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Pogroms, mob violence and genocide
in western Ukraine, summer 1941:
varied histories, explanations and
comparisons

WENDY LOWER

In this essay, the author presents new research, as well as surveys existing interpretations, of
the history of pogroms in Ukraine during the Holocaust. Focusing on western Ukraine during
summer 1941, the author determines that across the region Jews were the primary targets of
attacks, but the politics and dynamic of the mob violence and among the occupation forces
varied from place to place. Besides the powerful, antisemitic charge of Judeo-Bolshevism,
the author explores other political, social, psychological and ideological causes of the
violence. She stresses the cross section of society represented among the pogromists, and
the role of nationalist insurgents and German occupation officials. The author traces
the relationship between the German-led mass shootings and the pogroms, and argues that
distinctions made between mob violence and genocide usually fail to account for the
changing interaction of the two phenomena. The overlapping, escalating history of
the two is especially evident in western Volhynia where, unlike in neighbouring Galicia,
the number of Jews killed in mass shootings exceeded those killed in pogroms. Thus
by the end of September 1941, in the eastern capital of Kiev, there was no large pogrom
comparable to the ‘Petliura Days’, in L’viv, instead there was Babi Yar.

Introduction

For the past 15 years, research on the Holocaust has focused in large part on the
Nazi-occupied territories of the former Soviet Union—facilitated by the collapse
of the Union and access to the regional archives in the newly independent states,
and driven by new questions about the forms of mass violence outside of the
killing centres such as Auschwitz. Besides changing our understanding of the
centre and periphery of the Nazi empire in Europe, this research shift has also dee-
pened our understanding of the dynamics of state organized and mob violence.
The entire discussion of collaboration has been broadened by social historical
research at the regional and micro levels, epitomized by Jan Gross’s work,
Neighbors, which reignited the debate on Jewish–Polish relations.1 Whereas
earlier work almost exclusively characterized the perpetrators as Nazis or
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Germans, now one asks, in reference to Jedwabne, did the Germans need to be
present, and are they entirely to blame for the Holocaust?2

Of course the ‘Final Solution’ was a Nazi-imposed and sinisterly managed
policy of genocide.3 But its most violent aspects occurred in Eastern Europe, in
the open, and involved the indigenous populations. Thus events that comprise
‘the Holocaust’ represent an intersection of German history and the varied local
and regional histories of Europe. Such a statement is not meant to trigger accusa-
tions of collaboration or minimize the role of Nazi Germany; it is intended, rather,
to shed light on the fact that the collective, sustained killing of an entire group by
another is very much a social phenomenon. This article’s question is whether acts
of collective violence like the Jedwabne massacre occurred in a similar manner in
western Ukraine and elsewhere, and, if so, how and why.4

Beyond the small town of Jedwabne, in a swathe of territory that comprised the
borderlands of the Nazi and Soviet empires, anti-Jewish violence formed a distinct
pattern. In the interwar Polish, Romanian and Baltic territories under Soviet
control and subjected to NKVD deportations and massacres in 1940 and 1941,
pogroms became a common feature of the first days and months of the Nazi ‘lib-
eration’ in the summer of 1941. The role of the Germans and other Axis forces
(Hungarians, Slovakians, Romanians) in inciting the violence varied from place
to place. Western Ukraine saw some of the worst cases, not only in the region’s
capital of L’viv, but also across the villages and towns extending eastward and
southward. What details of, and explanations for, this violence have emerged in
recent research? Did certain situational factors or an interethnic dynamic cause
or aggravate tensions that led to massacres? Once the Red Army left, did local
populations attack Jews before the Germans had arrived? Did the recent history
of Sovietization and the longer history of pogroms in Ukraine influence events
in the summer of 1941? What do the pogroms in western Ukraine reveal about
the history of mob violence and genocide elsewhere? These questions are explored
here in two parts. First, drawing from recent research, diverse examples of
pogroms in western Ukraine are presented.5 This empirical survey is followed
by a comparative analysis that considers the various, cross-disciplinary expla-
nations for mob violence during the Holocaust in Eastern Europe.

The pogroms in western Ukraine represented a continuity and break in the
region’s history of warfare, occupation, interethnic conflicts and antisemitic vio-
lence. Rather than argue that the occurrence of pogroms in 1941 illustrates an
ethnic or national case of genocidal complicity, this essay stresses the regional dis-
tinctiveness of anti-Jewish actions that were perpetrated by men and women of
various class, ethnic and religious backgrounds in western Ukraine. Ukrainians,
the majority population in the region, comprised the largest number of civilian
participants in the pogroms, but were often encouraged by Germans, and in
some cases were joined by Hungarians and Poles. Furthermore, interpretations
of the pogroms of 1941 are often skewed by what followed—the larger, systematic
operations such as mass shootings or the deportations to killing centres such as
Belzec. Pogromists and genocidaires, private persons and state officials, worked
hand in hand and independently, and with different short-term and long-term
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motives and goals. Recent interpretations that stress the importance of an imperial
centre-periphery dynamic within the German administration of the ‘Final Sol-
ution’, must also integrate the significant influence of non-Germans in shaping
Nazi decisions and the regional variations of Holocaust history in Ukraine,
especially during the critical months of 1941.

Galicia

The Germans arrived in the small eastern Galician town of Peremyshliany, forty
kilometres southeast of L’viv, on 1 July 1941. During the Soviet occupation (late
September 1939 to late June 1941), the Jewish population had doubled, reaching
6,000, causing a strain on local resources and housing that was mostly borne by
the local Jews. There was a Jewish school in Peremyshliany, but the Soviets shut
it down in 1940. Most Jews in the area were educated and lived in the town; they
were prime recruits for the Soviet administration. The communist ideology was
also intellectually appealing, more than the radical nationalist movements with
their antisemitic platforms.6 During the interwar period, there was a high rate of
assimilation among Jews who for instance attended the Polish gymnasium and
intermarried. But during the Soviet occupation, Jews were more visible than
before in town, because the Soviet government gave them unprecedented opportu-
nities to work in government positions that they could not occupy during the Second
Polish Republic. Meanwhile Poles as an ethnic group, the intelligentsia deemed
anti-communist, and wealthier individuals were targeted in arrests, many were
deported and some killed. Except for those associated with the Ukrainian nationalist
and émigré organizations, the status of Ukrainians in general increased.7

Three days after the Germans arrived in Peremyshliany, according to postwar
Jewish survivor testimony, a ‘Ukrainian mob’ lashed out at the leadership of
the Jewish community. The Belzer Rebbe (the head of a historic Hasidic
dynasty), who had sought refuge in Peremyshliany from Nazi-occupied Poland,
barely escaped. His son was not so lucky, and was thrown into the burning syna-
gogue. Across the street from the burning synagogue the revered Ukrainian Greek
Catholic priest, Omeljan Kovch, observed these events with disgust. Months later
he rescued Jews, which led to his arrest and execution.8 The pogromists destroyed
and plundered many Jewish homes. German military authorities summoned the
male Jewish heads of each household, and when the Jewish men did not come
forward to be registered, local thugs (those not in uniform with sticks and other
makeshift weapons) seized the women and brought them to the local prison
where they were brutalized by Ukrainian militia. Survivor accounts concur that
acts of local anti-Jewish violence began just after the Germans arrived. Lucy
Gross Raubvogel wrote her account of the experience just after the war:

Our large synagogue and all of its annexes were burnt. The flames were rising up high,
parched window frames and benches on which our grandfathers, fathers, and brothers
used to sit now crackled. Fire turned into an awesome element. A throng of peasants gathered
around the fire with their sacks ready to plunder, a mass of devoted Christians with their
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children, along with the Germans who recorded this overwhelming sight on the film. The
wind carried sparks from one building to another, the fire crackled and soared into the sky
mercilessly, and the bones of the first victims crunched. An enthused mob of shrieking pea-
sants, just like locusts, pounced on everything that belonged to the Jews. They plundered,
stole, and in some incredible ecstasy they destroyed within minutes what had sometimes sur-
vived the generations.9

Jacob Litman, a refugee from Nazi-occupied Poland residing in Peremyshliany,
recalled:

. . . as soon as the Germans came in they burned the synagogue and threw Jews into the fire of
the synagogue, especially the religious Jews, who had been picked up off the streets by virtue
of their looks and beards. There was a big Hasidic population in Przemyslany before the war
. . . The Russians had not bothered them much during the previous two years, they kept to
themselves. Germans lashed out at them first.10

