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Central Europe. At once a nationalistic movement and a 
socialist revolution, the civil war in Ukraine was not a clear-
cut fight between socialists and nationalists. Instead it 
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Russian Red or White armies, the Ukrainian republican or 
monarchist troops, or the bands led by local warlords.
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In Ukrainian history the experience of the First World War, 
significant and traumatic as it was, is usually overshadowed by 
the discussion of subsequent and somewhat contemporaneous 
events—in particular, the emergence of the Ukrainian People's 
Republic. Carried away by their nation-building narratives, 
modern Ukrainian historians tend to forget that this polity 
claimed full independence in January 1918 precisely in order 
to be among the signatories of the Brest-Litovsk peace treaty, 
which ended the war on the Eastern Front. The war's role in 
the shaping of twentieth-century Ukraine becomes greater still 
if one includes the notions of mass mobilization in the name of 
a nation, and ethnicity as a marker of loyalty—both of which 
were introduced in this region during the First World War. In 
this sense, it is misleading to frame the turbulent years 1917–
20 as the ‘Ukrainian Revolution,’ as is common in the domestic 
and Western historiography of Ukraine.1 The Great War 
provided the participants in the myriad conflicts, large and 
small, playing out in the Ukrainian territory with their arms, 
training, culture of violence, and potent new vocabulary of 
nationalism. The war also led to the collapse of the Russian 
and Austro-Hungarian Empires, allowing, for the first time in 
history, for a brief union of Eastern and Western Ukraine.

However, the chaotic events of 1917–20 are best understood 
not as the struggle of the united Ukrainian people for 
independence but as a gamut of complex ideological conflicts 
and local violence unleashed by the collapse of the old 
dynastic empires. At once a nationalistic movement and a 
socialist revolution, the Civil War in Ukraine did not mean a 
clear-cut fight between socialists and nationalists—they were 
often the same people—but involved a confusing struggle 
between Ukrainian patriots of different stripes, as well as 
among the many varieties of local conservatives and socialists, 
who joined the forces of the Russian Red or White armies, the 
Ukrainian republican or monarchist troops, or the bands led 
by local warlords. If anything, the Ukrainian case helps 
problematize our notions of ‘revolutionary’, ‘counter-
revolutionary’, and ‘ethnic’ violence by demonstrating a

(p.108)
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Fig. 10.  Otaman Yukhym Bozhko (centre 
left) with his officers, and the writer Osyn 
Makovei (centre right) April 1919.

Map 2.  Ukraine as imagined by 
Ukrainian nationalists.

(p.109)

common 
culture of 
violence 
shared by all 
sides and often 
perpetuated by 
the same 
soldiers 
conscripted 
over and over 
again into 
different 
armies 
marching 
through the 
land.
To be sure, 
the Ukrainian 
Civil War 
shared some 
basic 

characteristics with other instances of paramilitary violence 
developing in the wake of the Great War that are discussed in 
this volume. Former Russian Ukraine in particular was a 
classic ‘shatter zone’, where efficient state institutions were 
absent from the time the Russian monarchy fell in March 1917 
until the decisive Bolshevik victory late in 1920. The collapse 
of civic order in the Ukrainian provinces was closely linked to 
the disintegration of the Russian army in the late summer and 
autumn of 1917, when retreating troops and masses of 

Fig. 10.  Otaman Yukhym Bozhko (centre 
left) with his officers, and the writer Osyn 
Makovei (centre right) April 1919.

Map 2.  Ukraine as imagined by 
Ukrainian nationalists.
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deserters brutalized the civilian population. As in other 
European countries, disillusioned veterans brought back both 
their arms and their frustrations, mostly over the scarcity of 
land but also over greater political issues of the day. As in 
other places, theirs was the political culture of defeat and a 
multilayered one to boot—the Russian army's perceived defeat 
in the Great War, unfulfilled promises of a democratic 
revolution, and the repeated failures of Ukrainian 
governments in the conflicts of 1918–20. Like elsewhere, the 
core group of the paramilitaries were young war veterans 
struggling with adjustment to civilian life.

However, the peculiarities of the Ukrainian case appear to be 
more important for its outcome than the characteristics it 
shared with the German case, for instance. Ukrainian 
paramilitaries were usually organized in peasant militia units 
or gangs operating in the countryside, neither having any 
clear political programme. The structures of contemporary 
peasant society translated into the prominence, among 
paramilitaries, of older men and the acceptance of women, 
even if most guerrilla leaders were former tsarist junior 
officers. The peasant-based nature of the Ukrainian 
paramilitary movement also meant the lack of a strong 
national framework because the members preferred operating 
in or near their home villages. They could be conscripted into 
any army passing through an area, but they usually joined as a 
unit and deserted together once the army moved away. This 
explains the wild fluctuation of numbers found in the sources
—from over 600,000 soldiers of the Russian army declaring 
allegiance to the Ukrainian People's Republic to 8,000 being 
considered an effective fighting force and an army of 50,000—
a strong army. Peasants could swell the ranks of any military 
force, but they were unlikely to stay.

Nor does the Ukrainian case—with the exception of the 
Ukrainian-Polish conflict in the former Austrian province of 
Galicia—fit easily in the cluster of ‘ethnic’ conflicts in Eastern 
and South-Eastern Europe. In most of Russian Ukraine, 
ethnicity remained fluid and nationalist organizations were 
weak. The peasants brought into the culture of the Civil War 
their traditional distrust of outsiders and willingness to loot 
the clearly identifiable ‘other’ (Jews and Mennonites, in 
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particular), and their sentiments were refracted in a peculiar 
way through the prism of modern ideologies (Jews being 
allegedly pro-Bolshevik, and Mennonites wealthy exploiters). 
In the end, though, the Reds won the Civil War by placating 
the Ukrainian peasantry with promises regarding the issue 
that mattered most to them: land.

