skoropadsky as a can-
didate to head up such an alternative government. On 24 April the German
command in Kyiv set its plan inmotion to overthrow the Rada by putting to its
representatives and separately to Skoropadsky an identical set of conditions for
a government that Germany could accept: the introduction across the entire
country of Austrian and German courts martial; the formation of a Ukrainian
army only with the agreement and under the direct supervision of the Ger-
man command; the removal of ‘undesirable elements’ from government insti-
tutions; the restoration of private property in land, financial compensation for
redistributed land and the retention of large agricultural estates; the removal of
all restrictions on free trade and export of foodstuffs and rawmaterials to Ger-
many and Austro-Hungary; and new elections to a national government only
when order had been completely restored.70

The Tsentral’na Rada rejected the conditions out of hand and issued a
protest to Eichhorn and Schwarzenstein. Groener met with Skoropadsky, who
accepted the conditions with a few reservations. The Germans assured Skoro-
padsky they would prevent any popular protests or challenges to his assump-
tion of power, while at the same time officially maintaining their neutrality.
Already on 24 April their army units occupied the strategic points in the cap-
ital. The events of the following days showed the Germans were indeed the
masters of the overthrow and Skoropadsky their puppet.

The one serious challenge to the overthrow of the Rada could have come
from the railwayworkers, whowere critical tomilitary operations, communica-
tions, domestic and foreign trade. Zhukovsky addressed theAll-UkrainianCon-
gress of RailwayWorkers on 23 April in Kyiv, and Nova Rada reported obliquely
that he warned them of an imminent danger from enemies of the Ukrainian
Republic.71 However, there is nothing in Zhukovsky’smemoirs to suggest he did
any more than that at the congress. The problem was that the railway workers
were split politically. Two competing unions were meeting in Kyiv at the same
time inApril, the FourthDelegatedCongress of SouthWesternRailwayWorkers
and the All-Ukrainian Union of RailwayWorkers. TheMensheviks and Russian
srs led the first union, the usdwp and upsr the second. There were several
exchanges of delegations between the congresses to try to reconcile them, but
they failed. So there was little prospect, if any, that an attack on the Radamight

70 Soldatenko, Ukraina v Revoliutsiinu Dobu. Rik 1918; Fischer, GermanWar Aims, p. 540.
71 Nova Rada, no. 66, 24 April 1918.
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unite the railway workers in resistance to it. In any event the German com-
mandwas ready for them: in the event of a strike their armed forceswerepoised
to occupy all important stations, workshops and freight yards, to escort strike
breakers to work and to detain the leaders and agitators of the strike.72

The Rada was finished. However, a clandestine group organised around
internal affairs minister Mykhailo Tkachenko launched a desperate, last
minute attempt on 24 April to stop the Germans from carrying out their plan.
The self-styled Committee for the Salvation of Ukraine, a conspiracy that also
involved ministers Kovalevsky and Liubynsky, kidnapped Abram Dobry, the
Kyiv banker and sugar magnate. They took him to Kharkiv in a sealed rail-
way carriage and held him under guard in the city’s Grand Hotel. Rumours
flew around Kyiv as to the motive and identity of the kidnappers. The Ger-
mans turned immediately to the Rada and demanded Dobry be found within
24 hours and his kidnappers brought to justice. Tkachenko pretended he didn’t
know anything and publicly ordered the Kyiv chief of police Bahatsky to track
the kidnappers down.73

Dobry was head of the Kyiv branch of the Russian Bank of Foreign Trade,
a member of the Bank’s board, a board member of the All-Russian Society of
Sugar Refiners andboard director of five separate refineries inUkraine.Hebuilt
up the sugar industry, which boomed in the decade before the FirstWorldWar
and became a prime target for German capital investment. Dobry served as an
important conduit between German and Russian banks. Intimately involved
in sugar production, its financing and trade, he traded very successfully on his
own account and for his German counterparts.

In March 1918, Dobry was recruited on the recommendation of the upsf to
the Rada’s state trade commission and the tripartite commission for the settle-
ment of payments for trade between Ukraine, Germany and Austro-Hungary.
Thus, he was instrumental in drawing up the new trade treaty signed on
23 April. During this period the Germans engaged Dobry separately to buy up
food supplies for them that the Rada government could not secure. Hewas pos-
sibly also the private shipper by rail of these supplies to Austro-Hungary and
Germany, which the Rada government repeatedly tried to stop. He kept close
contact with the Germanmilitary and diplomatic missions in Kyiv and he lob-
bied them for the removal of the Rada in favour of a government of landowners
and big business. Premier Holubovych lamented from the rostrum of themala
rada that ‘Dobry sold himself to the Germans’.74

72 Soldatenko, Ukraina v Revoliutsiinu Dobu. Rik 1918.
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74 Savchenko, Symon Petliura, p. 201.



last days of the rada 387

On 25 April, Field Marshall Eichhorn responded to Dobry’s kidnapping by
ordering German military field courts be set up across the whole country to
dealwith criminal violations of law and order. TheUkrainian courtswould deal
henceforth only with civil matters. All street gatherings were banned. Newspa-
pers that agitated against the existing order would be closed down. Eichhorn’s
spokesman told the press: ‘We see his arrest as a provocation that is aimed actu-
ally at us … People who are working with us are being arrested. That shows the
present government is unable to ensure their safety’.