Litman described the atrocities committed by Germans and Ukrainians includ-
ing his own suffering at the hands of two Ukrainian militia men who pulled him
out of a bread line, threw him in the basement of the prison and beat him twice
daily for about four weeks. He was wrongly accused with the murder of the
Trofimayak brothers who were ‘Ukrainian nationalists whom the Soviet security
police killed in cold blood just before the German invasion.’11

A diarist named Samuel Golfard, who witnessed events in Peremyshliany,
wrote during the war:

The participation of Ukrainians in the murder of hundreds of thousands of Jews is beyond
any dispute . . . At the German invasion, they themselves initiated terrible massacres in com-
parison to which even the cruelty of the Germans seemed pallid. It is a fact that the Germans
took pictures of Jews being hurled into the flames of burning houses. In Przemyslany the per-
petrators of this were the Ukrainians. Had they been allowed, they would even today cut
down the entire ghetto in their passion for plunder.12

These Jewish sources are essential eyewitness accounts that establish the occur-
rence of the crimes perpetrated by neighbours. But each testimony contains its
own bias. The victims were thrust into horrible circumstances that hardly
allowed them to establish the diverse motives of their tormentors. Lucy Raubvogel
stressed the greed and rage of peasants bent on plundering and destroying Jewish
property. Litman explained that he had been accused of causing the deaths of
Ukrainian nationalists, thereby attributing the cause of the violence to political
vengeance. Golfard stressed that Ukrainians were often the initiators and more
excessive in their cruelties and plundering than the Germans. In his diary,
Golfard is critical of all who participated in the Holocaust, especially the
Jewish police, while presenting a favourable portrait of the Poles who helped
him. Golfard was an intellectual from Radom, a Polish patriot who was not
especially sympathetic toward the plight of the Ukrainian peasant, and after
what he saw and experienced in Peremyshliany, he had little reason to change
his attitude. In this source and others cited above, the interaction between the
German occupiers and Ukrainian pogromists is unclear.
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A few months after this synagogue burning, a German security detachment and
gendarmerie unit organized a mass shooting of 500 Jewish men at the edge of
town in the Brzezina (birch tree) forest on 5 November 1941. Ukrainian militia
assisted in the identification and arrest of Jewish men. The militia guarded the per-
imeter of the mass shooting site.13 Ghettoization, forced labour and waves of mass
shootings followed in 1942 until the last Jews of Peremyshliany and the surround-
ing villages were killed in the summer of 1943. Some Jews who had managed to
escape to the forests were killed in the Ukrainian–Polish civil war and Soviet–
German partisan warfare that engulfed the area in spring 1944. Ukrainians
supporting the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) and wishing to ‘ethnically
cleanse’ western Ukraine suspected that Jews in the forest had allied with
enemy Poles or the Soviets; Poles in the Home Army distrusted Jews as
pro-Soviet, while many Soviet partisans viewed the Jewish survivors as potential
traitors to the homeland who had been tainted by the German occupation.14

Peremyshliany was one of at least fifty-eight Jewish communities struck by
pogroms in summer 1941. Historian Dieter Pohl estimates that in other parts of
eastern Galicia more than 12,000 Jews died in pogroms, the largest occurring in
the city of L’viv, where approximately 3,000 to 4,000 Jews were brutally mur-
dered between 30 June and 25 July 1941.15 As was the case in nearby Stanyslaviv
(Ivano-Frankivsk), Zolochiv, Drohobych, Buchach and Ternopil’, in L’viv the
Jews were blamed for the Soviets’ mass murder of Ukrainian prisoners and
others whose mutilated remains were found in NKVD jails.16 Some of these
towns had a recent history of pogroms that occurred in connection with the retreat-
ing Russian army (under the tsar) in 1915 and 1916, suggesting that this territory’s
history of warfare, occupation and its geopolitical location as a multiethnic bor-
derland might have contributed to the more extreme violence in 1941.17

However such violence was not a constant in these borderlands, but was rather
ignited by a specific crisis. In fact most of the pogroms after the First World
War (1918–21) occurred outside this region in the area of the former Pale of
Settlement, the city of L’viv being a prominent exception.18 The pattern of
pogroms that occurred in western Ukraine during summer 1941 is clearer than
the First World War. More documentation has emerged and the direct causes
are ascertainable. The Soviets pursued a policy of mass murder of Ukrainian pol-
itical prisoners during the retreat. The new German occupiers and their Ukrainian
allies in the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists were both determined to clear
Ukraine of Jews who were branded Bolsheviks, and to this end organized antise-
mitic ‘retaliation’ campaigns.19 The fact that Jews, Russians and Poles were also
victims of NKVD atrocities in Galicia and Volhynia was conveniently suppressed.
Instead all the evils associated with Bolshevism were projected on the Jews as an
inferior race and threatening other.20 Typically, Jewish men were forced to
exhume bodies of prisoners killed by the Soviets; in some cases, they had to
wash the corpses and dig the graves to prepare for a religious burial. While the
Jews carried out these gruesome tasks, the local population was allowed to vent
their rage about the despised Soviet system, beating Jews with clubs, rods and
other blunt instruments.21
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In Boryslav, a survivor, Anna Dichter, explained that the Germans arrived on 1 July
1941, and the pogrom started on 3 July: ‘My father and I were forced to wash the
bodies of prisoners slain by the NKVD. My father had to stay overnight in the
prison; Ukrainians burned his body with sulphuric acid and ended up killing 400
Jews in those days. Killing them with sticks and stones, not with guns’.22 Another
survivor, Jozef Lipman, also from Boryslav, stated that, ‘the Germans gave the
Ukrainians a free hand to take revenge on the Jews . . . The Rusyns descended from
the mountains [the Carpathians] and started brutal massacres . . . using metal rods
and sticks with nails . . . our family was in hiding, neighbors saved us’.23 Forcing the
Jews to remove bodies from the prisons was not a practice limited to L’viv, but occurred
elsewhere, demonstrating a coordinated German–Ukrainian response. The popular
assaults with makeshift weapons manifest local initiative, the sort of intimacy of
violence, the neighbours attacking neighbours, which stands out in survivors’ retelling.

According to Philip Friedman, who was a survivor of the Holocaust in Galicia as
well as a pioneering historian, the involvement of Ukrainians cut across class, edu-
cational, generational and political lines. Individuals acted with different motives
and varying aims, which converged spontaneously or was cleverly harnessed by
German and Ukrainian leaders. News that actions against Jews would occur in
the towns prompted peasants to arrive in town with carts to load up the plunder.
Memory of rumours about pogroms in the First World War and before provided
onlookers and participants in 1941 with a precedent, a pattern of response.24 But
the stereotype of the rapacious Ukrainian peasant distorts the reality and obscures
culpability. In Delatyn, the pogrom was organized by the local music teacher,
Slawko Waszczuk, and in Stanyslaviv by Professor Lysiak from the local teachers’
seminary. In Dubno, a Jewish survivor identified his former Ukrainian colleagues
who took over the municipal administrator and organized a pogrom. In Ternopil’
the leaders of the violence were a Ukrainian pharmacist, a teacher and other
local elites. Ukrainian priests, judges and school inspectors petitioned to German
authorities to start anti-Jewish measures. Antisemitic propaganda entered into
the school curricula. In Zbarazh, ‘Ukrainian secondary-school students marched
singing through the streets, and on to the Jewish cemetery, where they destroyed
the tombstones’.25 Nor was the organization and implementation of the violence
strictly ‘men’s business’. Women were among the assailants and organizers, like
the daughter of a prominent attorney in Zolochiv. All sections of society partici-
pated in the pogroms: the educated and uneducated, the urban and rural, lower
and middle class, religious and secular, young and old.26

References to Ukrainian pogromists as a ‘mob’ are obviously imprecise. While
it is difficult to identify the individuals acting within a group, it is possible to trace
the participation of organized units such as members of the Ukrainian nationalist
movements. Recent research has documented the antisemitic platform of the
Ukrainian nationalist movement, and its history of anti-Jewish actions in
western Ukraine. Ukrainian nationalists (in both factions, loyal to Stepan
Bandera, OUN-B, and to Andriy Melnyk, OUN-M) were useful, expedient local
collaborators for securing the territory in the first chaotic months of the invasion.
German military intelligence and field offices relied on Ukrainian nationalist
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activists (pokhidni hrupy) who had joined them in the invasion, as well as local
Ukrainians who were sympathetic to the OUN and joined the local administration
as militia forces, leaders in self-help and other local governing committees.

