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For Ulana

You are beautiful, my love, as Tirzah, enchanting as 
Jerusalem, terrifying as a bannered army. Turn your 
eyes from me, for they overwhelm me.

Song of Songs
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Foreword

In the spring of 1917 the Russian Empire came to an abrupt end. With 
its disappearance, Jewish and Ukrainian political leaders in Kyiv at' 
tempted to bring about a rapprochement between two nationalities that 
had lived in intimate insularity for centuries. During the summer and 
autumn of that revolutionary year, as order disintegrated in the former 
Empire’s center, this newborn friendship blossomed, resulting eventU' 
ally in the appointment of the first Minister of Jewish Affairs in 
modem history. During much of 1918 this tenuous relationship was 
strained by the presence of German troops, but upon their departure it 
was immediately and enthusiastically renewed. By the spring of 1919, 
however, the experiment that once looked so promising ended in 
dismal failure, as Ukraine was submerged in a sea of violence that 
precluded such unprecedented cooperation between two traditionally 
antagonistic nationalities. One of the more systemic reasons for the 
failure of this rapprochement between Jews and Ukrainians was the fact 
that it did not have widespread support in all strata of society. The 
Ukrainian socialist parties could not communicate their liberal pro- 
gram to the peasantry, and the Jewish activists were too far removed 
from the ordinary Jew to mobilize grassroots support for the Ministry of 
Jewish Affairs.

This work is an examination of that grand failure. It examines why, 
perhaps against sound judgment, the rapprochement was attempted in 
the first place, and why this experiment ended so miserably, foiling 
future attempts at reconciliation for decades. On one level, it is a work 
of Ukrainian history. During this period, the Ukrainians, numerically 
dominant but long divorced from political power, attempted to estab' 
lish a new, autonomous government in alliance with the Jewish politic 
cal leadership. On another level, it is a bright chapter in the long 
history of the Jewish people, one in which the Jews were not only 
emancipated into a free state, but given privileges as a minority that
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exceeded even those in Western Europe and America, and as Kurt 
Stillschweig noted, “the historical significance of Jewish Autonomy in 
the Ukraine does not lie so much in its practical realization and 
functioning, as in its first complete fulfillment of national Jewish de- 
mands.”1 This period is also one of the darkest chapters of Jewish 
history, ending with a violent wave of pogroms, dwarfed only by the 
overwhelming brutality of the Holocaust. On the most basic level, this 
is a case study in relations between nationalities, examining how repre­
sentatives of mutually antagonistic ethnic groups attempted to achieve 
a working political relationship, only to be betrayed by less enlight­
ened attitudes among the general population.

The historiography has generally failed to rise above national agen­
das to address the crucial questions regarding the fate of Ukrainian- 
Jewish relations during the revolution. It has been exceptionally di­
chotomous since 1926, when Symon Petliura, a prominent Ukrainian 
revolutionary leader, was assassinated by a Jew named Samuel (Sha­
lom, Sholem) Schwartzbard. In a verdict that attracted world atten­
tion, a Paris jury acquitted Schwartzbard of the crime. The trial has 
markedly influenced historical research, as scholars attempted either 
to justify or to condemn the outcome, and as a consequence, most 
studies have generally focused on either the anti-Jewish pogroms or the 
participation of Jews in the Ukrainian revolutionary movement. This 
work, which represents a synthesis of these two trends, attempts to 
achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the period.2

In truth, the Schwartzbard affair represents a discrete chapter in 
Ukrainian-Jewish relations quite separate from this work, yet it is 
impossible to evaluate the historiographical literature on the 1917— 
1920 period without understanding the ramifications of Petliura’s as­
sassination and its impact on subsequent studies of Ukrainian-Jewish 
relations. I have therefore appended a bibliographic essay that at­
tempts to address the crucial questions raised concerning the literature 
and clearly states my evaluation of these often polemic sources. Read­
ers well familiar with the topic may choose to read this essay first; 
otherwise, I recommend that they follow the story of 1917-1920 before 
they proceed to the events of 1926-1927.