Note that Eichhorn’s spokesman referred to Dobry’s abduction as an arrest,
rather than a kidnapping, bywhichhe signalled that theGermans already knew
Ukrainian officials were involved. He added that the German military com-
mand held precise information about further arrests being planned by the still
unknown ‘salvation groups’ and that was why it was obliged to interfere into
the internal affairs of Ukraine in order to maintain law and order.75

The Nova Rada editorial on 27 April took the same position as it had in
response to Eichhorn’s first decree, that the Ukrainian government led by the
upsr and not the German military command bore primary responsibility for
the introduction of martial law: ‘we have neither a leadership nor any account-
ability in our political circles’. On the same day the upsf recalled its members
from the Council of People’s Ministers citing its disagreement with critical
policy decisions.

The Germans knew from their own intelligence service that the kidnappers
came from the Rada’s leadership. Within a few days they discovered where
Dobry was being held and freed him. The Committee for the Salvation of
Ukraine had intended to kidnap 27 prominent citizens who were working
closely with the Germans and thereby to disrupt the plan to overthrow the
Rada. However, they managed to kidnap only Dobry and they failed even to
hold him. TheGermans then arrestedTkachenko, his right-handmanHaievsky
in the internal affairs ministry (who organised Dobry’s kidnapping), and
M. Liubynsky, the foreign minister. Kovalevsky fled Ukraine.76 It was a poorly
planned and indecisive assault on German power, conducted in the manner of
a counter-coup rather than an uprising. Carried out clandestinely by ostensibly
private individuals and not openly in the name of the Rada, they had targeted
close collaborators of the German occupation, not the occupation authorities
as such.

75 Nova Rada, no. 69, 27 April 1918.
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German army units reinforced their positions across Kyiv on 24 April. They
were assisted by the upr’s Sich Riflemen on the following day in disarming
other Ukrainian army units. In one night, from 26 to 27 April, German units
surrounded, disarmed and disbanded the First Ukrainian (Blue Coats) Divi-
sion, the upr’s most loyal and disciplined soldiers who had just returned to
Kyiv from the front. In the morning the German command ordered Skoropad-
sky’s supporters to be armed.77

The mala rada went into session three times on 27 April, twice behind
closed doors. Some deputies denounced Eichhorn’s second order, threatened
armed rebellion and abrogation of the Brest Litovsk treaty. Others criticised the
policies of their own government and demanded it be thoroughly reshuffled.
No-one mentioned the disappearance of Dobry. Nothing was decided.

OnSunday, 28April,VolodymyrVynychenko, sun-tanned and refreshed from
his sojourn in the south, delivered a speech to the reassembled mala rada. He
reviewedonly the setbacks of theUkrainiannationalmovement before hehim-
self had gone south, accusing the ‘non-Ukrainian democracy’ of abandoning
their Ukrainian comrades. He did not appear to have anything to say about the
preceding three months or the critical situation at hand. Rafes rose to respond
toVynnychenko’s accusation andmade an appeal for unity of themultinational
proletariat against German imperialist designs on Ukraine. It was around 4pm
when Rafes’ speech was interrupted by a unit of 50 German soldiers marching
into the meeting. According to Vynnychenko, the soldiers ordered the detach-
ment of Sich Riflemen guarding the mala rada to stand down or face ‘severe
punishment and dispersal’.78 According to Zhukovsky, the detachment offered
no resistance but ‘on the contrary, it clearly carried out the order to fall into line,
whichmeant therewerenests of treasonhiding inside it’.79Theofficer in charge
of the German unit held warrants for the arrest of those the German high
command believed were the ringleaders of the Committee for the Salvation
of Ukraine. Hrushevsky, whowas chairing themeeting, protested the intrusion
and was duly silenced. Holubovych was made to stand in a corner facing the
wall. Haievsky, Zhukovsky and Liubynskywere led away under escort. Someone
warnedTkachenko,whowas sitting in his office at the time, but he refused to go
into hiding. Hewas arrested later on his way home. Kovalevsky was not present
either; he managed to escape and went into hiding in Henichesk on the coast
of the Sea of Azov. After four hours of detention the German unit allowed all
the remaining mala rada deputies and members of the government to leave