Indeed, for many Ukrainian nationalists the pogroms in summer 1941 had some
historical legitimacy in the First World War and the interwar fate of the Ukrainian
independence leader Simon Petliura. In the agitational literature of the OUN, in
publications such as Surma (which the Polish government had banned), Ukrainian
writers asserted that the pogroms that occurred during the Ukrainian struggle
against Bolshevism (1918–21) were caused by the Jews themselves:

Jewish behaviour toward the Ukrainian population, their Russifying and Polonizing mission,
engendered the hatred of the Ukrainian population for the Jews and created the grounds for
the pogroms, against which the small Ukrainian army was helpless. Instead of engaging in
theatrical poses and shedding tears, the Jews and the defenders and supporters of Schwartz-
bard [Petliura’s 1926 assassin] should have beaten themselves on the chest and accepted part
of the responsibility for the pogroms. . .27

This is a classic defence logic in which agency and blame are projected onto the
actual victims, and the perpetrators appear as ‘helpless’. The mainstream Ukrai-
nian press was not much milder in promoting Petliura as a national martyr, and
his assassin Schwartzbard as a Jewish Bolshevik agent.28 The L’viv pogroms at
the end of July 1941, which were designated the ‘Petliura Days’, perpetuated
this cycle of revenge. Thus a Ukrainian perception that the nationalist struggle
was threatened by Bolshevik–Jewish agents was rooted in the failed bid for inde-
pendence in the First World War, and this political frustration and hostility grew
with the extension of Soviet communist rule westward in 1939–41. When German
and Ukrainian occupiers arrived in Galicia, they sought to restore order (or as the
Nazis saw it, impose a higher civilization), but they also unleashed anti-Jewish
fears and resentments that surfaced in several insidious forms.

In addition to demands for the purging Ukraine of ‘Jewish–Muscovite
elements’, one finds in the local antisemitic propaganda the traditional canards:
Jews were portrayed as Christ killers, foreign or Soviet agents, the source of epi-
demics and swindlers. All of these accusations were meant to elicit responses and
spur action, usually that of revenge, expiation or expected martyrdom. When the
Germans first arrived, some pious Ukrainians perceived the Germans as a
‘godsend’ because they allowed the restoration of the churches and religious
rituals. Religious antisemitism, which had been suppressed by the Soviet
regime, was allowed to resurface.29 In Jablonica, the village priest incited his par-
ishioners with a sermon in which he praised local Ukrainians for drowning the
Jews, and assured them that their deed would be ‘rewarded with paradise’.30 In
Korets’ (Volhynia), the Ukrainian nationalist Mitka Zavirukha led a pogrom in
August 1941 that was immediately followed by a German mass shooting of 350
Jewish men. He was seen running wildly through town announcing that he was
sent by God to punish the Jews and eliminate them from Ukraine.31 The ‘Bolshe-
vik-Jew’ appeared as a threat to the nation-state and Christianity, as an evil that
combined images of a conspiratorial minority (the Elders of Zion) with Satan.
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To resolve this apocalyptic crisis, Jews were supposed to suffer, to be sacrificed for
the ‘greater’, ‘legitimate’ good of the Christian majority. Though historian Saul
Friedländer’s notion of redemptive antisemitism focused on central and western
Europe, some key aspects of his theory are evident in eastern Europe as well, in par-
ticular the unusual combination of apocalyptic, conspiratorial worldviews voiced
by religious and secular antisemites. The redemptive took on various forms that
were operative in Ukraine as well as elsewhere in Eastern Europe, like Lithuania,
where a non-Jew arrested as a Soviet criminal in summer 1941 could be freed if he
could present evidence that he had killed a Jew, which was deemed an acceptable
demonstration of one’s loyalty to the Lithuanian nation.32 Historian Leonid Rein
found a similar pattern in Belorussia, where some collaborators explained that
they killed Jews ‘to prove their loyalty to the German authorities’.33 Peer pressure
was a factor here, but no less important was the criminal rite of passage and fana-
tical notion of sacrifice and suffering for the nation. Proving one’s anti-Bolshevik,
anti-Soviet convictions (i.e. national loyalty) was equated with taking the life of a
Jew. Political redemption or deliverance from the sin of Bolshevism meant the
human sacrifice of a Jew who embodied the secular evil of Bolshevism.34

Thus, one finds among the pogrom participants in western Ukraine—those who
organized, plundered, humiliated and in many extreme cases killed Jews—fanati-
cal nationalists, devout Christians, secular professionals, youth, elderly, civic
leaders and rural farmers. This cross-section of society contained ‘fringe’ criminal
elements or ruffians, thugs and rabble-rousers, but they were not the dominant
force in summer 1941, which is one of the more troubling and puzzling aspects
that has not been fully explored by scholars of Ukrainian studies.

Volhynia-Podolia and Polissia

A similar pattern of local anti-Jewish violence occurred in the neighbouring region
of Volhynia, which also had been occupied by the Red Army in September 1939
and had experienced the upheaval of rapid Sovietization until the Germans arrived
in summer 1941. Shmuel Spector’s foundational research on this region identified
twenty townlets where Ukrainian peasants murdered Jews and pillaged Jewish
property. The methods were reminiscent of practices during the 1918–21 riots,
in which locals wielded iron bars and boards spiked with nails. In a few cases
in 1941, entire towns were wiped out, in Jedwabne fashion, but more typical
were the ‘traditional’ beatings, raping and ransacking of Jewish homes,
accompanied by the killing of one or two persons.35 The exceptional case occurred
in Kremenets, where Ukrainian nationalists and their local helpers killed 300–500
Jews before a German Army commander intervened in response to a Jewish
appeal. According to Yehuda Bauer, the Ukrainians in Kremenets organized a
militia as soon as the Soviets left and began to persecute the Jews, denying
them a bread ration when there was a shortage. After the corpses of sixty Ukrai-
nians who were killed by the Soviets were discovered in the local jail, retaliation
against the Jews ensued in the form of rapes and murder, which was overseen by a
unit of Einsatzgruppe C. The massacre lasted three days. 36
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In July and August 1941, the Germans’ ‘Final Solution’ policy of mass murder
expanded to include Jewish women, and then children. Thus most of the 12,000
Jews killed in Volhynia in July were shot by German military and SS-police
forces, often in combination with pogroms.37 Shortly after the Wehrmacht
arrived in Lutsk they discovered the 2,800 dismembered corpses of former
inmates of the NKVD prison. According to the report of a local Einsatzgruppe
C commander, Ukrainians who survived the prison massacres reported to the
German occupiers that ‘the Jews had played a decisive part in the arrests and
shooting’. In the brief period after the Soviets left and before the Germans
arrived, massive looting of the shops and acts of arson occurred. The local
German military commander turned to the entire staff of the Einsatzkommando
unit for assistance in safeguarding supplies and restoring order. On 30 June
1941, a search for those responsible for the plundering and fires resulted in the
arrest and shooting of 300 Jews and twenty looters. A few days later, on 2 July,
the corpses of ten German soldiers were discovered. To retaliate for the
‘murder of the German soldiers and Ukrainians, 1160 Jews were shot by a
platoon of order policemen and a platoon of soldiers’.38 The Germans reported
that many Ukrainians were helpful in denouncing the Jews, and most were
uncontrollable looters, especially the Ukrainian militia who ‘mistreated’ the
local population of Jews and Poles. In Rivne (and Ternopil’ Galicia), the Ukrai-
nian militia murdered Polish families and behaved ‘in such a way that even the
Ukrainian peasants call them Bolshevik hordes’.39

From the German point of view, the local vigilantes, plunderers and political
activists had to be controlled and exploited. Yet coordinated interaction of local
German commanders and Ukrainian leaders was more the pattern than the excep-
tion in summer 1941. In the Volhynian town of Klevan’, German forces organized
a pogrom on the second day of the occupation. Ukrainian militia assisted by drag-
ging Jews from their homes, which were then ransacked by locals. The Jews were
brought to the main square, lined up in five rows and shot. Jewish corpses were
brought to mass graves, as well to the synagogue where they were burned.
Some 500–700 Jews were killed in these massacres.40 Historian Timothy
Snyder wrote about Klevan’ that ‘Ukrainians told the SS which homes were
Jewish, and that all of the Jews were communists. About 700 of the 2,500 Jews
of that shtetl were killed during the first days of the occupation, their bodies left
on the street to be eaten by dogs and swine for three days’.41