I have avoided a general historical outline of events in Ukraine before 
and after the 1917 revolution, assuming that most of my readers will be 
familiar with that history. For those who are not, a brief explanation of 
a few institutions and terms is necessary. The Central Rada (Central 
“Council"—a term which in Ukrainian translates the Russian sovet, 
‘Soviet, council’) arose in the turmoil following the abdication of Tsar 
Nicholas II in early 1917. At first the Rada acted as a representative of 
the Provisional Government in Petrograd, hoping for national au­
tonomy within a federated state that would replace the Russian Em­
pire. As the situation in Russia proper deteriorated, the Rada moved 
eventually to outright independence for Ukraine, which is described in 
Chapter 2. At this stage the chaos of the Civil War enveloped 
Ukraine. Bolshevik forces under Volodymyr Antonov-Ovsiienko and 
his infamous lieutenant Mykhail1 Murav'ev invaded Ukraine in late 
1917 in response to a clear lack of support for the Bolsheviks at the 
recent All-Ukrainian Congress of Soviets. By February 1918 two im­
portant events had occurred. First, Ukrainian representatives of the 
Rada had negotiated a treaty with the Central powers in Brest-Litovsk 
at the same time that Lenin’s representatives signed their peace deal. 
At almost the same time, the Rada was forced to evacuate Kyiv to 
Murav'ev’s forces. The Central Rada was able to regain control only by 
utilizing German and Austrian support—offered by them only in ex­
change for large-scale material support (mainly foodstuffs) for the 
Central Powers. As the Central Rada’s ability to provide this support 
declined (which was natural given the countryside’s reluctance to give 
up large food stores in the midst of the growing chaos), the Central 
Powers searched for a more efficient “provider" and found it in Pavlo 
Skoropads'kyi, who in late April 1918 dispersed the government of the 
Central Rada and formed the “Hetmanate,” essentially a conservative 
dictatorship based on the support of landed interests and the occupy­
ing Austro-Hungarian and German powers. This government never 
had the support of the general population or the political left and its 
days were numbered once Central Power forces departed following the 
Armistice cf November 11, 1918.

Soon after the withdrawal from Kyiv of German troops in Novem­
ber 1918, the city was taken by troops loyal to the “Directory” of the

<8>
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Ukrainian National Republic, led by the writer Volodymyr 
Vynnychenko and the journalist Symon Petliura. The Directory re­
mained in power for over a year, eventually to be subsumed by the 
Civil War, which raged until Bolshevik Soviet control was firmly 
entrenched in 1920. The actions of the troops ostensibly loyal to this 
Directory form the core of much of the investigation herein. For many 
reasons, Petliura himself is a pivotal figure, as I indicated above, during 
the period when the greatest violence against Jews occurred. One must 
remember, though, that Ukraine in 1919 was in a state of complete 
anarchy, in which no party ever exercised complete control over the 
nation. This certainly does not excuse or exculpate those forces re­
sponsible for the monstrous brutality that occurred. It does the reader 
well to remember how all-encompassing was the hellish pit into which 
Ukraine descended.

This study focuses on the experience of Jews and Ukrainians within 
the 1917 borders of the Russian Empire, specifically the nine provinces 
that were predominantly Ukrainian in ethnolinguistic character: 
Kharkiv, Katerynoslav, Poltava, Chemihiv, Kherson, Kyiv, Podolia, 
Volhynia, and Taurida (see Map 1, p. 11). It should be borne in mind 
that Ukrainian history, to a large degree separated from the overall 
history of the tsarist empire, would have been perceived as regional in 
character by the average nineteenth-century Jew, or even Ukrainian, 
given that the notion of a distinct Ukrainian state was still quite 
embryonic. One of the major coups of the nascent Ukrainian move­
ment was its early success in winning the support of Jewish political 
activists away from their traditional Russotropism (see Chapter 1 ), and 
one of the major points upon which Ukrainian-Jewish cooperation 
turned was the maintenance of Ukrainian membership in a larger 
Russian political entity. When this failed, the rapprochement failed. 
Large Ukrainian and Jewish populations also lived in neighboring 
regions, notably in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and an attempt was 
made to set up Jewish autonomy in Galicia. The experience of Aus­
trian and later Polish rule, however, was so fundamentally different 
from the tsarist and later the Communist system that this topic is 
treated only briefly (see Chapter 5). A more comprehensive study is 
beyond the contours of this work.



Foreword xix

Hebrew terms that appear in Yiddish texts or contexts follow Yid­
dish transliteration (Akhdes, not Ahdut; shabes, not shabat). In cases 
where a person is known to have used a particular spelling in the Latin 
alphabet, that form is generally used here (Tcherikower, not 
Cherikover or Tsherikover). In other cases the mother tongue of the 
individual has defined the transliteration. Names of places within 
Ukrainian ethnolinguistic regions are generally transliterated from the 
Ukrainian usage of 1917 (Proskuriv, not Proskurov or Khmel'nyts'kyi).

Until 1918 the lands of the former tsarist empire followed the Julian 
calendar, which by the twentieth century was thirteen days behind the 
Gregorian calendar used in the West. On January 31, 1918, the Soviet 
government switched to the Gregorian calendar, and the Ukrainian 
government followed suit on March 1. All dates cited in this work will 
be converted to the Gregorian, or "new style" calendar. The revolution 
that overthrew the tsar in early 1917 will therefore be referred to as the 
“March" Revolution, and not the “February” Revolution.

