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22 Nationalities Papers

UKRAINIAN NATIONALISM AND THE 1918 LAW
ON NATIONAL-PERSONAL AUTONOMY

George Liber

Traditionally in Eastern Europe, one national group constituted a majority
in the countryside but a minority in the urban areas. Thus, while the cities
of Eastern Europe possessed a disproportionate share of an area's political
and socio-economic resources, for the most part they were ethnically alien
to the peasantry. This was not a problem until the nineteenth century,
which by 1914 turned Eastern Europe into a cauldron of inter-ethnic and
anti-Semitic tensions. In the subsequent struggle for power, the national
movements of both the urban and rural areas claimed the cities as well as
the surrounding countryside. Inasmuch as these movements did not possess
a common set of interests, whatever the proposed solution — whether
territorial autonomy, irredentism, independence, expansion, or the main-
tenance of the status quo — hardly any provision was made for
minority rights.

Concerned about the escalation of ethnic conflicts in Austria-Hungary
prior to World War I, Otto Bauer and Karl Renner sought to bridge these
two extremes with the concept of national autonomy (also known as
national-cultural autonomy or national-personal autonomy). According to
Bauer and Renner, each citizen would become a member of an autonomous
association of his co-nationals and his name would be entered into a
national register.

As the autonomous national organizations would be located throughout
the empire, the registered subjects could administer their cultural affairs
autonomously as one body, irrespective of their place of residence. Elective
organs would exercise control over the cultural affairs of each nationality
by taxing their subjects. This theory essentially separated national rights
from the need for majority rule within any specific territory. Even though he
might live in an area where the majority of the population belonged to a dif-
ferent nationality, in matters of his own national interest a citizen would be
subject only to the laws of his own supraterritorial national organization.
Thus, the national problem in multi-ethnic states and areas would be solved
without the establishment of any clearcut national boundaries.1 These ideas
were hotly debated not only in Austria-Hungary but also among the
oppositional groups within the Russian Empire.2

The Austro-Hungarian political situation prior to and during World
War I prevented the enactment of Bauer's and Renner's concepts. Only
with the dissolution of the Russian and Habsburg empires did several of the
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Ukrainian Nationalism and the 1918 Law 23

successor governments attempt to implement their ideas concerning
minority rights.

This essay investigates the origins of the 1918 Ukrainian law on
national-personal autonomy, which has not yet been thoroughly analyzed.
It provides a brief chronology of events leading up to the law and explores
the law's ideological development and pragmatic considerations in light of
the strengths and weaknesses of the Ukrainian nationalist movement in
1917 and 1918.

The modern Ukrainian national movement emerged in the first quarter of
the nineteenth century in the East Ukrainian provinces of Chernigov,
Poltava, and Kharkov, where the traditions of the former autonomous
Cossack order were still strong. The movement was at first literary and
quite nonpolitical, confining itself to scholarship and to the promotion of
literary works in the Ukrainian vernacular. In the mid-1840s the Ukrainian
movement became more politicized on account of the efforts of the
Brotherhood of Sts. Cyril and Methodius, a small group of young intellec-
tuals in Kiev who envisioned a free Ukrainian republic within a democratic
Slavic federation and who stressed the abolition of serfdom and the elimina-
tion of class distinctions. They were inspired by the poetry of Taras
Shevchenko (1814-61), a former serf who raised the stature of Ukrainian
belles-lettres within the family of Slavic literatures.

With the suppression of the Brotherhood in 1847, the Russian govern-
ment sought to negate the very existence of a separate Ukrainian
nationality. In 1863 and 1876 the government prohibited the use of the
Ukrainian language in literature and scholarship. The Ukrainian movement,
however, continued to grow and to develop. Mykhailo Drahomanov (1841-
95), a political exile who settled in Geneva, publicized the Ukrainian cause
in Western Europe and radicalized the young Ukrainian intelligentsia in
Austrian Galicia. Owing to his efforts and the relative leniency of the Aust-
rian authorities, Galicia became the Ukrainian Piedmont in the period
between 1876 and 1905. After the Russian Revolution of 1905, the dis-
criminatory measures against the Ukrainian language were eased. Many
newspapers and journals appeared, although the Ukrainian readership was
small because the majority of the population was illiterate. The
government's post-revolutionary gains were circumscribed by the
government's repression after 1907.3 Nevertheless, the movement slowly
began to gain the sympathy and adherence of the rural intelligentsia, the so-
called "Third Element," in the cooperative movement. They, in turn, began
to foster the national consciousness of the peasantry. In March 1914, on
the centenary of Shevchenko's birth, popular demonstrations with
thousands of participants took place in Kiev. With the outbreak of World
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24 Nationalities Papers

War I, the government moved to close down all Ukrainian insti-
tutions.

On March 20, 1917 (n.s.), barely a week after the March Revolution
in Petrograd, a small party of Ukrainian intellectuals with moderate politi-
cal views helped establish the Ukrainian Central Rada (Ukrains'ka Tsent-
ral'na Rada) in Kiev. This organization became the coordinating body for
all Ukrainian groups attempting to win from the Russian Provisional
Government wide-scale political, social, and cultural rights for Ukrainians.
In employing the term "the Ukraine," the Rada claimed jurisdiction over all
Ukrainian activities in approximately a 200,000-square-mile area, which
contained the provinces of Kiev, Podolia, and Volhynia (the Iugozapadnyi
krai), Kharkiv, Poltava, and Chernigov (the Left-Bank provinces), and
Ekaterinoslav, Kherson, and Tauria (Novorossiia), but excluding the
Crimea. Because of the deteriorating military situation, this territory coin-
cided with the Ukrainian territory still held by the Provisional
Government.