77 Soldatenko, Ukraina v Revoliutsiinu Dobu. Rik 1918.
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the building and then left themselves. The Sich Riflemen resumed guarding
the building. Fractions of the political parties held their meetings in the same
building that night.80

The mala rada met one final time on 29 April, adopted the Constitution of
theUkrainianPeople’s Republic. Itwas reminiscent of themeeting at the endof
Januarywhen themala rada adopted its landmark laws on socialisation of land
and the eight-hour working day even as shrapnel fired from cannons across the
Dnipro River was showering onto its roof. This time, however, the impending
oblivion hung silently over the Rada. The deputies held their fraction meet-
ings in the evening and went home, never to return. The Sich Riflemen left
their posts and tookHrushevsky and hiswifewith them for safekeeping in their
barracks. On their way they were attacked by an assailant wearing a Sich uni-
form. Vynnychenko identified him as a Russian officer. Accounts vary: accord-
ing to Savchenko, Hrushevsky was unharmed but his wife suffered a serious
stab wound from the assailant’s bayonet. Khrystiuk wrote that Hrushevsky was
shot in the chest, his wife in the hand.81

That night Hrushevsky, Petliura, Porsh and Konovalets of the Sich Riflemen
held a secret meeting in the barracks. They were helpless to prevent the over-
throw of the Rada: General Oleksandr Hrekiv, who had replaced the arrested
Zhukovsky asminister of military affairs the day before, had disappeared. Lieu-
tenant Colonel Oleksandr Slivinsky, in charge of the upr military general staff,
had already gone over to Skoropadsky, as had some from the ranks of the Sich
Riflemen. Overnight the upr’s cavalry chief of staff Lieutenant Colonel Arkas
also defected.82

Nova Rada’s 29 April editorial, written but not published because the paper
did not come out that day, again exonerated the German command. It called
for the resignation of Holubovych’s government ‘which had allowed it to come
to this, to the point where the authorities of a neighbouring government had
to arrest its members’. That evening unidentified army officers wearing red
and white armbands broke into the newspaper’s press building with an order
in Russian from the ministry of internal affairs to close down the newspa-
pers Nova Rada, Borot’ba and Vidrodzhennia (organ of the ministry of military
affairs). They placed the building under guard. The original order was replaced

80 Vynnychenko,Vidrodzhennia natsii, Vol. 2, p. 326; Khrystiuk,Ukrains’ka Revoliutsiia, Vol. 2,
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on the followingdaywithone fromtheGermancommand. It offered the editors
permission to restart publishing on condition the newspaper submitted to cen-
sorship, which the editors rejected. Nova Rada reported these developments of
29 April in its 9 May issue, when it started to publish again under conditions of
censorship.83

The Ukrainian Democratic Farmers’ Party chose 29 April as the day to con-
vene its foundingnational congress.Thousands of members streamed intoKyiv
in the preceding days. Field Marshall Eichhorn had kindly agreed to assist the
party in finding a venue and accommodation for the delegates.84 However,
at some point the upsf party leadership lost control of its members and the
proceedings did not go according to their plans or the expectations of the
party leaders who had so assiduously promoted the congress over the previous
weeks. Yevhen Chykalenko made the following entry in his diary:

… Germans have shaken down the members of the Tsentral’na Rada
and taken away the minutes of their meeting. Meanwhile this is what
happened with (Serhii) Shemet’s Ukrainian democratic farmers’ con-
gress. The Kyiv organisation of the All-Russian Union of Landowners,
having learned from the newspapers about the congress on 29 April in
the Merchants Hall, decided to hold their own congress in the circus on
the same day. They made every effort to bring out as many big landown-
ers as possible and they saw to it by fair means and foul to lure over to
themselves the people who had come for the Ukrainian national con-
gress. They managed to do that very effectively owing to the ignorance
of our peasants, and as a result up to eight thousand people, according to
some reports, gathered at the congress of the All-Russian organisation or,
as they called it, the ‘All-Ukrainian’ organisation.85

The congress in the circus tookplace underGerman armed guard. Speaker after
speaker denounced the Rada, its ministers and the peasant land committees,
calling for a strong hand to restore law and order. At 2pm around 500 Russian
officers arrived to reinforce the German guard and at 3pm Skoropadsky arrived
with his entourage. He met applause and calls from the floor for a dictator, a
het’man. Skoropadsky embraced all the members of the presidium and walked
out onto the stage:

83 Nova Rada, no. 71, 9 May 1918.
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Gentlemen! I thank you for entrusting me with power. I do not take
on the burden of this momentary power for my own benefit. You know
yourselves that anarchy has spread everywhere and only a strong hand
can restore order. On you, farmers and right thinking circles of the popu-
lation, will I rely. I pray to God to give us strength to save Ukraine.