(p.110) The Eastern Front disintegrates

The First World War did not just lead to the collapse of 
multinational empires, which offered Ukrainian patriots a 
chance to build their state. Rather, imperial belligerents 
themselves prepared the ground for the future European order 
by promoting ethnic solidarity as a means of destroying each 
other. Both the Russian and Austro-Hungarian Empires tried 
to undermine each other by flaunting the notion of an 
autonomous and united postwar Poland, but it did not occur to 
the imperial bureaucrats that the future Polish state would be 
independent and not part of their empires. The Ukrainian case 
was more complex. The tsarist government wanted to reclaim 
Austria's Ukrainian lands on the basis of ethnic criteria, but as 
‘Russian’ ethnic territories, while the Central Powers wanted a 
puppet Ukrainian state carved out of the Russian Empire, but 
not including Austria's own Ukrainian lands. What both sides 
achieved in their conflicting efforts was, in Mark von Hagen's 
words, the ‘militarization of the empires’ nationality problem’ 
in general and the Ukrainian problem in particular.2 Ethnicity 
became a mobilization tool, and the notion that peasants on 
both sides of the Russo-Austrian border belonged to the same 
nationality—whether defined as Ukrainian or as a ‘Little 
Russian tribe’—became common currency. These were the 
ideological foundations of modern Ukraine.

The Habsburgs went farther than the Romanovs by allowing, 
early in the war, the creation of an ethnic Ukrainian volunteer 
military unit, the 2,500-strong Ukrainian Sich Riflemen, but 
military fortune initially favoured the Russian side. By early 
September 1914 the Russian army captured the two main 
Ukrainian-populated territories of Austria-Hungary, Eastern 
Galicia and Bukovyna, and controlled much of the region until 
the summer of 1915. The tsarist authorities had no clear plan 
of how to incorporate these lands into the empire, but the 
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Tsar's nationalistic governor, Count Georgii Bobrinsky, 
promptly shut down Ukrainian periodicals, cultural 
organizations and cooperatives, while also attempting to 
replace Ukrainian with Russian as the language of school 
instruction.3 At the same time, Austria-Hungary sought to 
exploit the potential of Ukrainian nationalism against the 
Russian Empire when it allowed a group of socialist émigrés 
from Russian-ruled Ukraine, the Union for the Liberation of 
Ukraine, to propagate the idea of independent statehood 
among Russian POWs of Ukrainian ethnicity. With official 
support, the group set up a publishing venture in Vienna and 
dispatched its emissaries to a number of countries.

The war brought terrible destruction, human loss, and 
dislocation to Austrian Ukraine, particularly to Eastern Galicia 
and Bukovyna, where much of the fighting on the Eastern 
Front took place. On a more general scale, the colossal war 
effort (p.111) caused extensive administrative and economic 
failures in the Russian and Austro-Hungarian Empires. As the 
social and ethnic imperial order disintegrated, widespread 
resentment in both states grew against the central authority. 
With ethnicity emerging as the new focus of popular loyalties 
in the borderlands, the age of multinational dynastic Empires 
was rapidly coming to a close.

The imperial collapse in Russia, however, started right in the 
imperial capital, where the Volhynian regiment, composed 
mainly of Ukrainians, was the first to take sides with the 
crowds of protesters in March 1917. Like elsewhere in the 
former Empire, two parallel power structures emerged in 
Ukraine: the Soviets (councils) of Workers’ and Soldiers’ 
Deputies and the Provisional Government's commissars. Yet 
far more dynamic in the early days of the revolution was a 
third claimant for power, a coordinating body of Ukrainian 
activists known as the Central Rada (Ukrainian for ‘Council’), 
which was established in Kyiv on 17 March 1917. Originally a 
self-appointed group of Ukrainian public figures, the Rada 
soon came to be dominated by the Ukrainian Socialist 
Revolutionary Party and the Ukrainian Social Democratic 
Workers’ Party. Its leaders were not right-wing nationalists 
obsessed with the purity of their nation, but leftists demanding 
merely territorial autonomy within a federal Russian republic.
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In the heady days of spring 1917, however, a national 
programme seemed the best political medium in which to 
encapsulate the variety of social demands that made many 
Ukrainian activists believe in their ability to ‘awaken’ the 
masses. Indeed, for a while the nationalist patriotic message 
seems to have found an enthusiastic response. On 1 April 1917 
an estimated 100,000 people marched in Kyiv under Ukrainian 
blue-and-yellow flags in support of autonomy for Ukraine. One 
should keep in mind, however, that the masses may have been 
attracted by the Central Rada's combination of a nationalist 
patriotic message with slogans of land reform and universal 
peace.4

This factor explains why the so-called ‘Ukrainization’ of the 
Russian army's units met with such an overwhelming response 
from the soldiers. From its very beginnings in the spring of 
1917, this process was driven from below rather than from 
above. The Central Rada had no plans to create a Ukrainian 
army. Its leaders shared the contemporary socialist vision of 
regular armies as instruments of social and national 
oppression; they believed that a volunteer people's militia 
would replace both the army and the police. Nevertheless, 
following the example of the Poles, who had had their ethnic-
based division in the Russian army and in the spring of 1917 
received permission to create additional national units, 
soldiers of other nationalities began pushing for their transfer 
to ethnic-based units—a process that involved reorganization 
and a longer stay in the rear, or even a withdrawal from the 
front. The Bohdan Khmelnytsky First Cossack Regiment was 
formed in Kyiv in March 1917 without permission from the 
Russian army's command or the (p.112) Central Rada. The 
initiative of some nationalistic patriotic officers resonated well 
with the soldiers of local reserve units, who dreaded the 
prospect of being sent to the trenches. The Central Rada also 
realized the benefits of having a ‘Ukrainian’ military unit in 
the city and supported the soldiers’ initiative. By May the 
Russian military command finally recognized the first 
Ukrainian regiment, but on the condition that it departed 
immediately to the front. In the end, only one unit of this 
‘regiment’, which in its entirety never had more than 3,000 
bayonets, left with great fanfare for the South-Western Front, 
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where it soon disintegrated.5 Yet, a precedent had been 
established.