The area claimed by the Rada, however, was not ethnically
homogeneous. Eighty percent of the population was Ukrainian. Russians
constituted approximately nine percent of the population; the Jews, five per-
cent; and the Poles, two percent.4 The importance of the minorities was
much greater than these statistics indicate. Their concentration in the cities
and industrial regions and the assimilation of significant numbers of
Ukrainians and Jews to the Russian culture contributed to the dominance of
the minorities in the urban professions and the governmental
apparatus.

Recognizing the ethnic heterogeneity of the Ukrainian ethnic
territories, the Ukrainian movement almost immediately sought to come to
terms with the minorities. At the end of March the historian Mykhailo
Hrushevs'kyi, who had recently been elected to head the Rada, asserted
that it recognized "all the civil and political rights of the national minorities
which inhabit the Ukraine and recognize the Ukrainian people as the mas-
ters of the Ukrainian territory and who desire to join them as equals."5

Here, Hrushevs'kyi was referring to the numerical superiority of the
Ukrainians in the Ukrainian ethnic territory, which now, in light of the new
era of revolutionary democracy, the minorities had to take into
consideration.

In order to confirm its self-appointed mandate, tha Rada called for an
all-Ukrainian National Congress, to be held in Kiev from April 17 to 21,
1917. This meeting was only for Ukrainians; no minority representatives
were present. More than 900 voting delegates, mostly peasants and
soldiers, attended the conference. The question of the Ukraine's political
status, the rights of minorities, and the reconstruction of Russia on a federal
basis were among the topics of discussion.6 The Congress elected the Central
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Ukrainian Nationalism and the 1918 Law 25

Rada as the standing Ukrainian representative body, enlarging its member-
ship to 150.

During the spring and early summer of 1917, numerous congresses
were held in Kiev. The inclusion of delegates from cooperative, peasant,
pedagogical, military, and political congresses increased the Rada's mem-
bership from 150 to 600 by the end of July. The Rada was composed
exclusively of Ukrainians and defined itself as "the representative organ of
the entire organized Ukrainian population"7 in the claimed territories.

In order to reach an agreement with the Provisional Government on
the formation of an autonomous order in the Ukraine, the Rada sent a
delegation of ten members to Petrograd at the end of May. The delegation
petitioned the Provisional Government to recognize the autonomy of the
Ukraine and the authority of the Rada: to allow the formation of separate
Ukrainian units within the military; to allow the Ukrainian units within the
military; and to allow the Ukrainization of the educational system and the
civil and ecclesiastical administration. The Ukrainian demands did not
include national-personal autonomy, an issue that representatives of Jewish
communities and cultural institutions raised for the first time on May 23,
1917.8 Later, the Provisional Government rejected the Ukrainian petition,
claiming that it was "the expression of the will of an organization which,
because of the manner of its establishment, cannot claim the right to repre-
sent the entire population of the Ukraine."9

The Petrograd government's reply angered the Rada and its supporters.
Shortly afterwards, on June 23, 1917, the Rada issued its First Universal.10

In it the Rada affirmed the political allegiance of the Ukrainian people to
the revolutionary Russian state but asserted that the Ukrainians possessed
the right of self-determination. The Universal also declared that an
autonomous order would shortly be established in collaboration with the
non-Ukrainian population of the Ukraine and would be ratified by the All-
Russian Constituent Assembly. In attempting to come to an agreement with
the democratic elements among the non-Ukrainians, the Rada hoped that
they would join the Ukrainians in their struggle for autonomous
Ukraine.

But many of the non-Ukrainians were uneasy about the Ukrainian con-
cept of autonomy, fearing that decisions affecting their future would be
made without their participation. The Southern Bureau of the Jewish Bund,
for example, expressed fear that the Universal "places the Ukrainian
national movement on the road to a break with revolutionary democracy
and establishes the conditions for the intensification of the internal friction
among the population of the Ukraine."11 The Bureau's resolution asserted
that the Central Rada could not be the sole organ of authority on the Ukrai-
nian territory, inasmuch as it relied exclusively on the Ukrainian people.
The Bund suggested that the Provisional Government call an all-Ukrainian
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26 Nationalities Papers

territorial conference, with the participation of the Rada and other non-
Ukrainian revolutionary organizations. The conference would establish the
territorial autonomy of the Ukraine, guaranteeing the minorities the right to
national-cultural autonomy.

Until July 7, 1917, the Central Rada, the Small Rada (the Central
Rada's standing committee), and the General Secretariat (the Rada's Coun-
cil of Ministers) claimed to represent only the Ukrainian people. Then, in
reaction to criticism from the Provisional Government and the Bund, the
General Secretariat began to reorganize the Rada into a provisional, multi-
ethnic territorial parliament that would become the representative organ of
the entire revolutionary democracy of the Ukraine. The reorganization plan
envisaged the inclusion of representatives of the national minorities, propor-
tionate to their population in the Ukraine, into the Rada and not, as the
Bund proposed, the incorporation of the Rada into a non-Ukrainian
territorial organization. At mis time, the Secretariat also appointed a com-
mission of seventy-one Ukrainians, eleven Russian, eight Jews, two Ger-
mans, one Belorussian, one Tatar, one Moldavian, one Czech, one Greek,
and one Bulgarian to draft a constitution for the proposed autonomous
Ukrainian state. For some inexplicable reason, the Poles, who for the most
part favored the Ukrainian aspirations for autonomy, were not appointed to
the commission.

Preoccupied with other matters and unaware of the rising importance
of the national question in the revolutionary Russian state, the Provisional
Government ignored the Rada's requests. But with the proclamation of the
First Universal, members of the government realized that they would have
to make peace with the Ukrainians, who occupied the territory contiguous
to the shifting military front.