Documentation on Ukrainian nationalist involvement in the pogroms in Volhy-
nia-Polessia is scarce, in large part because the movement itself became fractured
and was forced underground in August and September 1941. The OUN was not
the only nationalist group that took over local administrations and participated
in pogroms. Supporters of Ukrainian rebel Taras Bulba-Borovets, the Polissian
Sich, carried out anti-Jewish actions along the Ukrainian–Belorussian
border in the Pripjet marshlands. According to Karel Berkhoff’s research, one
15-year-old-member of the Sich recalled: ‘we did everything they asked. I went
everywhere, rode everywhere, fought and shot Jews who had treated me badly’.
The Sich had its own newspaper, in which it announced at the end of 1941, ‘now
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the parasitical Jewish nation had been destroyed’.42 Researcher Jared McBride also
documented Sich pogroms north of Zhytomyr at Olevs’k. In that case, the robbing,
torture and killing of Jews was done with no German involvement.43

As a deliberate strategy, the OUN-B infiltrated the local Ukrainian militia in
western Ukraine, and in many towns and villages the militia became a paramilitary
force of the OUN-B. The force sought to destroy all threats to Ukrainian national
sovereignty, including the murder of old elites, communists and Jews in pogrom-
style massacres.44 For example, in the Podolian towns of Bar and Shpykiv, the
Ukrainian militiamen attached to OUN-B, who wore the nationalist symbol of
the trident on their sleeves, initiated the first anti-Jewish measures by ordering
that ‘all Jews over seven years of age must wear the white star’.45

The pattern of anti-Jewish measures and violence that is discernable in western
Ukraine was largely the result of the movement and distribution of German as well
as Ukrainian occupation agents. Ukrainian nationalists in the OUN-B, many of
whom had witnessed or heard about the largest pogrom in L’viv, continued to
move eastwards with the German Army, and repeated the actions on a smaller
scale in the villages. A local activist with the OUN-B Gindalo Kovalchyk in Roha-
chiv (south of Novhorod Volynsk) explained that in late July or early August
1941, two Ukrainians who were members of Bandera’s movement arrived from
eastern Poland, and immediately called a meeting in his village. They were
there to organize the militia and register supporters. At the meeting, one local
man declared that the German Army had liberated Ukraine from Bolshevism,
and it was time to seek revenge upon the Jews for Soviet crimes. There were a
few hundred Jews living in Rohachiv on the eve of the Nazi invasion. They did
not survive the occupation. It is unknown if a pogrom occurred before the
Germans arrived or in the wake of this OUN-B meeting.46 A diarist who was
an OUN-B member in the Nachtigall Battalion travelled from L’viv to Vinnytsia,
and noted: ‘During our march, we saw with our own eyes the victims of the
Jewish–Bolshevik terror, which strengthened our hatred of the Jews, and so,
after that, we shot all the Jews we encountered in 2 villages’.47

Documentation of Ukrainian militia and nationalist forces who shot Jews inde-
pendently of the Germans reveals the antisemitic logic prevalent in western
Ukraine during summer 1941. This was traditional scapegoating taken to a new
level. The horrors of the Soviet regime were not exaggerated, but the role of
the Jews in the regime was. The fury of the local population melded with the
fascist programme of the occupiers. The fact that Jews were among those mas-
sacred in NKVD prisons was not mentioned in German or Ukrainian reports.
Ukrainian nationalists in the OUN-B and OUN-M espoused an anti-Jewish politi-
cal programme, a Ukraine for Ukrainians, and saw their independence struggle as
a battle to remove Bolshevik, Muscovite (Russian), Jewish and Polish threats from
Ukraine. The extremely antisemitic agendas of the Germans and Ukrainians,
coming on the heels of the brutal Soviet occupation distinguished this period of
warfare and occupation from the First World War when pogroms occurred but
on a smaller scale, and in the lands of the former Russian Pale of Settlement,
less so in Austro-Hungarian Galicia.
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The coincidence of pogroms and mass shootings that reached genocidal pro-
portions suggests several developments. The pogroms were part of a Nazi strategy,
a deliberate attempt to expand the killing of Jews with the help of local antisemites
and Ukrainian nationalists. The pogroms were also both a cause and outcome of
radicalization that occurred within German circles as well as between German
and indigenous agents on the ground. The expansion of the killing as systematic
mass shootings also meant that the sites of murder were moved from the centre
of towns to the outskirts where the landscape of rivers, forests and ravines
served other more practical needs (secure gathering points, embankments to
absorb bullets and depressed terrain to serve as mass graves). The first weeks of
antisemitic mob violence as public spectacles of revenge, triumph and consolida-
tion of power was supplanted by genocide. This escalating overlapping history of
mass violence is especially evident in western Volhynia where unlike in neighbor-
ing Galicia, the number of Jews killed by mass shootings exceeded those killed in
pogroms.48 Thus by the end of September 1941, in the eastern capital of Kiev,
there were no pogroms comparable to the ‘Petliura Days’, instead there was
Babi Yar.

The increase in mass shootings and decrease in pogroms was mainly due to Nazi
decisions to destroy Soviet Jewry and, to that end, expand the presence and power
of the SS-police forces in occupied Ukraine. At the end of July, Reich Leader of the
SS and Chief of the German Police Heinrich Himmler’s right-hand man in Ukraine,
Higher SS and Police Leader Friedrich Jeckeln, expanded the mass shooting
actions from Jewish male adults to Jewish men and women, ordering the First
SS Brigade to kill all Soviet agents in Novohrad Volynsk, specifying as well that
the available Ukrainian militia should be on hand to help. They massacred
1,658, among them 800 Jewish men and women who were shot under Jeckeln’s
direct supervision by the banks of the Zluch River.49 In Berdychiv, no German
evidence has emerged that describes pogroms occurring prior to the Germans’
arrival. The German military commander and units of Einsatzgruppe C initiated
the first attacks against the Jewish elders. When Jeckeln’s forces arrived in
August, more systematic measures began, including ghettoization followed by
mass shootings, with the worst massacres on 15–16 September. It seems that no
ruse or pretext was used in the destruction of Berdychiv’s Jews.

In Zhytomyr as in Kiev, the Jews were blamed in the German-controlled Ukrai-
nian language newspapers for destruction in the town. In both cases, the military
commander demanded retaliation, and Jews were marched through town before
being shot. One of the common antisemitic claims in these parts was that the
‘Jewish’ NKVD carried out the forced collectivization and imposed the famine
of 1932–33. Also, if any Jewish persons could be found with a record in the
Soviet government, they were publicly accused and tried for Stalin’s crimes:
that is, blamed for Soviet atrocities. Even without a paper trail to associate Jews
with the Soviet government, denunciations flooded German offices; a secret
police official in Kiev commented that his wastebasket was overflowing with
denunciations that implicated Jews with the crimes of the Soviet government or
that identified locals as ethnically Jewish.50

GENOCIDE IN WESTERN UKRAINE

227

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Fl
or

id
a 

St
at

e 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
1:

18
 2

3 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
14

 



Nazi German forces sought out Volksdeutschen (ethnic Germans, hereafter
Volksdeutsche) to install as the new privileged elite. With their sudden power,
the Volksdeutsche also played a leading local role in the perpetration of anti-
Jewish violence. German officials, who were supposed to be ‘rescuing’ their
ethnic brethren and placing them in key administrative positions, found that the
Jews offered a convenient scapegoat for the sad state of the Volksdeutsche
who had suffered under Stalinism.51 Again, the fact that Jewish members of
the Communist Party and NKVD were themselves targets of the purges or that
Zionists and other Jews were found among the tortured victims in the NKVD
prisons was suppressed or escaped their prejudiced thinking.52