To strengthen its legitimacy and build popular support, the 
Central Rada organized a series of congresses in Kyiv in the 
spring and summer 1917, all of which delegated 
representatives to join the Rada: the National Congress, the 
Military Congress, the Peasant Congress, and the Workers’ 
Congress. In May 1,000 delegates representing approximately 
1 million Ukrainian soldiers in the Russian army (of the 
estimated total of 3.5 million Ukrainians constituting 
approximately 40 per cent in the Russian army in 1917) 
gathered in Kyiv for the First Ukrainian Military Congress. 
Embroiled as it was in a power struggle with Russia's 
provisional government, the Central Rada allowed the passage 
of resolutions about the mass ‘Ukrainianization’ of army units 
in the Russian army and the creation of the Ukrainian General 
Military Committee (UGMC)—an embryonic war ministry 
headed by the Ukrainian Social Democrat and accountant by 
profession, Symon Petliura, although the congress also 
affirmed the socialist line on the eventual replacement of the 
army with a ‘people's militia’.6

By the summer of 1917 unauthorized Ukrainianization of army 
units became widespread. The 39th Army Corps, which was 
stationed in Volhynia and had a majority of ethnic Ukrainians 
in its ranks, possibly as high as 80 per cent, was the first to 
declare itself ‘Ukrainian’. Reserve units assuming a Ukrainian 
designation often refused transfers to the front without the 
permission of the UGMC, while some frontline units withdrew 
from the front without permission in order to return to 
Ukraine, ostensibly for reorganization.7 The head of the 
Central Rada, the historian Mykhailo Hrushevsky, later 
recalled a curious episode: a regiment on its way to the front 
from Saratov in Russia attempted, during a brief stop in Kyiv, 
to declare itself a Ukrainian regiment named after 
Hrushevsky. The historian agreed to the renaming and showed 
up to receive the regiment's parade, but politely suggested 
that the soldiers would have to proceed to the front in any 
case. The Mykhailo Hrushevsky Ukrainian Regiment from 
Saratov on the Volga was apparently never heard from again.8
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While the Central Rada generally welcomed declarations by 
the military of loyalty to it and to the UGMC, it was also locked 
in a complex power struggle with the Russian Provisional 
Government, which required at least a formal commitment to 
a (p.113) joint war effort in the immediate future. In early July 
1917 the Ukrainian government's procrastination on the issues 
of peace and the national army resulted in a mutiny that 
nearly succeeded in toppling the Rada. Some 5,000 new 
conscripts and soldiers awaiting reassignment in a transfer 
camp near Kyiv refused to go to the front, demanding that all 
of them be included in a new Ukrainian regiment named after 
Pavlo Polubotok (the Cossack leader from the early eighteenth 
century). Apparently with some guidance from the same 
nationalistic junior officers, who earlier had helped to 
establish the Bohdan Khmelnytsky Regiment, the soldiers 
declared their desire to remain near Kyiv in order ‘to protect 
Ukraine's freedom’. They refused the UGMC's order to depart 
for the front and booed the high-profile delegation from the 
Rada headed by Volodymyr Vynnychenko and Petliura. On 5 
July they captured the weapons of another reserve unit and 
marched on Kyiv, where they easily took the police HQ and 
military warehouses, and nearly captured the Central Bank 
before being finally rebuffed and disarmed (and eventually 
forcibly dispatched to the front) by the units still loyal to the 
Russian Provisional Government—not the Central Rada in 
Kyiv. The declaration issued by the rebels proclaimed their 
intention as ‘Ukrainian Cossacks’ to ‘establish order in 
Ukraine’ and ‘remove all Russians and [Ukrainian] renegades’ 
from the position of power.9

In late July the Russian army command finally embraced 
Ukrainianization as one of a very few remaining means to keep 
the units from deserting en masse and to secure the arrival of 
new conscripts from Ukraine. The new commander-in-chief, 
General Lavr Kornilov, signed an order authorizing the 
Ukrainization of 10 divisions, although given the increasing 
chaos and desertion, the only success story among them was 
that of the 34th (or 1st Ukrainian) Army Corps under the 
command of General Pavlo Skoropadsky, a Russian aristocrat 
of distant Ukrainian Cossack lineage. One reason for this was 
that the divisions of the 34th Corps were withdrawn from the 



Bands of Nation Builders? Insurgency and Ideology 
in the Ukrainian Civil War

Page 10 of 29

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: 
Ryerson University; date: 16 October 2016

front for reorganization and then stationed in Ukraine; 
Ukrainianization also did not work elsewhere in the frontline 
units, either because of the commanders’ reluctance or high 
desertion rates, and the remaining soldiers still willing to 
participate often ended up being transferred to the 34th 
Corps, which soon grew to 40,000 soldiers. In contrast, the 
Ukrainianization of reserve units in the rear proved a success, 
with the participation by the autumn of 1917 of some 120,000 
soldiers in 130 units. Other statistical data put the grand total 
of soldiers in Ukrainized detachments at as high as 637,000.10

Yet one should not make too much of the 1 million Ukrainian 
soldiers represented by a thousand delegates at a military 
congress or the hundreds of thousands in the formally 
‘Ukrainianized’ units. As Hrushevsky himself was painfully 
aware, masses of soldiers ‘responded enthusiastically to 
revolutionary slogans, which promised to remove [them] from 
the front, but responded weakly to appeals for fighting against 
any side.’ Another prominent Ukrainian activist, Dmytro 
Doroshenko, was in agreement: ‘When the Bolsheviks 
appeared in the autumn [of 1917] (p.114) and offered the 
soldier masses slogans [that were] more basic and more 
attractive than those of the Ukrainian and Russian Socialist 
Revolutionaries, this million disappeared instantly.’11

As we have seen, beginning in the spring of 1917, soldiers 
from the Russian army played a major role in Ukrainian 
politics. Regular units stationed in the capital supported the 
Provisional Government, while other reserve and frontline 
troops vacillated between the Bolsheviks and the Ukrainian 
authorities—the former offering a more radical social 
programme and the latter, a more realistic chance of 
returning home. At the same time, the proximity of the 
frontline meant that thousands of often armed deserters 
introduced into the daily life of Ukrainian towns and villages a 
culture of violence and the right of the strong.