On July 12 three ministers of the Provisional Government — I.
Tseretelli, M-. Tereshchenko, and A. Kerensky — came to Kiev, in order to
negotiate with the Small Rada and the General Secretariat. According to
the ensuing agreement, the Provisional Government would recognize the
principle of autonomy in the Ukraine and the competency of the Rada and
the Secretariat. In turn, the Secretariat would create a more representative
government by giving the non-Ukrainian nationalities eighteen seats in the
Small Rada (out of fifty-eight members), thirty percent of the seats in the
Great Rada, and four ministries (trade, food, justice, and posts and
telegraph). The Second Universal,12 issued on July 16, acknowledged the
agreement with the Provisional Government. It declared that the General
Secretariat would represent the interests of the entire population, not just
the Ukrainians. It also reiterated that the autonomous order in the Ukraine
would be prepared in agreement with the non-Ukrainian minorities and
would be approved by the all-Russian Constituent Assembly.
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Ukrainian Nationalism and the 1918 Law 27

Two days later, the constitutional commission finished its preliminary
draft.13 The Ukrainian Government was to consist of fourteen ministries.
The ministry of nationality affairs would contain three vice-secretaries re-
presenting the Russian, Jewish, and Polish minorities. In matters dealing
with their respective nationality, the vice-secretaries had a decisive voice in
any decision. The draft also stated that the Rada's laws and regulations had
to be published not only in Ukrainian but also in Russian, Yiddish,
and Polish.

Strengthened by their victory over the Bolshevik July uprising, the Pro-
visional Government on August 17, 1917, rejected the Ukrainian constitu-
tion.14 It recognized the competency of the Secretariat in only five
provinces (Kiev, Volhynia, Podolia, Poltava, and Chernigov) and restricted
its composition to nine members, four of whom were to be non-Ukrainians.
The next day, the minorities participated in their first Rada session.
Although they criticized Petrograd's reply, they recommended that the
Rada accept it in order to avoid further conflict with the Provisional
Government.

Despite the Provisional Government's interference with the Central
Rada, the minorities were successfully integrated into the structure of the
Rada, the Small Rada, and the Secretariat. By mid-November there were
848 members of the Central Rada: 636 Ukrainians and 212 non-
Ukrainians.15 The minorities constituted one-quarter of the membership of
the Rada, a figure almost proportionate to their population in the Ukraine
claimed by the Rada.

The Bolshevik seizure of power in Petrograd and the disappearance of
the Provisional Government's authority in the borderlands strengthened the
separatist tendencies of the non-Russian nationalities, which were frustrated
by the Provisional Government's perceived slow pace in redressing the
tsarist nationality policy. At the insistence of the non-Ukrainian minorities,
who believed that the Bolsheviks had betrayed the March Revolution, the
Small Rada issued its Third Universal,16 two weeks after the Bolshevik
coup. This document established a Ukrainian National Republic tenuously
federated with the Russian republic. With the disappearance of the Pro-
visional Government, the national question in the Ukraine became a press-
ing regional problem. The Universal ordered the minister of nationality
affairs to draw up a law on national-personal autonomy for the Poles, Jews
and Russians. The old ministry of nationality affairs was abolished and
three new ministries, dealing with Russian, Jewish, and Polish affairs, were
created in its place. The newly appointed minister for posts and telegraphs,
the state controller, and the vice-secretary for Russian affairs were mem-
bers of the minorities.

As a result of the Rada's refusal to surrender its authority to the
Bolshevik-dominated Soviets in the Ukraine, the Russian Bolsheviks
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28 Nationalities Papers

invaded the Ukraine in December. In reaction, the Ukrainian movement
sought to break all ties, tenuous or otherwise, with Russia. On January 23,
1918, the Small Rada began deliberation on the text of the Fourth Univer-
sal,17 which was to proclaim the independence of the Ukraine. The national
minorities, however, demanded that the law on national-personal autonomy
be enacted first. The Small Rada agreed. The next day the Small Rada dis-
cussed the draft of the law and unanimously accepted it. Several hours later
the Rada voted for the Universal.

The law on national-personal autonomy18 was faithful to Bauer's and
Renner's concepts. While it specifically mentioned only the Russians, the
Jews, and the Poles, any nationality residing in the Ukraine would be elig-
ible for autonomy by presenting a petition of ten thousand signatures to the
Rada. Each nationality would organize a National Union, which would
compile a national register of its members and would have the exclusive
right to represent them before the governmental and public institutions of
the state. The constituent assemblies of each nationality would determine
not only its departments and statutes of administration but would also
define each union's sphere of action and the conditions whereby change
could be implemented. Disagreements between any non-Ukrainian cons-
tituent assembly and the constituent assembly of the Ukrainian National
Republic would be resolved by a special commission composed of an equal
number of representatives from both sides. Decisions reached in this con-
ciliatory commission would be confirmed by either the constituent assembly
of the Ukrainian National Republic or by its parliament. Thus, the law,
while granting the non-Ukrainian minorities extensive cultural rights, gave
the Ukrainians veto power over the political rights of its minorities. Only
through mutual inter-ethnic cooperation could this law be implemented
successfully.

This never occurred, however. On February 18, 1918, Kiev fell to the
Bolsheviks. Although the Central Rada returned with the advancing Ger-
man forces almost three weeks later, the law on national-personal
autonomy, while incorporated into the constitutional draft of April 24,
1918, could not be implemented during the last weeks of the Rada's tenure.
On April 25, 1918, General Pavlo Skoropads'kyi, with German complicity,
successfully staged a coup against the Rada and abolished the law on July
9, 1918. Successive Ukrainian nationalist governments re-established the
law,19 but because of the chaotic revolutionary situation in the Ukraine, the
law never had a chance to work in a period of relative peace.