The clearest case of local collaboration in the Holocaust in this region, and else-
where in Soviet Ukraine, is documented in the Nazi recruitment of Ukrainians and
Volksdeutsche to the SS and police units that initiated or were ordered to carry out
anti-Jewish measures and massacres. German leaders found a sufficient number of
Ukrainian volunteers to implement the various measures and tasks associated with
the ‘Final Solution’, but they observed that pogroms were not widespread in the
Zhytomyr region, to the disappointment of SS officials. An Einsatzgruppe C
report from August and early September 1941 revealed, ‘Almost nowhere could
the population be induced to take active steps against the Jews’. These regions
had experienced a longer history of Soviet rule. In the Soviet Union, interethnic
tensions including antisemitism were officially suppressed, with the claim that
all nationalities lived in friendship under communism. The public use of the dero-
gatory word, ‘zhid’, or ‘zhyd’, was met with penalties and months in prison. The
racist ideology (not term) of Judeo-Bolshevism was introduced by the Germans,
and found fertile ground across Ukraine, but in summer 1941 it was not strong
enough in central Ukraine to incite pogroms. Furthermore, as local Ukrainians
witnessed the mass shootings and came to realize the full genocidal force of
Nazi rulers, most became fearful and expressed ambivalence, fewer displayed
their satisfaction.53

To involve the local population in the anti-Jewish campaigns, the Germans
forced the Jews to march through town. This was a common practice across
Europe whereby the expulsion of the Jews was turned into a public parade.
Unlike the deportations in the Reich, however, the Jews in Ukraine were led to
the edge of town, often so close to peasant huts, collective farms, orchards and
grazing fields that the massacres were seen and heard by local residents.54

Although, according to German reports, the number of pogroms decreased as
the Wehrmacht advanced eastward, survivor testimony reveals that some did
occur, particularly in the smaller localities where the Germans were not present
or did not bother to report the event. This is unclear because the pogrom cannot
be corroborated by a German report, and there were no Jewish survivors. In a
village near Chudniv, the Jewish survivor Galina Pekerman recalled the outbreak
of a pogrom after the Germans arrived at the end of July. The action was clearly
organized by the German occupiers and local Ukrainians and targeted one
segment of the population. The Germans recruited local Ukrainian militia to mas-
sacre the Jewish children in the village; this massacre was followed by mass
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shootings carried out by the Germans and Ukrainians at the local park (where 800
were killed). A division of labour in the killing was evident here.

A similar event occurred in Radomyshl, just north of Zhytomyr, where Ukrai-
nian militiamen were employed to kill the children. In the case of Miropol’, the
postwar testimony of survivor Liudmila Blekhman and the wartime report of an
OUN-B unit concur that the Ukrainian militia carried out the mass shootings.
More shocking to Blekhman than the behaviour of the drunken militia was the reac-
tion of her neighbours. As she recalled, when the Jews had been gathered, the
Jewish men ‘decided to break through the police cordon and let people escape
from the main square’. The stunned militia was thrown into disarray, and many
Jews, including Blekhman, were able to escape, though few found refuge in Ukrai-
nian homes. Blekhman heard a Ukrainian peasant woman yelling from her window,
‘Mr Policeman, a Jewish kid ran into my house. I saw him!’ One could also hear
comments about the plunder, exclamations about finding a nice coat or a good
Singer sewing machine. As the Jews were reassembled at the square, they were
forced to walk through a cordon of locals, who tried to grab their bags and threw
rocks at them. According to an observer from the OUN-B, all the Jews of
Miropol’ were shot on 9 September 1941. Descriptions of the excessive alcohol
consumption within the militia also appeared in these OUN-B reports.55

Nazi leaders (among them Reich Security Main Office Chief Reinhard Hey-
drich and Nazi ideologue and Minister of the Occupied Eastern Territories
Alfred Rosenberg) advised their subordinates in the police and civilian agencies
to allow and even incite pogroms, but Nazi leaders also were concerned about
creating an uncontrollable, chaotic situation.56 Such a situation might even play
into the hands of Ukrainian nationalists who, according to the OUN-B’s prewar
guidelines, deliberately took advantage of the unrest by advising their local
agents, ‘at a time of chaos and confusion, liquidation of undesirable Polish,
Muscovite, and Jewish activists is permitted, especially supporters of Bolshe-
vik–Muscovite imperialism’.57

Southern Ukraine: the Black Sea Region

Though Jews as victims of violence was a constant across the borderlands, the
politics and interethnic dynamic of the mob violence and among the occupying
forces varied from region to region. Around the Black Sea of Ukraine in particular,
Romanian–German imperial projects to ‘cleanse’ the territory of unwanted min-
orities and ‘solve’ the Jewish Question overlapped. Romanians, Germans, Volks-
deutsche and Ukrainians engaged in acts of collective violence against ‘their’
Jewish neighbours. Here, where the Roma minority resided in larger numbers,
the Germans also targeted and killed this population along with the Jews. For
example, between the Bug and Dniester Rivers, Einsatzgruppe D commanders
actively recruited ethnic Germans into the Sipo-SD to assist in the mass murder
of the Jews and other so-called undesirables and security threats. In the historic
ethnic German settlement at Landau, about fifty kilometres northwest of Nikolaev,
Himmler’s agents in charge of race and resettlement matters coordinated
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cleansing actions with the Romanian occupation government. The settlements
contained ethnic German policemen (Selbstschutz) who, with little prodding,
began targeting the Jews and Roma for exploitation as forced labourers and for
killing. At the colony of Schoenfeld, the inhabitants formed vigilante bands,
chased down the Roma, and burned them in the barns on their farms.58

In terms of the societal aspects of anti-Jewish violence in 1941, events in
Odessa were perhaps more significant than those in Kiev. In October 1941, an esti-
mated 25,000–30,000 were shot, hanged and burned in Odessa, a city with one of
the largest urban populations of Jews in Eastern Europe after Warsaw and Buda-
pest.59 Such a high death toll clearly was the result of a highly organized series of
massacres. The killings were ordered by General Ion Antonescu himself, who
demanded (in Order no. 302.826) ‘immediate retaliatory action, including the
liquidation of 18,000 Jews in the ghettos and the hanging in the town squares
of at least 100 Jews for every regimental sector’.60 This order was issued after
an explosion in Romanian military headquarters, which had killed dozens of
occupation officials, including the commanding officer. Romanian killing
methods included a mix of grenading and shooting of Jews who had been
crammed by the thousands into wooden buildings. In an act reminiscent of the
burning of Strasbourg’s Jews in the fifteenth century, Romanians forced Jews
into the harbour square and set them on fire. In this twentieth-century version,
however, the Romanians did not allow Jews to save themselves through conver-
sion (baptism).

In other parts of the newly occupied Romanian territories, in Bukovina and
northern Bessarabia, the crude association of the Soviets with Jewry was operat-
ive. The mayor of Onişcani (Bessarabia), Vasile Crăciun, portrayed in historian
Vladimir Solonari’s account as ‘a former cuzist and well-to-do peasant (kulak)’,
lashed out at the Jews in his community. Crăciun explained that ‘Soviet power
deported all the good people from our village . . . Now that the Romanians are
here, we have to arrest and kill all Jews’.61

The Romanian government accumulated its own record of anti-Jewish
atrocities independent of the Germans, to such an extent that even Hitler observed
in August 1941 that ‘Antonescu is pursuing much more radical policies in this
area than we have so far’.62 Both regimes shared projects of ethnic purification
and dedicated the machinery of the state to organize mass deportations and
mass murder against Jews and other minorities. In summer 1941, the dynamic
of the two state programmes contributed to an escalation on the ground as
Jews attempted to flee both regimes and the Romanian–German borders (the
Dniestr and Bug Rivers) became the sites of a refugee crisis and overlapping
atrocities.63

The Romanian case demonstrates that the joining of state-sponsored and
popular violence is not continuous, but comes together in certain regions, at
certain times, and does not necessarily lead to escalation, or mark an irreversible
step to genocide. Romanian leaders modified their policies in 1942, and the depor-
tations of Romanian Jews to killing centres in Poland did not occur, to Hitler’s dis-
appointment.64

WENDY LOWER

230

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Fl
or

id
a 

St
at

e 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
1:

18
 2

3 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
14

 



Historical and theoretical explanations for the violence

This sketch of anti-Jewish violence in Ukraine (west of the Dnepr) barely
scratches the surface. There were many more documented incidents, and one
can only venture a guess as to how many undocumented ones occurred. Such a
gruesome catalogue of atrocities must be explained or at least some analysis
attempted. Jan Gross concluded: ‘When reflecting on this epoch, we must not
assign collective responsibility. We must remain clearheaded enough to remember
that for each killing only a specific murderer or group of murderers is responsible.
But we nevertheless might be compelled to investigate what makes a nation (as in
‘the Germans’) capable of carrying out such deeds’.65 Gross did not explain the
root causes of such ‘national’ capabilities, though his in-depth work on Jedwabne
obviously supports his argument for specificity.