Most soldiers were peasants in uniform, and the Central Rada 
procrastinated with satisfying the peasants’ principal demand: 
the redistribution of land. By early autumn 1917, with an ever-
increasing number of deserters and disabled veterans back in 
their villages, the peasants took matters into their own hands 
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and began mass, violent seizures of land belonging to the 
nobility or the crown. The Ukrainian government was losing 
both the trust of its main constituency—the peasantry—and 
control over the countryside. Like many socialists of the time, 
the head of the General Secretariat, Vynnychenko, and other 
Ukrainian leaders believed in the imminent ‘withering away’ of 
the bourgeois state apparatus, standing armies, and the 
police. Blinded by this unrealistic dream, they did not create 
any institutions capable of maintaining public order, and 
neither did they develop any functioning bureaucracy. With 
civic order collapsing, local soviets in the cities and ad hoc 
self-defence bodies in the countryside paid less and less 
attention to the proclamations issuing from Kyiv.

The emergence of the ‘Free Cossacks’

The growing chaos and lawlessness in the countryside led to 
the development of an impressive peasant self-defence 
movement, which assumed the historical name of the 
Cossacks. The last remnants of the Cossack state and 
territorial regimental structure disappeared in Ukraine by the 
early nineteenth century, but the memory of the Cossack past 
lived on in popular legends, in part because for enserfed and 
impoverished peasants as well as for patriotic writers it 
functioned as a myth of past freedom and prosperity.12 (The 
coveted status of the Cossack indeed conferred personal 
freedom from the fifteenth century to the late eighteenth.) 
During the Crimean War masses of peasant serfs in Kyiv 
province declared themselves ‘Cossacks’ in 1855 in the hope 
that the government would accept them for military (p.115)

service and thus grant freedom to them. It is not surprising, 
then, that the volunteer militia spontaneously emerging in the 
Ukrainian countryside during 1917 assumed the name of ‘Free 
Cossacks’.

As is usually the case with other ‘invented traditions’ 
consciously mobilizing the past to develop a new legitimacy, a 
closer look at the origins of the ‘Free Cossacks’ shows that 
patriotic intellectuals helped shape the new institution. 
Although contemporary reports credit Nykodym Smoktii, a 
wealthy peasant of Cossack lineage, with founding the first 
group of ‘Free Cossacks’ in Zvenyhorodka county of Kyiv 
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province in April 1917, he was apparently assisted by two 
nationalistic students from the Kyiv Commercial College, V. 
Kovtunenko and H. Pyshchalenko, who had returned to their 
native county to create a new revolutionary administration.13

Until the summer very few people in Ukraine knew about this 
local initiative of protecting public order while wearing baggy 
trousers and embroidered shirts, and armed with sabres. Yet 
in early June two representatives of the Zvenyhorodka Free 
Cossacks made an appearance in their colourful, archaic dress 
at the Second Ukrainian Military Congress, causing a 
sensation. Since the creation of local self-defence units was by 
then a widely perceived need, their patriotic incarnation was 
all the more appealing. After the newspapers got involved in 
the discussion of this ‘popular initiative’, companies of the 
Free Cossacks sprang up during the summer throughout 
Ukraine, particularly in the Kyiv, Poltava, Chernihiv, and 
Katerynoslav provinces. Both the central and local authorities 
insisted that only males unfit for army service be allowed to 
enrol; for as long as this requirement could be realistically 
enforced, the Free Cossacks consisted mainly of peasants over 
the age of 43 and those under 18. There are, however, reports 
of women being accepted in some places and of a formal 
declaration of Ukrainian identity required in others. By 
October 1917 there were 72 documented companies of the 
Free Cossacks with 15,586 members and an estimated 300 
companies that never registered with the UMGC, but 
numbered another 40,000, according to contemporary 
estimates.14

The Central Rada, however, remained cautious toward the 
now popular movement. It continued to put off developing its 
statute and never convened the planned congress of the Free 
Cossacks. In fact, the socialist leaders of the Rada worried 
that the institution of Free Cossackdom would provide wealthy 
peasants with a political and military arm, possibly with dire 
implications for national politics. In October the conference of 
the Rada's county commissars voted to ban the Free Cossacks, 
but in the same month a congress of Free Cossacks took place 
without official approval in the town of Chyhyryn, some 
distance from the capital. With very limited representation 
from local companies, the organizers managed to push 
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through the proposal to elect as the nakaznyi otaman, or 
temporary Cossack leader, the same General Skoropadsky 
who had distinguished himself while Ukrainizing his 34th 
Army Corps. Since the leftist politicians of the Rada distrusted 
Skoropadsky on all three counts—as a Russian aristocrat, a 
large landowner, and a tsarist (p.116) general—this act only 
confirmed their worst fears of the Free Cossacks becoming a 
vehicle for a conservative Bonapartist coup. Skoropadsky's 
election was never recognized by the UGMC; instead, in early 
November, when the Rada finally came up with the statute for 
the Free Cossacks, they were formally subordinated to a 
minister of internal affairs or deputy. At the same time the 
Rada attempted to capture the HQ of the Free Cossacks in the 
town of Bila Tserkva, just south of Kyiv, but its troops were 
rebuffed and the Cossack leadership threatened to march on 
Kyiv should an attempt to dissolve and disarm the Free 
Cossacks be repeated.15

By the autumn of 1917, national politics in Ukraine were 
becoming increasingly dependent on the strength of 
paramilitary units supporting various political forces. During 
the Bolshevik coup in Petrograd in November 1917, fighting 
broke out in Kyiv between the regular troops loyal to the 
Provisional Government and the paramilitary detachments of 
the Bolsheviks and the Central Rada, respectively. The latter 
two sided with each other in ousting the old authorities, but by 
the end of December they were at war with each other for 
control over Ukraine. As soon as the Bolsheviks proclaimed 
Ukraine a Soviet republic at the congress of Soviets held in 
the eastern city of Kharkiv on 25 December 1917, Bolshevik 
detachments arriving from Russia together with the local Red 
Guards began advancing on Kyiv.