The law on national-personal autonomy evolved in a period of extreme
social and political turmoil. While the enactment of the law was the result
of certain pragmatic considerations, it did not develop in an
ideological vacuum.
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Ukrainian Nationalism and the 1918 Law 29

During 1917 and 1918 the Ukrainian national movement came to con-
sider the concepts of territorial autonomy and national-personal autonomy
to be complementary, nonpartisan issues. Prior to the revolution, national-
personal autonomy was a nascent but integral part of the democratic Ukrai-
nian political tradition. Although Bauer, Renner, and other Austrian
socialists developed this concept in the twentieth century, the moral and
political antecedents of the Ukrainian law remained in the nineteenth cen-
tury. The democratic Ukrainian struggle for cultural and political autonomy
emphasized equality and tolerance among the Ukrainians and the other
nationalities. This orientation was best expressed by Mykola Kostomarov's
Knyhy byttia ukrains'koho narodu (The Books of the Genesis of the
Ukrainian People)20 and Mykhailo Drahomanov's Volnyi soiuz (Free
Union).21

Kostomarov's work was a highly romantic exposition of the ideology of
the Brotherhood of Sts. Cyril and Methodius and greatly influenced by
Adam Mickiewicz's Ksiegi narodu polskiego i pielgrzymstwa polskiego
(The books of the Polish Nation and the Polish Pilgrimage). It was, in
essence, a declaration of the rights of the Ukraine and was based on four
principles: Christian morality, democracy, federalism, and Ukrainian
messianism which, unlike its Russian or Polish counterparts, preached the
equality of all Slavic peoples.

Drahomanov's program was more concrete in regard to the non-
Ukrainian minorities. He advocated the decentralization of the Russian
Empire and its transformation into a federation of equal nations. The cor-
nerstone of his program rested upon the local community organizations,
which would possess broad autonomy and would constitute an integral part
of the Ukrainian federation of communities. The minorities would possess
rights equal to those of the Ukrainians and would be free to form their own
schools and their own national community organizations, which would re-
present them in the federation of local community organizations.

Thus, the struggle for autonomy was, in essence, a struggle against the
autocracy and the entire autocratic order. It demanded the complete decen-
tralization of a highly centralized and bureaucratized state into smaller,
autonomous regional and territorial units, which would weaken "the reac-
tionary manner of conduct and the all-encompassing power of the central
government."22 The proponents of autonomy considered the restriction of
the competency and jurisdiction of the government the best method of
guaranteeing an individual's civil, national, and political rights. Represent-
ing the second largest nationality within the Russian Empire, the Ukrainian
democratic intelligentsia sought to displace St. Petersburg's centralization
and bureaucratization with the concept of decentralization and regional
autonomy, accompanied by guarantees of the rights of all minorities. In the
twentieth century, this Weltanschauung was expressed not only in the pro-
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clamations of various individuals and political parties but was also
demonstrated by the Ukrainian organization of and participation in the
Union of Autonomists and the Conference of Nationalities.

The concepts held by the Ukrainian Democratic Party, the Union of
Autonomists, and Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi were more vague than precise.
The programs of the Ukrainian Party of Socialist-Revolutionaries and the
Congress of Nationalities, on the other hand, were more comprehensive and
actually foreshadowed the law on national-personal autonomy.

The Ukrainian Democratic Party was the organizational and ideologi-
cal predecessor to the Society of Ukrainian Progressives, the Ukrainian
Socialist-Federalists, and, indirectly, the Central Rada itself. Formed in the
autumn of 1904, the Democratic Party accepted a platform that criticized
Russian centralism and the oppression of the non-Russian nationalities."
The platform demanded an end to political absolutism and the introduction
and implementation of full civil rights within the empire. The Democrats
advocated the widest possible national-territorial autonomy with the par-
ticipation of the masses on the basis of general, direct, equal, and secret suf-
frage and proportional representation. They also recognized the cultural,
political, national, and economic rights of the Russians, Jews, Poles, and
other minorities in the Ukraine. The party, however, did not have a mass
following: it consisted of a small group of moderate intellectuals. The party
was shortlived, but it was the first Ukrainian political party to deal with the
non-Ukrainian minorities in its platform.

Although the Union of Autonomists was an all-Russian organization, it
had a significant impact on the Ukrainian movement, especially on the
Rada's efforts to enact a law on national-personal autonomy. In November
1905 approximately 115 representatives of the non-Russian nationalities
met in St. Petersburg to discuss common problems and possible solutions.
They decided to form a union of the non-Russian delegates at the Duma,
which would strive to create a new autonomous order respecting the rights
of the minorities. One hundred and twenty delegates joined the Union, and
Alexander Lednicki, the influential Polish leader, was elected to head the
organization. The autonomist program24 recognized the indivisibility of the
Russian state but supported the implementation of regional and national-
territorial autonomy and the decentralization of the state administrative
organs. With the abolition of all national and religious privileges, the rights
of the non-Russian nationalities would be protected, especially in mixed
areas. Indigenous native languages were to be employed in the schools,
courts, and community governmental organs. Although the Union existed
until the end of the Second Duma, it was the first time that the non-Russian
nationalities formulated a common program vis-a-vis the central
authorities.
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Ukrainian Nationalism and the 1918 Law 31

Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi, one of the most influential figures in Ukrai-
nian politics during 1917, was a member of the Democratic Party, the
Society of Ukrainian Progressives, and later, during his tenure as head of
the Rada, a member of the Ukrainian Socialist-Revolutionaries. Having
lived in Galicia from 1894 to 1914, he was well aware of the Austrian
solutions to the national problem in multi-ethnic societies. He published his
views on the national question in a series of articles during the spring of
1917.25 In them he discussed the Ukrainian demands for autonomy and the
attitude of the Ukrainian movement towards the minorities. While his
articles did not discuss national-personal autonomy in itself, they did prom-
ise the non-Ukrainian minorities extensive rights equal to those to be
enjoyed by the Ukrainians.