The farmers lifted Skoropadsky aloft and carried him out of the circus. He pro-
ceeded to the ancient church of St Sophia, where he swore an oath of loyalty
to Ukraine. The Orthodox clergy held a moleben prayer service outside on the
square as archbishopNykodymperformed the ritual of cropping Skoropadsky’s
hair and anointing him with holy oil.86

Skoropadsky issued ‘a Charter to the whole Ukrainian nation’ which ap-
peared on the walls of Kyiv the following morning. In it he declared himself
‘het’man of all Ukraine’, abolished the Tsentral’na Rada, its mala rada, minis-
tries and the peasant land committees. Until elections to a Parliament could
be held, he would personally appoint and instruct a Council of Ministers to
govern. ‘All the orders (laws) of the previous Ukrainian government as well as
the Provisional Russian government arewithdrawnand repealed’. Private prop-
erty was fully restored. The peasants would receive plots through a land reform
for which the landowners would be compensated. Rights of the working class
would be upheld, living conditions improved, especially those of the railway
workers who did not leave their posts (i.e. did not strike) during the recent
troubles. Attached to Skoropadsky’s Charter was an initial set of laws, coun-
tersigned by his first appointed ‘Otaman of Ministers’ Mykola Ustymovych, a
richPoltava landowner anddescendant of UkrainianCossacknobility.The laws
gave the het’man absolute authority over all institutions of the state, includ-
ing the government, the administration of justice and the armed forces. They
declared Orthodox Christianity the religion of the Ukrainian State, as it was
now to be called. In effect, Skoropadsky’s Charter, his Laws and his repeal of all
laws adopted since the February 1917 revolution aimed to return Ukraine to the
ancient regime of the Tsars.87

Internationally the German government presented the regime change as an
entirely domestic affair while its representatives in Kyiv instructed Skoropad-
sky to bring the Ukrainian political parties of the Rada into his government
so as to lend it a democratic and even left-leaning facade. These parties made
a counter offer which the Germans refused even to consider: to dilute the
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Rada’s land law and admit the bourgeoisie and landowners into government
in exchange for the Germans dismissing Skoropadsky and restoring the demo-
cratic republic. Ambassador Schwarzenstein simply told them ‘zu spät’ – ‘it’s
too late’. The following day Skoropadsky ditched Mykola Ustymovych as his
‘otaman of ministers’ and replaced him with Mykola Vasylenko, a Kyiv uni-
versity professor and member of the Russian Kadets who was on good terms
with the upsf. Vasylenko assembled a cabinet of Kadets, Octobrists and mon-
archists representing the agrarian, industrial and financial bourgeoisie, with
a sprinkling of like-minded Ukrainians. Vynnychenko called 29 April ‘the day
that power passed from the hands of the national Ukrainian petit bourgeois
democracy to the non-Ukrainian big bourgeoisie’.88

88 Vynnychenko, Vidrodzhennia natsii, Vol. 2, p. 326.



© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, 2021 | doi:10.1163/9789004466302_015

Epilogue

The first year of theRevolution endedwith the dissolution of the SovietUkrain-
ian government in Tahanrih, the overthrow of the Tsentral’na Rada in Kyiv
and Pavlo Skoropadsky’s installation by the German General Staff.Within days
peasants’ and workers’ organisations showed they would not be intimidated.
On 10 May, 12,000 peasants came to Kyiv for the Second All-Ukrainian Con-
gress of Peasant Deputies only to be dispersed by troops, their leaders thrown
into jail. They reconvened three days later in the Holosivsky forest outside the
city and resolved to fight the Austro-German occupation and its client regime.
In the same week 500 delegates frommore than 100 towns and cities gathered
clandestinely in Kyiv for the First All-Ukrainian Trades Union Congress. They
founded a national-territorial trade union central, the first in the country’s his-
tory, and resolved to rebuild the labour movement, support the peasant move-
ment, reclaim their democratic and social rights and restore the Ukrainian
People’s Republic. Their struggles would go on through two further long cycles,
the second against het’manshchyna which lasted until November 1918 when
the Austrian andGerman armies withdrew and Skoropadsky’s regime fledwith
them, and a third cycle marked by civil war, anti-Jewish pogroms and foreign
interventions known as the otamanshchyna (rule of warlords) that ended in
February 1920 with the victory of the Red Army over all contenders for state
power in Ukraine. These two cycles of the Revolution are the subject of a fur-
ther work.
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