The war against the Bolsheviks turned out to be a disaster for 
the Ukrainian republic. Most of the soldiers at the Eastern 
Front who had previously pledged loyalty to the Central Rada 
had returned to their villages. In fact, on 4 January 1918 the 
Ukrainian ministry of war issued an order demobilizing all 
soldiers in ‘Ukrainianized’ units of the former Russian army, 
because most of these units were by now either nonexistent or 
hostile to the Rada. However, attempts to create a new 
Ukrainianian army brought little success. In desperation, the 
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government turned to the mercenary principle, offering large 
sums of money to warlords who promised to organize military 
detachments.16 Ironically, the Free Cossacks were among the 
very few military groups willing to support the Ukrainian 
government, which only recently had tried to dissolve them. 
The standing Ukrainian army under Minister of War Symon 
Petliura consisted of 15,000 irregular ‘Free Cossacks’ and 
volunteers, who, however, remained an organized force only 
for as long as they operated near their home counties. In what 
was in fact a civil war, morale mattered more than numbers, 
and the overall combat performance of the Ukrainian troops 
was disappointing. According to Ukrainian historians, the 
Bolsheviks began their offensive with a force numbering no 
more than 8,000.17 Yet, they were a better organized side, 
with superior propagandists, and they offered the frustrated 
masses the more radical social programme. The campaign was 
won by persuasion rather than by force, as soldiers of the 
Ukrainian volunteer regiments defected to the Bolsheviks en 
masse or just went home to their villages. A knowledgeable 
memoirist reveals that the Ukrainian military command 
actually suppressed the news of its (p.117) first, 
embarrassing, attempt in December 1917 to send an army 
against the Bolsheviks: ‘When, just before Christmas, an army 
was sent against the Bolsheviks, who by then had captured 
Kharkiv, almost all the soldiers in the army, including the 
Bohdan Khmelnytsky Regiment, deserted to their villages, 
taking with them their arms and horses. The military 
leadership made a great secret out of this because it was still 
hoping that the Cossacks would return to their detachments 
after the holidays, but those hopes were in vain—the Cossacks 
were happy to reach home at last.’18

With the Red Army advancing from the North, pro-Bolshevik 
workers in some Ukrainian cities also staged uprisings, most 
famously in Kyiv, where in January 1918 troops loyal to the 
Central Rada managed to suppress, only with great difficulty 
(and with extreme brutality, by executing some 300 workers), 
the rebellion led by the workers of the Arsenal, later depicted 
in Alexander Dovzhenko's famous film Arsenal. One week later 
the Ukrainian government was forced to abandon the capital; 
the only reliable military detachment selected to protect the 
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republic's leadership actually consisted of former Austrian 
POWs of Galician-Ukrainian background, rather than Eastern 
Ukrainians.19 On one of the final days of the capital's defence, 
29 January 1918, the Bolshevik forces at Kruty encircled and 
slaughtered a unit consisting of some 300 Ukrainian 
schoolboys and student volunteers—the victims becoming 
national martyrs for anti-Soviet Ukrainians in the same way 
that the executed workers of the Arsenal became Soviet 
heroes. Having taken Kyiv, the Bolshevik troops, led by the 
brutal Mikhail Muravev, reportedly executed between 2,000 
and 5,000 ‘class enemies’ there,20 but their control over the 
capital lasted only three weeks. It would be a mistake, 
however, to imagine the Red Army soldiers entering the 
capital as disciplined Bolshevik fanatics armed with 
murderous ideology. In fact, most of them were irregulars 
feeling strong allegiance only to their band leaders. As a 
contemporary Ukrainian Bolshevik functionary, H. 
Lapchynsky, recalled: ‘They were strangely dressed, totally 
undisciplined people covered from head to toe with every 
imaginable type of weapon, from rifles to sabres to handguns 
of all makes, and grenades. Arguments and fights constantly 
flared up among their commanders.’21

Just a few days before the capture of Kyiv the Central Rada 
signed a separate peace treaty with the Central Powers on 
behalf of the Ukrainian People's Republic—an entity existing 
autonomously within Russia since the previous November, but 
which was proclaimed independent on 25 January 1918 
precisely in order to become a legitimate signatory of 
international treaties. Based on the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, a 
German and Austrian army of 450,000 bayonets marched into 
Ukraine, forcing the Bolsheviks to flee. Uncomfortable with 
the left-leaning Rada, by late April the Germans engineered a 
conservative coup that brought to power General Skoropadsky 
as the monarch of Ukraine, or hetman—the title traditionally

(p.118) used by Cossack leaders. Yet a conservative regime 
stood little chance of survival. German punitive expeditions to 
quell peasant looters and the forced collection of grain from 
the peasantry soon provoked unprecedented unrest in the 
countryside. With the withdrawal of the Central Powers soon 
after their capitulation in November 1918, two prominent 
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socialist ministers of the General Secretariat, Volodymyr 
Vynnychenko and Symon Petliura, created a five-person 
committee named the Directory (after the French 
revolutionary government of 1795–99) to coordinate a 
rebellion against the monarchy. Tens of thousands of peasants
—many of them probably former Free Cossacks—flocked to 
the Directory's headquarters in Bila Tserkva near Kyiv, and 
most of the hetman's small army defected to their side.

The failure of state building

If the developments in Russian Ukraine seemed just as chaotic 
and confusing for contemporaries as they are for later 
scholars, the revolutionary events in Austrian Ukraine 
appeared to be a clear-cut struggle against a clearly defined 
ethnic enemy. With the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire in November 1918, two new states claimed authority 
over Eastern Galicia: the reconstituted Poland and the newly 
proclaimed Western Ukrainian People's Republic. At first, a 
group of young Ukrainian officers in the Austrian army easily 
took power in the province's capital of Lviv (Lemberg, Lwów), 
but street fighting with local Poles ensued and by the end of 
the month a Polish uprising forced the Ukrainians out of their 
new capital. The conflict between the two new states then 
developed into a fully-fledged Ukrainian-Polish war, in which 
the belligerent forces were clearly divided along ethnic lines—
in contrast to the relative unimportance of ethnicity and fluid 
manpower in Russian Ukraine (see chapter 11 below).

Also unlike in the East, the Western Ukrainian People's 
Republic benefited from a long tradition of Ukrainian political 
and communal life in Austria-Hungary. The new state 
managed to set up an effective administrative apparatus and 
preserve civic order in the territories it controlled.22 There 
was no spontaneous peasant insurgency in Galicia, and 
Ukrainian-Jewish relations remained relatively amicable 
throughout the republic's existence. What clearly did not work 
out, however, was the long-dreamed-of reunification of the two 
Ukraines. Solemnly proclaimed in Kyiv on 22 January 1919, it 
was never implemented. Moderate Western Ukrainian 
politicians could not find a common language with the socialist 
Easterners, and each side was embroiled in its own civil war 
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with very different aims and enemies. While the Westerners 
focused on fighting against Poland, to the Easterners Poland 
seemed a natural ally against their own enemies—the 
Bolsheviks and the Russian Whites. Likewise, the Galicians did 
not mind allying themselves with the Russian Whites against 
Poland. As the two sides were soon to discover, however, 
befriending each other's enemy was not the best recipe for 
winning.