After delineating the Ukrainian demands for autonomy, Hrushevs'kyi
sought to reassure the minorities of the nonexclusivity of the Ukrainian
demands and goals and to guarantee them full and equal rights:

We are not acquiring state law for the Ukrainian land in order to reign over the
national minorities of the Ukraine. We are not demanding extensive autonomy ... in
order to take advantage of the laws only for our own benefit. The fullness of national
life we are seeking for the Ukrainian people should not submerge the other
nationalities and should not restrain their yearning for the free development of their
cultures and national traditions.26

Hrushevs'kyi also declared that the Ukrainian movement will "decisively
struggle against all chauvinistic currents, if and when they arise within our
community."27 In his essays he promised that the rights of the national
minorities would be respected and their languages would be used in
governmental organs in regions where the minorities constituted a substan-
tial population. All the children of the minorities would have the right to
instruction in their native languages. Most importantly, national and
religious groups would have the right to organize their own cultural and
religious associations and instructions. These groups, Hrushevs'kyi prom-
ised, would be funded by the government of the autonomous
Ukraine.28

Mykola Porsh became the intellectual bridge between the vague con-
cept of minority rights and the concept of national-personal autonomy. He
belonged to the Ukrainian Social-Democratic Labor Party (USDRP) and
later became the Minister of Labor in the Central Rada's General Sec-
retariat. In a pamphlet written in 1907, Porsh described the internal politi-
cal structure of the future autonomous Ukraine.29 Along with the massive
decentralization of the Russian Empire, he also advocated the broad decen-
tralization of authority in the Ukraine, where local organs of self-
government would possess broad powers of jurisdiction. This, he believed,
would prevent the national oppression of the non-Ukrainian minorities,
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especially if the local organs of self-rule were created in regions which were
nearly nationally homogeneous. As a result, all cultural and regional mat-
ters could be managed within the same ethnic community.

Although Porsh did not deal with national unions or national registers,
he did foresee that local organs of self-government would unite in matters of
common concern. Because some of these organs would be almost ethnically
homogeneous, national unions might arise in the near future. Inasmuch as
elections to these local organs would be universal, equal, direct, and secret,
with proportional representation in the Ukrainian parliament, "nothing
would hinder the free development of all the nationalities of our country."30

Under his influence the USDRP began to take an interest in the non-
Ukrainian minorities. On April 19, 1917, the USDRP's first congress
passed a resolution on the autonomy of the Ukraine, declaring that a
federation of "autonomous national or provincial units is the best guarantee
of the democratic and national-political rights of each nationality and
province."31

The Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries (UPSR) and the
Congress of Nationalities discovered, advocated, and disseminated the con-
cept of national-personal autonomy. The former, despite its emphasis on
the agrarian problem, was also interested in the national question and
national-personal autonomy and played an important role in propagating
West European socialist tracts dealing with these subjects prior to the
March Revolution. Both the Kiev and the Galician sections of the UPSR
translated a number of brochures and pamphlets by such authors as Chaim
Zhitlovskii, Jean Jaures, Engelbert Pernerstorfer, Karl Renner, and O.
Hammer.32 As the largest Ukrainian political party, the Socialist-
Revolutionaries were influential in supporting the rights of the minorities
and the subsequent law on national-personal autonomy. In June 1917 the
SRs declared that the rights of the national minorities should be protected
within the confines of a federated Russia composed of national territorial
autonomous units.33 During their third congress in December, they resolved
that the SR faction in the Rada should actively support the enactment of
laws dealing with the appropriation of land, workers' control of the fac-
tories, and national-personal autonomy for the minorities.34

In drawing upon all possible moral and political resources in their
struggle against Russian centralism, the Rada sought to "unite with the
other nationalities which want the same autonomy and a federated Russian
republic."33 Subsequently, the Rada began to organize a successor to the
Union of Autonomists.

During the last week of September 1917 the Central Rada sponsored
the Congress of Nationalities in Kiev.36 Ninety-two delegates, representing
the Moldavian, Latvian, Tatar, Georgian, Lithuanian, Estonian, Belorus-
sian, Polish, Ukrainian, Jewish, Buriat, and Don Cossack movements,

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
A

ri
zo

na
] 

at
 0

6:
59

 2
5 

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

12
 



Ukrainian Nationalism and the 1918 Law 33

attended. Two-thirds of the participants of the congress belonged to various
socialist parties.37 The Congress, like the Union of Autonomists, sought to
create a new autonomous order in Russia. Its resolutions dealt with the
federal structure of the Russian republic, national-personal autonomy, the
use of the Russian language in state and local organs, national representa-
tion in the Constituent Assembly, the non-Russian nationalities and the
future peace conference, the formation of an organ of the Congress, and the
Congress' role within the Provisional Government. The resolution on
national-personal autonomy38 anticipated the enactment of the Ukrainian
law. The congress realized that national-territorial autonomy did not com-
pletely solve the problems of the national minorities, especially in mixed
areas. As a result, it unanimously declared that every nationality in the
Russian state had the right to national-personal autonomy and that the con-
stituent assembly of each nationality created a national union and defined
its sphere of competence. The minorities would be guaranteed the right to
employ their language in local, provincial, and state governmental
organs.