Several scholars of Ukrainian, Jewish, Romanian, German, Polish and Holo-
caust history, as well as theorists from other disciplines, have offered various
explanations. For example, Bogdan Musial, a historian of Nazi-occupied
Poland, has argued in light of the Jedwabne discovery that more blame should
be directed at the Soviet regime, suggesting that Jewish overrepresentation in
the criminal communist regime caused Poles, Ukrainians and Germans to vent
their anti-Soviet rage against the Jews.66 Norman Naimark debunked Musial’s
argument by referring to his ‘bloated claims about extensive Jewish participation
in Soviet crimes and justifiable Polish resentment against Jewish perpetrators’.
Yet, as Naimark conceded, such perceptions and prejudices mattered above and
beyond the fact that Jews were not overrepresented in the Soviet government,
but seemed more visible because the minority, previously barred from most
state positions, found positions in the Soviet administration. While many Jews
were in the leadership of the interwar communist parties, certainly not all Jews
were communists. Prior to the Great Terror (1937–38), about forty percent of
the high-ranking NKVD officers in the Soviet identification system were of
Jewish nationality. During the Terror, Jewish officers in the NKVD carried out
Stalin’s orders as well as fell victim to the purges. By the fall of 1939 the percen-
tage of Jews in the NKVD leadership had dropped from forty to less than four per
cent. The Jews rather than the Russians were blamed for the Terror as well as for
the atrocities committed by the Soviets between 1939 and 1941. The conflation of
Jews with the crimes of the Soviet regime was an irrational sentiment rooted in
emotions of resentment, fear and anger toward a minority that could most easily
be blamed.67

More recently, historian Timothy Snyder’s explanation for the pogroms placed
greater weight on the double occupation that these borderlands experienced.
Across the Bloodlands of eastern Europe, pogroms took place ‘where the
Soviets had recently arrived and where Soviet power was recently installed,
where for the previous months Soviet organs of coercion had organized arrests,
executions and deportations. They were a joint production, a Nazi edition of a
Soviet text’.68 Clearly the overlapping history of the Soviet and Nazi regimes
was a key factor in causing the pogroms, but in what ways exactly? As soon as
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the Soviets evacuated, local populations were quick to act on claims of an alleged
Jewish Bolshevik threat, and welcomed this antisemitic Nazi propaganda.69 This
pattern of response has been substantiated by Andrzej Zbikowski’s meticulous
research on Jedwabne and dozens of communities in eastern Poland where vio-
lence erupted in summer 1941.70 The presence of NKVD prisons triggered
pogroms but this cause specific to towns such as L’viv does not explain how
and why similar acts of anti-Jewish violence occurred on a smaller scale in
localities where no prisons with corpses of NKVD victims were discovered.

In his work on Berezhany in eastern Galicia, survivor and historian Shimon
Redlich concluded that ‘the initiation and conduct of the pogroms weren’t identi-
cal in the various localities’. In larger cities, they were organized by German
security units and various Ukrainian organizations; in smaller towns and in the
countryside, killing was more spontaneous. The position of the Germans was
‘ambivalent’. However, there was one common element; as Redlich explained,
‘In most cases the murder of Jews by Ukrainians was linked to the NKVD
executions. Both German and Ukrainian nationalist propaganda widely used the
theme of Judeo-Bolshevism and alleged Jewish participation in the Soviet terror
machine’.71 Dieter Pohl, who introduced some of the first systematic evidence
of pogroms in eastern Galicia, also stressed the importance of the OUN
network of expeditionary forces, which were operative in sparking and coordinat-
ing the pogroms with the German authorities as well as in spreading anti-Jewish
propaganda and advocating ‘German methods’ in ‘the struggle against Jewry in
Ukraine’.72 Their campaign was most effective in western Ukraine, where the
anti-Soviet enmity was channelled against the Jews as a whole and exacerbated
by the recent experience of NKVD deportations and atrocities. The Jewish–
Soviet nexus in the eyes of the local population, nationalist agitators and the
German occupier was the most powerful, widespread source of hatred and ven-
geance against Jews in Ukraine. Yet there were other causes that should not be
overlooked.

Holocaust historian Yehuda Bauer, who compared the towns of Buchach and
Kremenets, argued for a more differentiated picture of motives based on the
urban and rural setting. The stereotype of the hostile Ukrainian or Ukrainian pea-
santry minimizes the malice of Ukrainian townsfolk who attacked their Jewish
neighbors.73 Though the pogrom in Kremenets was among the worst in Podolia,
the behaviour of the peasantry was not particularly or excessively violent. Plun-
dering was common but did not necessarily precipitate unbridled physical aggres-
sion. The higher density of Jews in the towns and cities accounts for the more
acute tensions and resulting violence, according to Bauer.

Survivor and historian Philip Friedman explained in his early work on Ukrai-
nian–Jewish relations that ‘anti-Jewish activities were the work of an inflamed
populace’ steered by a lethal mixture of Ukrainian organizations and German offi-
cials in the military and SS police. In Ternopil’ the Germans summoned the Ukrai-
nian Committee to help prepare a pogrom, while in Glyniany (neighboring
Peremyshliany) the Ukrainian Committee appealed to the Germans to start an
anti-Jewish campaign, including suggesting the formation of a ghetto. Friedman
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elucidated the particular dynamics behind the organization of pogroms in each
locality and, like Gross, was careful to stress the specificity of each setting, the
persons involved, and the events.

Micro studies of the pogroms have also inspired macro explanations. Historian
Omer Bartov has researched centuries of interethnic history in Buchach, and found
the roots of the genocide in the uneven socio-economic development among the
town’s different ethnic groups,74 whereas Frank Golczewski offered a nuanced
explanation based on his in-depth research on Ukrainian–German and Ukrai-
nian–Jewish relations. In Galicia, Ukrainians developed a longer history of
cooperation with Germans that was part of the Habsburg (Vienna) legacy. Further-
more, ‘Ukrainian anti-Jewish violence was rare in Galicia throughout the 19th
century and immediately after the First World War’.75 Though there were
pogroms in Galicia that were instigated by Russian army forces and also carried
out by local Ukrainians and Poles during the collapse of the short-lived Ukrainian
Republic, Golczewski’s downplaying of them in his thesis suggests that these First
World War-era incidents were not significant enough to mark this territory as a
hotbed of anti-Jewish violence. ‘By the start of the Second World War’, he
argued, ‘this had changed—for the worse’.76 During the Depression in the
1930s, the agricultural economy in Galicia experienced a collapse in prices,
which aggravated Ukrainian–Jewish relations in the marketplace, where Ukrai-
nian peasants sold to Jewish wholesalers and Ukrainian consumers bought from
Jewish retailers. Furthermore, official Polish antisemitism in the form of quotas
and restrictions in civic and social organizations stigmatized and isolated the
Jewish minority in eastern Galicia.77

Where the Germans and Ukrainians (and Poles) saw eye to eye was in the desire
to rid Ukraine of Bolshevism. In the Soviet administration of eastern Poland, Jews
were mostly employed at the communal level, thereby making them more visible
to Ukrainians and Poles ‘on an everyday basis’.78 The perception that Jews gained
the most from the ‘detested’ Soviet rule, combined with prewar antisemitic preju-
dices—religious beliefs, economic envy and differences in education levels—put
additional strain on the already tense relations between Jews and non-Jews; Soviet
rule, which persecuted both Polish and Ukrainian nationalists as well as Zionists,
was generalized as ‘Jewish rule’ by both anti-Soviet Poles and Ukrainians.79 The
generalization could not accommodate other realities, such as the fact that Jews
who tried to protect their private property and businesses joined Ukrainians in
an anticommunist front, and were also deported during collectivization. For Ukrai-
nians, Sovietization was seen as an attack on the peasantry and Ukrainian political
sovereignty, but it also destroyed the Jewish and Polish intelligentsia and middle
class.80

Conflicting explanations for the pogroms are reflective of various methodologi-
cal approaches, mixed source materials, as well as biases. For many years, the
dominant interpretation placed full blame on the German occupiers, shifting atten-
tion away from the controversial subject of collaboration.81 As evidence of the
German intent to spark pogroms, the orders and reports of the Einsatzgruppen
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were most influential, such as this order from Reinhard Heydrich, Chief of the
Reich Security Main Office:

No obstacles are to be put in the way of self-cleansing efforts on the part of anti-communist
and anti-Jewish circles in the territories to be occupied. To the contrary, they are to be trig-
gered leaving no traces whatsoever, to be intensified when necessary, and to be guided in the
right direction, without these local ‘self-defence circles’ being able later to refer to orders or
political promises made.82

Yet all the pogroms that exploded simultaneously across the borderlands in large
cities and small villages were not the nefarious handiwork of German SS-police
officials who deliberately left no trace of their presence. Indeed, this Einsatzgrup-
pen order could be interpreted differently—as Heydrich’s desire for locals to do
the Germans’ ‘dirty work’, not to be construed as doing a favour for the
Germans but because they shared in the same goal to rid Ukraine of Jews. To a
large degree, the Germans had to rely on the local population because German
manpower was lacking for the tasks needed to fully exploit the Jewish population
and commit the genocide. Germans did not occupy all the towns where pogroms
occurred. One of the challenges for historians is to determine where German
orders ended on the ground and local violence started, with or without direct
Nazi oversight. Yet Golczewski finds that ‘even non-Ukrainian scholars have
sometimes gone too far in minimizing the depth of anti-Jewish, anti-communist,
and anti-Russian sentiment in these regions’. Raul Hilberg, for example, asserted
that ‘truly spontaneous pogroms, free from Einsatzgruppen influence, did not take
place’, and that ‘all pogroms were implemented within a short time after the
arrival of the [German] killing units’.83 The attempt to place full blame on
the Germans however does not explain the pogroms that broke out in areas occu-
pied by Hungarian forces, in towns such as Stanyslaviv, Kolomyia, Horodenka
and Obertyn.84

In fact, while the Germans expressed disappointment about the decrease in
pogroms in central and eastern Ukraine, they also found that mob violence was
a problem because it spiralled out of control, prompting Einsatzkommando 5 (Ein-
satzgruppe C) to report at the end of July 1941 from Uman (Ukraine) that the
pogroms were hindering more systematic efforts to achieve a ‘Final Solution’.85

This comparison between pogroms and the ‘Final Solution’, as articulated here,
is especially revealing of the German outlook and intent. Here one sees a distinc-
tion made between popular and state violence, and the historical break from the
pogrom to genocide. In fact the two forms of violence and the two histories
became inseparable in Ukraine as of July 1941.

As geographical points of comparison, Latvia, Lithuania and Bessarabia/
Northern Bukovina also saw a surge in anti-Jewish popular violence during Oper-
ation Barbarossa. In Latvia, Einsatzgruppe A reported on 7 July 1941 that units of
a local auxiliary police teamed up with two other independent groups to form a
coalition against the Jews. They destroyed several synagogues and ‘liquidated’
400 Jews in Riga.86 In Lithuania, where the pogroms in Kovno resembled those
in L’viv, historian Saulius Sužiedélis stresses the political and ideological role
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of the fascist nationalist groups, the Lithuanian Activist Front (LAF), and the orga-
nized auxiliaries in the Rollkommando Hamann; among the killing units in the
area the ‘Lithuanian contingent under Lt Bronius Norkus, accounted for at least
half of the total number of persons’ listed as murdered in the famous Jaeger
report. Antisemitic violence formed blood-bonds between the Nazi occupiers
and their fascist allies. Lithuanian communists or other politically ‘suspect’
persons could prove their new found loyalties to the fascists by denouncing the
Jews and participating in the pogroms, thereby diverting attention from their
own affiliations with the Soviet regime.87 Even if data prove that Jews were not
dominant among the leadership of the NKVD and that a significant number of
Lithuanian Jews were anti-Soviet, it would not change the fact that most Lithua-
nians perceived Jews as collectively pro-Bolshevik or pro-Polish, and Nazi propa-
ganda reinforced that view. As in Ukraine, latent antisemitism persisted and
appeared in a number of overt forms, most of them accusations of collusion
with some ‘outside’ enemy, be it Bolshevik occupiers, Polish nationalist aggres-
sors or international capitalists. Such accusations shared the underlying assertion
that the Jewish minority was not ‘one of us’ and, therefore, a natural target of dis-
crimination, exclusion and, in times of crisis, even violence. Those who acted on
such perceptions saw themselves as loyal patriots, not as immoral criminals.
Lithuanian pogromists condemned the Jews as national traitors. In western
Ukraine, a similar perception was common of Jews as ‘traitors’ allied with the
Poles, the Russians and, more aggressively, portrayed as members of the
Cheka, and the NKVD. Two contrasting images circulating in the lands of
double occupation reinforced this perceived conflict: the Jews welcoming the
Red Army in 1939, and the local Ukrainian, Lithuanian and Latvian nationalists
welcoming Hitler the liberator in 1941.88

Besides the important role of nationalistic and antisemitic ideologies, another
significant theme that requires more disentangling is the actual form of the vio-
lence. The term pogrom, even in its original Russian meaning, is metaphorical
and vague. Did pogromists in summer 1941 understand their acts within a tradition
of plundering and humiliating Jews during times of crisis and warfare, or did they
intend to remove all Jews from their communities including to commit mass
murder? Violence on the scale that occurred in summer 1941 required the com-
bined forces of ruffians, armed militia and educated organizers and ideologues.
Furthermore the violence often coincided with the implementation of systematic
discriminatory measures, such as the marking of Jews and their households,
confiscation of their property and mass arrests.

To what extent were the pogroms in 1941 modern, or anti-modern? Several
scholars have explained the Holocaust as the by-product of ‘a modern vision’ of
the nation-state, and parts of this essay have stressed the combined influences
of the overlapping Nazi, Soviet and Romanian imperial projects, and Ukrainian
nationalism. Others have added another element to this modernization theory:
the dynamics of imperial expansion or imperial collapse. In The Massacre in
History, Mark Levene and Penny Roberts pointed out that the violence condoned
and triggered by imperialists can be a sign of that state’s lack of power and
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legitimacy.89 Levene argued, similarly to political theorist Hannah Arendt’s thesis
in her study On Violence,90 that strong states do not have to resort to violent terror
tactics to gain the support and maintain control over the populace; massacres
themselves are not a ‘finely tuned instrument of control’; they demonstrate a
diffusion and fragmentation of power.

Applying this theory to the Ukrainian case in 1941, one could conclude that the
involvement of the local population in the killing of Jews and other perceived
threats manifested, on the one hand, the instability of the periphery of the Nazi
empire, and, on the other hand, the precarious situation and immature form of
the Ukrainian national movement. Following Levene’s thinking, both perpetrators
were in weak positions and used antisemitism to claim a historical legitimacy and
hold over the newly occupied territories. Nazi ‘ethnic cleansing’ was an imperial-
ist’s ‘civilizing process’ meant to fortify the conqueror’s position on claimed
territory. Ukrainian nationalists or grassroots self-proclaimed patriots who co-
perpetrated the Holocaust did so in the name of ousting an enemy from ‘their’
own territory, as part of the process of nation-state building and as a popular
expression of self-determination.91

Theorists outside of the discipline of history have published numerous studies
on interethnic and mob violence. Political scientist Roger Peterson stressed the
role of emotions in inflaming group violence, especially individual feelings of
fear and resentment that are shared by others during a crisis, such as the collapse
of a state or during war when regular societal constraints are loosened or fall apart.

A weakness of Peterson’s study is that he was unable to explain how individual
emotions become a group sentiment. Ethnic violence is, in his view, characterized
by the following pattern: first the political elites, jingoists, seek to consolidate their
ethnic identity, and these ‘calls for ethnic group solidarity trigger norms of exclu-
sion in the mass population’.92 Such calls for solidarity are often done in the name
of warding off a threat; they are motivated by fear. Peterson posited that a crucial
element of ethnic violence is the pairing of elites with local thugs and fanatics,
which was indeed demonstrated during the Nazi invasion when Ukrainian militias
and nationalists joined forces with governing committees and German comman-
ders.93

Why the lure of ethnicity as a source of group identity and potentially a violent
expression of it? Peterson explained that ‘cognitive categories based on race and
ethnicity serve to simplify a highly complex world’.94 Two main features of inter-
ethnic violence are collapsing empires and nationalizing states, developments that
occurred in extreme form in the interwar period. A nation-state defined by the
majority left the detested minorities, the Jews most particularly, open to assault.