(p.119) Because of their long tradition of communal 
organization, Ukrainians in Eastern Galicia were able to create 
something Kyiv never had: a reliable regular army, the so-
called Ukrainian Galician Army (UGA). If it were not for its 
gruelling fighting against the much stronger Poles, the 
Galicians could have made a difference during the Civil War in 
Eastern Ukraine. Although short on senior officers, the army 
had many German and Austrian majors and colonels, and the 
two successive commanders-in-chief were former Russian 
generals, Mykhailo Omelianovych-Pavlenko and Oleksandr 
Hrekov. The army's greatest assets were its privates and 
junior officers: up to 60,000 conscientious and disciplined 
Ukrainian peasants and townspeople from Eastern Galicia.23

The Ukrainian army began a counter-offensive in February 
1919 and soon had Lviv encircled, but the arrival of major 
forces from Poland proper decided the outcome of the struggle 
in Galicia. Eager to create out of independent Poland a 
counterweight both to Germany and to Bolshevik Russia, the 
Allied negotiators at the Paris Peace Conference abandoned 
the Wilsonian principle of self-determination with regard to 
Eastern Galicia. They allowed the transfer there of the 
100,000-strong Polish army of General Józef Haller, which was 
trained and equipped in France. At the same time, escalating 
social tensions undermined the textbook image of Western 
Ukrainians united in defence of their nation. Peasants 
protested the Ukrainian government's failure to enact a land 
reform, and a pro-Bolshevik workers’ rebellion took place in 
the region's only industrial centre, Drohobych. Before internal 
problems had time to escalate, however, the Western 
Ukrainians lost the war to the Poles. On 16 July 1919 what 
remained of the UGA and the republic's administration 
crossed the Zbruch River into the former Russian Ukraine. At 
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the same time the Allies agreed to the ‘temporary’ Polish 
occupation of Eastern Galicia, which became permanent after 
1923.

Having crossed into Eastern Ukraine, the well-organized and 
nationalistic Galicians became just one of the many small 
armies wandering the land and constantly changing 
allegiance. But the last word belonged not to them, and not 
even to the mighty Russian Red and White armies fighting 
each other on Ukrainian territory (each including a significant 
share of ethnic Ukrainians), but to the Ukrainian peasantry on 
the ground.

The military situation of the Ukrainian government (now the 
Directory) worsened almost immediately after it took power in 
the wake of the German evacuation in December 1918. Some 
60,000 French troops landed in Odessa and other Southern 
cities to support the Whites, who promised the restoration of a 
united anti-Bolshevik state. At the same time, the Bolsheviks 
began another invasion from the North. Vynnychenko, who 
was head of the Directory, felt that the only way of securing 
popular allegiances would be to match the Bolsheviks’ radical 
social programme. He even spoke about Ukraine's entry into a 
revolutionary war of Soviet republics (including Russia and 
Hungary, where a communist rebellion was then underway) 
against the European reaction.24 But his negotiations with the 
Bolsheviks were in vain, as their troops—once again swollen 
with Ukrainian volunteers (p.120) and conscripts—were fast 
advancing toward Kyiv. Peasants who had supported the 
Directory against Skoropadsky returned to their villages, and 
the Ukrainian government was again struggling to raise an 
army. In any case, the Bolshevik military action against the 
Directory was marginal compared to Ukraine's becoming a 
battlefield in the Russian Civil War between the Reds and the 
Whites. But these events may also be characterized as a 
Ukrainian civil war inasmuch as ethnic Ukrainians who were 
serving in the Directory's, Bolshevik, and White armies were 
killing each other for the victory of their respective vision of 
‘Ukraine.’

Escaping from the Bolsheviks, the Directory retreated from 
Kyiv westward, from Vinnytsia to Rivne to Kamianets-Podilsky. 
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In July 1919 the Galicians joined the struggling Directory on a 
tiny stretch of territory it still controlled, with its centre in 
Kamianets-Podilsky. By then Vynnychenko had resigned, 
because his radical socialist views prevented any possible 
dealings with the Allies, and was replaced by the more 
nationalistic Symon Petliura. Meanwhile, the Bolsheviks 
controlled most Ukrainian urban centres, but only managed to 
further antagonize the peasantry by sending out armed 
detachments to requisition grain. Instead of distributing land 
to the peasants, the new authorities preferred reorganizing 
the confiscated large estates into state farms.

The rule of the Otamans

Such policies only fanned the flames of the peasant rebellion, 
which was often aimed at all outsiders. The whole countryside 
became a sea of anarchy divided up and controlled by local 
peasant chieftains: the so-called otamans. Some of them led 
peasant armies of many thousands of men and could thus 
influence national politics.25 Among the most famous were
otaman Matvii Hryhoriiv, a former tsarist officer and Left 
Socialist Revolutionary, who in the spring of 1919 drove the 
French expedition corps out of Odessa but later turned against 
the Bolsheviks, and Nestor Makhno, the peasant anarchist, 
who concentrated his 40,000-strong army in the Southern 
steppes, supporting in turn the Bolsheviks, the Directory, and 
finally, the idea of a peasant anarchist republic. Other 
colourful personalities whose memories survive in folklore 
include no fewer than three different female otamanshas, all 
named Marusia (a diminutive for Maria).

The fact that one weak government was replacing another in 
Kyiv in 1919 had no impact on the countryside. The First 
World War and the ensuing collapse of local institutions left 
the Ukrainian peasantry heavily armed, experienced in 
fighting, and more self-confident than ever. Although local 
peasant bands switched their allegiance often, sometimes 
fighting under the slogans of socialist revolution or an 
independent Ukraine, their main interest was in survival, 
securing arable land, (p.121) and looting. The revival of the 

term otaman suggested a spontaneous return to Cossack 
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traditions, but the rebels were not conscious Ukrainian 
nationalists. Rather, they were motivated by local concerns, 
prejudices, and naive anarchism.