The theoretical foundations of the law on national-personal autonomy
evolved slowly. Kostomarov's work was a romantic manifesto, not a con-
crete platform. In dealing with the future status of the non-Ukrainian
minorities, the Ukrainian Democratic Party and Hrushevs'kyi were also
unclear, inasmuch as they promised tolerance and equal rights but no
institutional changes. Hrushevs'kyi, however, did promise that the national
and religious institutions of the minorities would be funded by the
autonomous Ukrainian government (although he did not specify the
amounts of those funds). Even the Union of Autonomists, despite its policy
of emphasizing decentralization, did not demand the creation of new
institutions for the benefit of the minorities. Porsh, however, was the first to
develop Drahomanov's concepts of decentralization and local self-
government. He foresaw the emergence of local organs of self-government
in nationally homogeneous regions and, indirectly, the potential of national
unions. As a result, the UPSR and the Congress of Nationalities could for-
mulate the concept of national-personal autonomy before an audience
already familiar with its antecedents (minority rights, national communities,
and national unions) and prepared ideologically to accept it. Although the
Ukrainian democratic movement's concept of minority rights might have
been at first vague and unclear, it became an integral part of the struggle for
Ukrainian autonomy. The revolutionary momentum of 1917 and 1918
compelled the Ukrainian democrats to consider the concepts of territorial
autonomy and national-personal autonomy to be complementary, nonpar-
tisan issues.

The leaders of the Ukrainian movement had not only theoretical and
moral reasons for supporting the law on national-personal autonomy but
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34 Nationalities Papers

pragmatic ones as well. By supporting the rights of the non-Ukrainian
minorities, they hoped to overcome the ethnic differences between the cities
and the countryside in the Ukrainian provinces, the weaknesses of the
Ukrainian national movement, and the antagonism, if not the outright hos-
tility, of the minorities toward the Ukrainian demand for national-
territorial autonomy.

When the Ukrainian movement, through the Rada, claimed the right to
represent all the Ukrainian ethnic territories, its members did not exclude
the non-Ukrainian urban areas from their claims. Hrushevs'kyi, for exam-
ple, admitted that the Ukrainians were a minority in the urban centers on
the territory claimed by the Rada, but asserted that "the cities must follow
the majority of the surrounding population."39

The urban populations, however, did not recognize the authority of the
Rada or the Secretariat. The results of the elections to the city Dumas in
the summer of 1917 and to the All-Russian Constituent Assembly in
November demonstrate the political impotence of the Ukrainian movement
in the urban areas. In Kiev the Ukrainian parties received approximately
21.4 percent of the vote40 and one-fifth of the Duma's 125 seats41 during the
summer elections. At the same time, a bloc of Russian and Jewish socialists
received forty-four seats; other Jewish parties won twelve seats; the Con-
stitutional Democrats {Kadets), ten; and a group of Russian candidates
with the slogan "Away with the Ukraine and Ukrainization," eighteen
seats.42 The results were much the same in other cities, as shown by
Table 1.

In the elections to the Contituent Assembly, the Ukrainian parties won
approximately twenty-six percent of the vote in Kiev, an increase of 11,161
votes over the summer elections.43 Although these election results do not
necesseraly provide evidence of the hostility of the non-Ukrainians to the
Ukrainian movement, they do prove that, in this period, nationally and
politically conscious urban Ukrainians and non-Ukrainians could not agree
on a common political platform. In addition to this inter-ethnic antagonism,
the socialist programs of the majority of the Ukrainian political parties must
have aggravated, if not repelled, the urban Ukrainian middle classes. Thus,
the countryside provided the bulk of the vote for the Ukrainian parties to
the Constituent Assembly, but even here not all the peasants voted along
ethnic lines.44

These ethnic differences between the countryside and the cities reinfor-
ced the mutual estrangement of the non-Ukrainians and non-Ukrainians.
During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, two distinct cultures
developed: the Russian urban orientation and the Ukrainian rural orienta-
tion. Most of the urban residents were raised within the Russian cultural
environment and, as a consequence, were highly conscious of their place
within the imperial political structure. They considered Russian culture in
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CITY DUMA SEATS WON BY UKRAINIANS, SUMMER 1917

City City Duma Seats
Kharkov 116

Ekaterinoslav
Odessa
Poltava

Chernigov

Zhitomir
Kherson
Nikolaev
Elizavetgrad

110
120
64

60

98
101
96
90

Kremenchug 101

Seats Won by Ukrainians
54 (bloc of Ukr. and Rus. SRs)

2 Ukr. SDs
2 Other Ukr.

11
5

28 (bloc of Ukr. and Rus. SRs)
8 Ukr. socialists

16 (bloc of Ukr. and Rus. democrats)
16 (bloc of Ukr. and Rus. democrats)
9

15
15 (bloc of Ukr. and Rus. SDs)
47 (bloc of Ukr. and Rus. socialists)
2 Ukr. Socialists-Federalists

17 (14 socialists and 3 with no party affiliation)

Source: Dmytro Doroshenko, Istoriiq Ukrainy, 1917-1923 (Uzhhorod, 1932; re-
print: New York, 1954), 1: 144.

the Ukrainian provinces as urban and advanced, and Ukrainian culture as
rural and backward. This dichotomy was fortified by the tsarist
government's ban on Ukrainian-language publications and Ukrainian
cultural and educational pursuits in 1863 and 1876. Thus, these Russified
urban elites ignored the Ukrainian national movement prior to the revolu-
tion, when it was weak and largely confined to the countryside. With the
March Revolution and the political and social mobilization of the Ukrai-
nian population during the spring of 1917, the economic, social, and politi-
cal hegemony of the urban elites was endangered. Consequently the
minorities were forced to respond to the Ukrainian demands for autonomy,
especially to their claim to the non-Ukrainians cities.