Anthropologist Jack David Eller defined violence as a biological, psychological
and social phenomenon. Humans are violent, and groups ‘with ideologies and
interests are the most violent of all’.95 This assertion is odd since most groups
by definition have shared or collective interests, but that does not make them
extremely violent. What is it about mob violence that seems leaderless? Groups
provide individuals with some affirmation of their own resentments, and that legit-
imation is all the more powerful if the target of that resentment is another group,
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thereby creating a threat and the moral rationale that one who ‘suppresses’ the
threat is acting in self-defence. Eller agreed with Roy Baumeister’s conclusion
that ‘the idealism of groups, as opposed to the idealism of individuals, usually
ends up conferring a right, a license, to hate’.96 The license to hate Jews in
Ukraine in the summer of 1941 was granted by regional German commanders,
Ukrainian nationalist leaders and even the peer pressure of the ‘mob’.

Considering all of these historical and social–scientific explanations, the
pogroms and escalating popular violence against Jews in Ukraine might be best
understood as a convergence of several contingencies, phenomena and events
with long- and short-term causes. Such a rare explosion of collective and state-
sponsored mass violence cannot be explained by a single factor, such as the mod-
ernizing state, the banality of evil, barbaric tribal hatreds or the long fuse of
Christian antisemitism. Intercommunal conflicts and tensions at this time were
driven by overlapping socio-political developments and behavioural responses,
including clashing ideologies, a scarcity of resources, a culture of violence, the
Nazi–Soviet vise, and indeed a long history of anti-Jewish sentiment and
actions. In the wake of the First World War, the various ethno-racial versions
of nationhood or ethnocratic states placed Europe’s minorities, especially the
Jews, in an extremely vulnerable position. The communistic, internationalist
alternative appealed to minorities and other marginalized groups but threatened
the more established, but exclusive, capitalistic construct of the nation-state.
Yet built into both the Nazi and Soviet alternatives were utopian notions of mod-
ernity, total revolution and social engineering that contrasted with a threatening
Feindbild. Political struggles for power and legitimacy were played out on the
streets and by a desperate ‘mob’ of the dislocated. It can hardly be overstated
just how significant the First World War was in fostering the rise of fascism,
inuring an entire generation of Europeans to violence and cheapening the value
of individual life. The triumph of this tragic marriage of violence and mass politics
was further demonstrated by the fact that pacifists like Remarque, peace-aspiring
organizations such as the League of Nations and strategies such as appeasement
ultimately failed. This was the general ideological, political context that the econ-
omic crises only made worse.97 By 1939 the economic divide between Eastern and
Western Europe remained significant; the Nazis exaggerated and distorted this gap
in their own stark depictions of a modernizing Germany vis-à-vis a backward
Poland or degenerate Judeo-Bolshevized Russia, a contrast that was also depicted
as the ‘superior Aryan’ and ‘Eastern Jew’. In the post-Versailles mapping of the
European nation-states, border restrictions made these economic and political
differences more pronounced.98

The mounting showdown between the fascist, nationalist approach, epitomized
by the Nazi movement, and its totalitarian counterpart, the Stalinist version of
Marxism, placed the inhabitants of ‘the’ Ukraine in a precarious position. In the
western regions of Galicia and Volhynia, Ukrainians were numerically the
majority, but they became a persecuted political minority when placed within
borders of the fledgling Polish state. As might be expected, most Ukrainians
resisted Polonization. They did not envision flight to another homeland as an
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option, and assimilation was slowed by gaping socioeconomic differences. In the
Soviet east, the Ukrainian majority fragmented into political and economic pieces
as a result of the Stalinist revolution. There was much disillusionment about and
even hatred of the Soviet experiment and its methods, but by 1941 the system had
involved and implicated two generations of participants that cut across ethnic
lines. Jewish activists could be ‘blamed’ for the early period, but not the latter
one. Intermarriage and urbanization of Ukrainians, Jews and Russians began to
blur ethnic differences. Yet both the Polish and Soviet attempts at consolidating
their power and hold over Ukraine did not foster strong intercommunal ties; on
the contrary, they seeded more intense animosities, resentments and uncertainties.
A culture of denunciation flourished in Stalinist Ukraine as each tried to exploit a
system that made big promises but offered little rewards. Within the different
regions of Polish- and Soviet-controlled Ukraine, Jews and ethnic Ukrainians
were divided socially and politically by the secularism, factionalism and terrorism
of modern politics.

The outbreak of the war, the early successes of the German military and the
aggressive antisemitic policies of the Nazis added fuel to this fire. Ukrainians,
Poles and Jews suddenly found themselves in another major war that was more ideo-
logically divisive than the previous one. Generations now shared a collective
memory of what was possible in a setting of total war. Jews understood their vul-
nerability, although not its genocidal potential. Pogroms were by no means an auto-
matic response to such political social crises in the upheaval of war, but the very fact
that this history of anti-Jewish violence existed in the collective memory made it
possible, if not likely, that pogroms would recur with the arrival of antisemitic
Nazis. The German presence was decisive because during the upheaval of
September 1939, with a few exceptions (such as the border area of Grodno,
where the actual events have not been fully clarified yet), pogroms did not break
out across Soviet-held territory. Then later, after years of antisemitic Nazi propa-
ganda, when the Red Army returned to Ukraine, pogroms occurred again in
1944–45, in eastern and western Ukraine, with the most publicized one in Kiev.99

In comparing the violence in summer 1941 in Galicia and Volhynia-Podolia,
there was a decrease in the scale of Ukrainian-led pogroms though looting was
just as widespread, according to German observers.100 Survivor testimony
reveals that Ukrainians betrayed Jewish neighbours, denounced them, stole their
property and brutalized them. But one cannot state with certainty that ‘no Jed-
wabnes’ occurred in central and eastern Ukraine; this is because we have no
sources for many smaller Jewish communities that were destroyed, and because
after the war Soviet investigations and war-crimes trials played up the role of
Ukrainian nationalists as collaborators but minimized the popular antisemitism
of ordinary ‘peaceful Soviet citizens’.101

In Neighbors, Gross argued that we must see the Holocaust ‘as a mosaic composed
of discrete episodes, improvised by local decision-makers, and hinging on unforced
behaviour, rooted in God-knows-what motivations, of all those who were near the
murder scene at the time’.102 The case of Ukraine shows that its significant regional
variations necessitate a piece-by-piece approach. But can these micro, episodic
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histories be properly placed into a bigger ‘mosaic’? Moreover, Gross’ work forces us
to question the notion of ‘neighbourly’ relations. In Ukraine and elsewhere in
Nazi-occupied Europe, the Germans cleverly exploited and exacerbated tenuous
interethnic ties by unleashing greed and antisemitism, but these vices and prejudices
were not German inventions, and the Nazi occupation was one chapter in a much
longer history of antisemitic thinking and behaviour in Ukraine.

The pogroms of 1941 cannot be seen in isolation and especially not limited to
the borderlands. More than a singular episode, the anti-Jewish violence of the
summer of 1941 marked both a culminating moment as well as a historic break.
The German-led mass shootings and gassings were state-sponsored acts of geno-
cide, distinctly different from but coinciding with popular violence. At the time the
pogroms might have seemed to be episodic and historically familiar but in retro-
spect they contributed to the much larger, unprecedented genocidal campaign of
the ‘Final Solution’. Distinctions made between mob violence and genocide fail
to account for the interaction of the two phenomena, and such distinctions may
reveal a bias. In a ‘peripheral’ region such as Ukraine, the historical pattern of
pogroms had a normalizing effect that inured inhabitants there and foreign obser-
vers to the violence. The massacres were brutally repulsive but not disorganized.
During the Holocaust, local pogroms continued after summer 1941(and even into
the immediate postwar period). Nazi-led ghetto liquidations in Galicia in 1943
were accompanied by the ransacking of Jewish dwellings, rapes, plunder, beatings
and other tortures that preceded the deportations and mass shootings. The
pogroms, which the German occupiers integrated into their program of genocide,
were perpetrated by a coalition of forces: popular mob violence, independent
nationalist insurgency groups and the Nazi state. The co-occurrence of these
violent phenomena is an important, arguably defining feature of the genocide
that should be better disentangled, contextualized and explained.
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