In fact, it would be a mistake to imagine the soldier deserters 
and Free Cossacks of 1917 as different people from the eager 
peasant looters and reluctant conscripts of 1918–19. They 
were probably very often the same people carrying the same 
rifles, even if they had changed uniforms when a new 
conscripting army had them. Reports of the collapse of civic 
order and warlordism are common in newspapers and 
memoirs beginning in the autumn of 1917. On 4 October 1917 
the influential Nova Rada editorialized:

From all parts of the country, but most of all from the 
right bank of the Dnieper, from the provinces of Podillia, 
Volhynia, and Kyiv, desperate telegrams arrive at the 
General Secretariat about the terrible anarchy, robbery, 
destruction of public property, and killings. Even 
pogromist excesses have returned, as was the case 
under the old regime, with attacks on the property and 
life of the Jewish people. In general, the attacks on 
private property, individuals, and groups have become 
common, whereby the criminals are emboldened by the 
realization of the lack of punishment for their evil deeds. 
It is not just bands of deserters that commit violations of 
public order, robberies, and violence, but also regular 
army units stationed in Ukraine, proceeding to the front, 
or being withdrawn from the front. Fields, houses, grain, 
and any property, even human life, are destroyed 
because of the lack of state representatives with strong 
authority and local support.26

Official reports about the retreat of the 2nd Guards Corps and 
various groups of deserters through the province of Volhynia 
in October 1917 compared the soldiers’ actions to a sixteenth-
century Tatar raid: ‘Everything in the county has been 
destroyed: seeds, cattle, chickens, ponds emptied of water; 
soldiers were raping women; in the villages through which the 
army marched only fire-blackened walls have been left 
standing.’27
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If peasants in army overcoats behaved this way, there is little 
reason to expect that other peasants dressed as Free Cossacks 
would refrain from looting and violence. They surely protected 
their own communities or at least those within their villages 
who were seen as insiders, but from the very first days of the 
Free Cossacks’ existence in Zvenyhorod County reports 
surfaced about their ‘lawless actions’. By the autumn of 1917 
the Free Cossacks were conducting searches and confiscations 
in nearby towns, which sparked energetic protests from the 
local authorities, looting large estates, and arresting people at 
will. According to Skoropadsky himself, the General Staff of 
Free Cossacks had procured its operational funds by imposing 
a levy on the local Jews.28 By February 1918 the distinction 
between local peasant bands engaged in looting and the Free 
Cossacks supposedly protecting public order in the 
countryside became so blurred that the Cossack leadership 
attempted to reregister all their manpower and issue the 
registered Cossacks permission to carry arms, which would 
distinguish them from the bandits. But this enterprise was 
abandoned amidst the (p.122) increasing chaos. In late March 
1918, having lost all control over peasant rebels styling 
themselves as Cossacks, the Directory dissolved the Free 
Cossacks. Their leadership then came out in support of 
Skoropadsky's regime, but the companies on the ground 
increasingly led their own existence as peasant bands.29 The 
end of the Cossack General Staff was telling: in January 1918 
it was dispersed by some pro-Bolshevik military car-repair unit 
passing through the town of Bila Tserkva. The members of the 
elite Cossack Guards Company attached to the General Staff 
deserted, taking horses with them, but not before they joined 
forces with local peasant looters in pillaging and burning the 
nearby historic Branicki Palace.30

The violent Jewish pogroms that claimed more than 30,000 
lives were perhaps the most tragic consequence of the chaos 
in Ukraine during 1917–20, but especially in 1919. All sides in 
the Civil War carried out pogroms: the Whites, the Directory 
troops, the independent otamans, and the Red Army. With the 
exception of some ideologically motivated White pogroms, the 
anti-Jewish violence was usually carried out by drunken mobs 
of anti-Semitic freebooters against the authorities’ orders. The 
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troops subordinated to the Directory committed 40 per cent of 
recorded pogroms—more than any other side, resulting in 
their commander-in-chief, Symon Petliura, being branded in 
the West as a violent anti-Semite. Despite this localized 
violence against Jews, on a national level the Ukrainian 
People's Republic had a good record of treating its national 
minorities. It was the first modern state to establish a ministry 
of Jewish affairs and guarantee the rights of the Jewish 
culture. Yet, it lacked authority. The government issued well-
intentioned orders condemning pogroms and attempted to 
investigate them. In the meantime, marauding bands, often 
nominally considered to be part of the Ukrainian, Red, or 
White armies, simply moved on to the next village to 
perpetrate violence.

As the incomplete statistical data available indicate, there 
were approximately 60 anti-Jewish pogroms in Ukraine in 
1917 and 80 in 1918, but a total of 934 were recorded in 1919 
and 178 in 1920. These data also indicate that anti-Semitic 
beliefs of individual warlords played a major role in 
determining the level of violence. The average number of 
murdered Jews per pogrom was far and away the highest in 
the 52 pogroms committed by the troops of Otaman Hryhoriiv
—67 per event, followed by the average of 34 for the Directory 
troops and 25 for the White Army, 15 for ‘miscellaneous 
bands,’ and 7 for the Red Army.31 Ideologically, only the White 
Army embraced the pogroms to some degree, but Hryhoriiv's 
personal anti-Semitism is well-known, and other such otamans
were more numerous among the irregular troops associated 
with the Directory than they were in the Red Army. At the 
same time, ‘miscellaneous bands’ were probably comprised of 
locals more interested in looting than in taking lives for 
ideological reasons.