Their response, for the most part, was negative, although for different
reasons. The minorities were less opposed to the cultural demands of the
Ukrainians than to their political aspirations to control the administrative
organs of the country. Exaggerating the Ukrainian demands, the minorities
claimed that the Ukrainian movement threatened the unity of the Russian
state and revolutionary democracy with its "separatist tendencies." The
Jews, for the most part, supported the common revolutionary front and did
not want to see it dividing along national lines. They hoped that in the vic-
tory of the revolution lay the guarantee of their rights and satisfaction of
their interests. With the abolition of the national and religious rectrictions
of the tsarist past, they had little reason to support the demands of the non-
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Russian nationalities for national-territorial autonomy. The Russian and
Russified population, being the dominant political and cultural force in the
Ukraine, had no inclination to become a minority surrounded by a sea of
nationally conscious Ukrainian peasants. Both the Russian right, which
opposed the division of Russia, and the Russian left, which opposed the
break-up of the "united" revolutionary front, mounted virulent attacks on
the Central Rada and its aspirations. Only the poles attempted to come to
an agreement with the Rada and the General Secretariat and to take advan-
tage of the law on the national-personal autonomy.43 Hence, the need for
concessions on the part of the Ukrainians.

In July the Rada was transformed from an ethnic representative
assembly in to a multi-ethnic territorial assembly by the inclusion of a num-
ber of minority members proportionate to their population. These delegates,
however, had little allegiance to the Rada or to the Ukrainian movement.
According to Volodymyr Vynnychenko, the head of the General Sec-
retariat, the minorities attempted "to obtain more seats for themselves in
the Rada and in the Secretariat (than representative proportionality
allowed), raised various... ideological demands, the goals of which were all
the same: to limit the legal authority of the Rada and the General Sec-
retariat and to make us more dependent on Petrograd."46

Non-Ukrainian opposition to the Ukrainian national movement and its
aspirations exemplifies the .most important problem in the struggle for
majority rule in multi-ethnic societies, especially in societies where the
minorities possess a disproportionate share of the country's political and
socio-economic resources. According to Inis L. Claude, Jr., "Majority rule
works only when the minority has such confidence in the ultimate
reasonableness of the majority and minority interets that it can afford to
respect the right of the majority to rule without undo obstruction."47 As
shown above, this trust and common pool of interests between the
Ukrainians and the non-Ukrainians hardly existed.

There was yet another aspect of the Rada's support for the law on
national-personal autonomy. The ethnic differences between the cities and
the countryside, the antagonism of the national minorities, and the vestiges
of the tsarist past had retarded the emergence of a sociologically complete
Ukrainian nation and a strong national movement. The peasant masses—
the potential backbone of the Ukrainian movement—were, for the most
part, illiterate, uneducated, undisciplined, and not completely nationally
conscious; therefore, they were incapable of running the new state adminis-
tration. It was one thing for the Rada to claim jurisdiction over the Ukrai-
nian provinces, but it was another to create a state apparatus and to provide
the necessary bureaucrats.

The Rada did not merely have to transform the old tsarist bureaucratic
machinery into Ukrainian-Controlled organs or merely replace one set of
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Ukrainian Nationalism and the 1918 Law 37

cadres with another. They had to begin anew, possessing no armed forces
capable of enforcing the Rada's decisions. The military, the police, and the
bureaucracy of the old regime, the non-Ukrainian minorities, and the all-
Russian-oriented Soviets hampered the efforts of the Rada to establish the
necessary institutions for the new autonomous order. Like the Bolshevik
and anti-Bolshevik parties, the Rada needed individuals to staff these
organs, although for historical reasons, the latter's needs were more des-
perate. Vynnychenko best expressed the Rada's dilemma:

Where are the forces which would constitute these organs... ?Well,there is a need
for thousands of experienced, educated, and nationally-conscious people in order to
fill all the governmental positions and all the institutions, beginning with the minis-
ters and ending up with the secretaries in the offices. Where are these people?
Where could they be found, when we did not have our own schools and when we
had no possibility of having our own mass intelligentsia from which we could select
these experienced, educated, and nationally conscious people. Well, there are pro-
bably enough for the ministers, but after that? [We need] directors, heads of
bureaus, commissars, and tens of thousands of public servants—where shall we find
them? And by what means shall we pay them?48

During the revolutionary fervor of the spring, the leaders of the Ukrai-
nian movement naively believed that they would attract the necessary
bureaucratic cadres from the assimilated Ukrainian intelligentsia: "Our
Russified intelligentsia will join us. We will rouse them, shame them, sen-
sitize them, inspire them and draw them to work [with us]."49 But in the
course of 1917 this anticipated support did not emerge. As a result, the
Rada's bureaucracy consisted of only a small group of political emigres
from Galicia and politically inexperienced journalists, teachers, and
laywers.50 Historical factors had compelled the Ukrainian movement to
engage in both nation-building and state-building at the same time. Since it
had at its disposal only a small number of individuals qualified for both
activities, it sought to emphasize only one—nation-building—and to draw
the non-Ukrainians into the state apparatus.

In the spring of 1917 Hrushevs'kyi stated that these minority bureauc-
rats should recognize the rights and the needs of the Ukrainian population
as well as those of the non-Ukrainians. As more non-Ukrainians sym-
pathetic to the Ukrainian goals joined or remained in the apparatus, "the
work of the Ukrainians would become easier and this is why they [the
Ukrainians] can only welcome them [the non-Ukrainians]..."51

Reiterating his opposition to Ukrainian chauvinism and intolerance,
Hrushevs'kyi emphasized the pragmatic reason for caution:

All manifestations of Ukrainian chauvinism, exclusiveness, and intolerance against
other nationalities are disturbing and undesirable in any circumstance whatsoever.
Now, in today's situation, when so much tact and deliberation, understanding and
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solidarity are needed for the attainment of the great goal (the autonomy of the
Ukraine), these manifestations are completely inappropriate. They should be
recognised as national crimes and should be fought with all determination."