This is probably even more true of the lesser-known 
simultaneous pogroms of Mennonite settlements in southern 
Ukraine. Like Jews, the Mennonites represented (p.123) an 
identifiable ‘other’ in the Ukrainian countryside, but they also 
usually lived in compact settlements perceived by the locals as 
being ‘well-off’. Although most attacks on Mennonite villages 
were for the sake of pure looting, at least in the case of the 
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powerful local warlord, Nestor Makhno, they were sanctified 
by the egalitarian rhetoric of redistributing wealth, which, of 
course, did not explain the brutal killings of Mennonite 
civilians.32

Like the Directory before them, the Bolsheviks in 1919 found 
governing Ukraine an almost impossible task. They barely had 
enough time to identify the problems before a well-organized 
White army, equipped by the Allies, moved in from the Don 
region, in Russia's South-East, in June. In July Petliura's 
detachments, reinforced by the UGA, started advancing from 
the West. This time, peasant conscripts abandoned the Reds 
en masse to join the stronger side. Beaten by both the Whites 
and the Directory, the Bolsheviks retired to Russia in late 
August, with the White general, Anton Denikin, in hot pursuit. 
Yet the friendly neutrality between the Ukrainians and the 
Whites did not last long, and soon the Whites forced the 
Ukrainian units out of Kyiv. They also proceeded with their 
plans of re-establishing the pre-revolutionary social order by 
restoring land to large landowners and banning the Ukrainian 
language. Amid the growing popular discontent against the 
Whites, the Directory finally declared war on them in late 
September.

However, military engagements with the mighty White army 
brought the Ukrainian troops no success. In October a typhus 
epidemic struck at a time when medical supplies were blocked 
by the Allies, killing about 70 per cent of manpower. Defeated 
and decimated by the epidemic, the Ukrainians finally gave 
up. The Galicians entered into secret negotiations with the 
Whites, which ended in the UGA's subordination to Denikin on 
6 November. At the same time, Petliura reached an agreement 
with the Galicians’ sworn enemy, Poland. The rupture between 
the two Ukrainian armies was now complete, and military 
catastrophe assured. The Polish army then moved into the 
Western provinces of Volhynia and Podillia, where Petliura 
and his government were travelling in several railroad cars. 
What remained of the Directory was attacked by local peasant 
bands; the state treasury was stolen, and the staff of the war 
ministry was left behind.33 On 15 November Petliura was 
officially proclaimed a dictator and he fled to Warsaw soon 
afterward.



Bands of Nation Builders? Insurgency and Ideology 
in the Ukrainian Civil War

Page 24 of 29

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: 
Ryerson University; date: 16 October 2016

As these events were unfolding near the Polish border, in 
Ukraine's central provinces the Reds were beating back the 
Whites. In December 1919 the Bolsheviks took Kyiv for the 
third time, and on this occasion they seriously evaluated their 
Ukrainian policy. The Kremlin allowed the formal 
independence of Soviet Ukraine (in federation with Soviet 
Russia), official recognition of the Ukrainian language, and a 
more careful agrarian policy. To placate the countryside, in 
the spring of (p.124) 1920 the Bolsheviks terminated the 
creation of state farms and communes, opting instead for a 
massive distribution of confiscated land to the peasantry.34

This measure secured popular support for them at a decisive 
moment of the Civil War. By the autumn of 1920 forced 
requisitioning of grain from the peasants destroyed this effect 
and led to new peasant revolts, but the Bolsheviks’ overall 
victory was by then ensured.

The two final conflicts of the Russian Civil War also took place 
on Ukrainian territory, although they were really more of a 
postscript to the titanic clash between the Reds and the 
Whites of the previous year. Between April and October 1920 
a quick Polish-Soviet war played out in Ukraine, in the end 
curbing the expansionist ambitions of both young states. At 
first, the Poles took Kyiv and installed Petliura as their puppet 
Ukrainian ruler, but then only the ‘miracle on the Vistula’ 
helped them stop the Red cavalry on the outskirts of Warsaw. 
In November 1920 the Reds also stormed the last White 
stronghold in the Ukrainian South, the Crimea, and brutally 
executed thousands of officers and ‘class aliens’ who did not 
manage to escape by sea to Turkey (and eventually resettle all 
over the world). The Bolsheviks still required considerable 
time and effort to suppress peasant insurgents of various 
political stripes, but their victory was no longer in question.

Conclusions

If the brief Polish-Ukrainian war in the former Austro-
Hungarian Empire fits well the model of an ‘Eastern 
European’ ethnic conflict, the civil war in the much larger 
former Russian Ukraine challenges this model as well as the 
traditional understanding of paramilitary violence. With ethnic 
identities in flux and social issues predominant, a multi-
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faceted conflict developed, a conflict in which fighters could 
switch their allegiances depending on which of the strongest 
armies currently fighting each other in Ukraine had an agenda 
that resonated best with this person's views on Ukraine's 
future. For the majority of Ukrainians, however, ideology 
mattered only in its application to the issues of survival and 
local concerns. Peasant bands, often posing as militia units, 
ruled the countryside; and, although people could be 
conscripted into any army passing through the region, local 
warlordism became a central factor in the Ukrainian Civil War. 
Ideologies did play a role—after all, the conflict between the 
Reds and Whites was intensely ideological, and all the 
Ukrainian governments tried to establish their nation's 
separate existence—but this role was often that of a prism 
refracting the dreams and phobias of mostly illiterate peasant 
rebels through the vocabulary of modern socialism or 
nationalism. In the end, the programme of land distribution 
was a crucial factor in the Bolshevik victory in Ukraine, 
although the socialist dream might attract some, with the 
early assimilationist measures repelling others.

(p.125) It is tempting to trace the violence of the Stalinist 
collectivization of agriculture back to the Civil War, especially 
because so many Bolshevik activists and collective farm 
chairmen were Red Army veterans. Yet, it was very clearly 
state-sponsored and centrally coordinated violence based on 
Soviet ideology, notably the dual aim to eliminate private 
property on the land and to destroy the kulaks who were 
conceptualized as class enemies. This violence was related to 
the events of the previous decade only insofar as the entire 
political culture of the Bolshevik regime was shaped by the 
Civil War, a point often made by students of Stalinism.35

Perhaps a better connection to paramilitarism can be seen in 
the development of the underground ‘Organization of 
Ukrainian Nationalists’ in the Western Ukrainian provinces 
under Polish rule. There, membership consisted largely of 
veterans of the Great War, who were usually also veterans of 
the Ukrainian-Polish war, and who often took part in fighting 
against the Bolsheviks in Central Ukraine. A culture of defeat, 
virulent nationalism, and the ready use of force stress its 
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generic similarity to other right-wing paramilitary 
organizations in interwar Europe.
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