The claims to the urban centers and the desire to attract non-Ukrainian
cadres also contributed to the Ukrainian deference to the minorities. This
deference was an integral, if not primary, part of the Ukrainian struggle for
political legitimacy among the non-Ukrainians. Without negotiating with
the minorities, the Central Rada would remain weak and ineffectual. How
could the movement claim an entire territory yet exclude its cities and the
majority of its urban population from its jurisdiction? How powerful could
this movement be if it could not adequately staff its own administrative cen-
ters and institutions? Was the Ukrainian movement doomed to remain a
peasant movement? The Rada's leaders undoubtedly asked themselves
these questions during their political tenure. Thus, without the cooperation
of the non-Ukrainian minorities, the Rada, while theoretically representing
approximately eighty percent of the total population of the Ukraine,
possessed only a tenuous claim to the actual jurisdiction over the
territory.

In the period of the Provisional Government, many Ukrainian leaders
recognized the necessity of coming to an agreement with the minorities in
order to achive complete political legitimacy:

Without them... we could not consider ourselves the-authority over the entire pop-
ulation of Ukraine; without them, we could not have the suitable trust of the urban
population;without them we could never have the confirmation of our government
by the Provisional Government, and without this, we could not have the subsequent
financial subsidy, without which no administration could have successfully conduc-
ted [its policy], whatever moral trust it possessed."

In the period between the Bolshevik overthrow of the Provisional
Government and the proclamation of the Fourth Universal, the need for
this symbiotic relationship became more critical, because the local organs
of the Provisional Government and the city Soviets actively competed for
the support of the non-Ukrainian minorities. With the coming of Ukrainian
independence, a common pool of interests between the Ukrainians and the
minorities needed to be established. Therefore, the law on national-personal
autonomy was enacted in order to overcome the ethnic tensions between
the cities and the countryside, the antagonism of the minorities, and the
weakness of the Ukrainian national movement by politically legitimizing the
Rada's claim to the entire Ukrainian ethnographic territory.

The foregoing analysis indicates that both theoretical and pragmatic con-
siderations contributed to the promulgation of the law. Although Bauer and

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
A

ri
zo

na
] 

at
 0

6:
59

 2
5 

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

12
 



Ukrainian Nationalism and the 1918 Law 39

Renner formulated the organizational structure of the concept of national-
personal autonomy, the moral and political antecedents of the Ukrainian
law arose in the nineteenth century. Before the spring of 1917 the Ukrai-
nian movement's leadership sought broad autonomy for the ethnic Ukrai-
nian territory with equal rights for all minorities. For them, these were
complementary concepts, and they naively believed that the minorities
could be won over. They were surprised by the latter's less than enthusias-
tic response.

As of July 1917, pragmatic considerations began to dominate Ukrai-
nian/non-Ukrainian relations. The Rada now claimed not only the right to
represent all Ukrainians but also all the inhabitants of the Ukrainian ethnic
areas. To present itself as a legitimate territorial government the Rada had
to broaden its program, include representatives from the minorities, and
define precisely their rights. While these actions were consistent with the
moral and theoretical foundations of the Ukrainian national movement,
they were also a response to the events of 1917 and 1918. Because of the
sharp ethnic differences between the cities and the countryside and the
legacy of the tsarist past, the Ukrainian movement was weak and unable to
attract the majority of the urban population and the bureaucratic cadres.
Thus, the Rada's action sought to achieve political legitimacy, gain the
allegiance of the minorities, and perhaps supplement the small number of
qualified Ukrainian cadres. By themselves, laws guaranteeing the rights of
minority language use were insufficient. More extensive measures, such as
the law on national-personal autonomy, were necessary to attract, if not
merely to neutralize, them. With the enactment of the law, the Rada sought
to assure non-Ukrainians that the independent Ukrainian state would
guarantee and protect their rights and represent their interests.

But these laws and resolutions were the products of a small group of
intellectuals in Kiev who had little control of events outside (and, most of
the time, even inside) the city limits. Politically inexperienced, they
generally perceived reality in terms of theoretical concepts and categories,
naively believing that they "could regulate the life of the country by means
of proclamations, resolutions, and declarations."54

By the end of 1917, however, they could not implement these appeals.
During the period between the March Revolution and the Fourth Universal,
they gradually lost their public support and, by the beginning of January
1918, were almost politically impotent. The Rada competed not only with
the organs of the Provisional Government and the local Soviets but with an
even more competent enemy—anarchy. Perceiving the breakdown of all
authority, the peasants and the demobilized soldiers (who had been
peasants prior to the war) began to satisfy their land hunger and to express
their frustration over their inferior socio-economic position by expropriating
the land and participating in pogroms against local Jews. Despite the pleas
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of Vynnychenko and Symon Petliura," the Minister for Military Affairs, lit-
tle could be done to curb these excesses. By the winter of 1917-18, most of
the Rada's military forces had disappeared.

Despite the Rada's inability to implement it, the attempted realization
of the Ukrainian law on national-personal autonomy was a radical depar-
ture from Russian and East European political traditions, which for the
most part nurtured ethnocentricity and intolerance. The law was the result
of the cooperation of a small number of intellectuals, Ukrainians and non-
Ukrainians, who aspired to overcome the biases and prejudices of the
majority of the Ukrainian peasantry and the majority of the non-Ukrainian
urban population. Its moral and theoretical antecedents, which developed in
the nineteenth century, and its pragmatic character, born in the course of
the revolutionary events of 1917, were complementary and reinforcing. The
evolution of the law in 1917 and 1918 was not only a sincere attempt to
come to an understanding with the non-Ukrainian minorities, but also an
integral part of the Ukrainian movement's search for legitimacy in an
environment lacking a tradition of law and democratic institutions.
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