In an effort to avoid confusion, the term “national” has been ren­
dered as “nationality" to denote an ethnic group rather than a state 
(Natsional'nyi Soiuz is translated “Nationality Union,” Natsional-rat as 
“Nationality Council"). The Ukrainian word zhyd has been rendered 
as “Jew.” As in Polish, the Ukrainian term does not necessarily cany 
any negative connotations, although in some contexts a harsher trans­
lation might be justified. The Russian word zhid, on the other hand, is 
unmistakably negative, the polite form being evrei (Hebrew).3 Finally, 
the spelling “antisemitism” is used here rather than “anti-Semitism.” 
The word was originally coined in the late nineteenth century to 
provide its practitioners with a respectable alternative to “Jew-hatred” 
and implies that there is such a thing as “Semitism,” which one might 
oppose. In recent years many scholars have opted for the spelling 
“antisemitism” to denote the phenomenon itself rather than perpetu­
ate its original meaning.

Finally, in the illustrations, I have asked the publisher to obscure 
the faces of the dead—Jewish, Ukrainian, and Russian alike. This is in 
accordance with Jewish law, which seeks to protect the dignity of the 
dead.



g >-
I  » 

| z

I I I
I I I



Rabbi Hanina, the Deputy High Priest, said: “Pray for the 
welfare of the government, for were it not for the fear of it, 
people would swallow each other alive.”

Avot 3:2





Chapter One

Ukrainians and Jews on the Eve of 
Revolutionary Times

Archaeological evidence places early Jewish settlement in Ukraine in 
antiquity, possibly several centuries bce with the Greek colonization of 
the Black Sea coast. As legend has it, Jews entered Ukraine as early as 
the exile of the ten northern tribes (eighth century bce) or the period 
of the Babylonian exile (sixth century BCE).1 Comparatively little is 
known about the first thousand years of the Jewish presence in this 
area until the conversion of the Khazar empire to Judaism in the 
eighth century CE. The Khazars, a nomadic tribe from the east, had 
conquered much of what is now Ukrainian territory and subjugated it 
to their capital on the Caspian Sea. Faced with the emerging power of 
the Muslims to the south and the Christians to the west, the Khazar 
leadership decided to convert en masse to Judaism in 740.2 The decline 
of the Khazar empire over the next two and a half centuries was 
roughly contemporary with the ascendance of Kyivan (Kievan) Rus'.

The influence of the Jewish Khazars on the early Slavic political 
entity was profound, as is indicated in the story of Grand Prince 
Volodymyr’s conversion to Christianity in the tenth century. Inter­
ested in adopting a monotheistic faith, Volodymyr solicited the views 
of Muslims, Christians, and Khazarian Jews. According to the earliest 
surviving source referring to this meeting, Volodymyr might very likely 
have chosen Judaism as the faith of early Kyivan Rus'. He demurred 
only after learning that the Jews had been expelled from their native 
land by Divine wrath, saying “Do you expect us to accept that fate 
also?”3

The Jewish presence in early Kyiv (Kiev) was considerable. The city 
had both a Jewish quarter and a Jewish gate as early as the eleventh 
century.4 One Moses of Kyiv is recorded as a member of the twelfth- 
century French analytical school of Talmud (Ba’alei Tosafot), while an
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Isaac of Chemihiv, something of an early linguist, appears in the 
records of medieval English Jewry.5 These rabbinic scholars were prob­
ably highly exceptional, since other sources describe a less well-edu­
cated Ukrainian Jewry. The twelfth-century traveler Petahia of 
Regensburg (Ratisbon) refers to Kyivan Jewry as “heretics,” possibly 
indicating the presence of anti-Talmudic Karaites, and documents 
found in the Cairo geniza indicate a relatively high level of illiteracy 
among the Jewish population of Kyivan Rus'.6

Beginning in the fourteenth century, the bulk of Ukrainian 
ethnolinguistic territory came under the control of the rapidly expand­
ing Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which in 1569 concluded an agree­
ment of union with neighboring Poland to create the Polish- 
Lithuanian Commonwealth. Persecution of Jews in Western Europe, 
combined with incentives for settlement, drew waves of Jewish immi­
gration to Ukrainian territory.7 The Polish-Lithuanian authorities 
were eager to exploit their rich agricultural holdings in Ukraine yet 
loath to leave their comfortable lives in the heartland of the Common­
wealth to do so. Using the Jews as their agents, however, the Polish 
and Lithuanian landlords were able to exact considerable income from 
their Ukrainian lands: under a system known as the arenda, they leased 
the right to collect various types of income from the Ukrainian peas­
antry to Jews, who passed a majority of the income along to the 
landlord and kept the remainder as profit. The arenda was generally 
based on the leasing of land and the right to distill alcohol, but it could 
also be extended to the collection of tolls on bridges and fish ponds, 
and to other types of duties and taxes.8

While acting essentially as tax collectors, the Jews also provided 
various services to the Ukrainian population. The lords’ economic 
interests were comparatively narrow: they concentrated their energies 
on trade along the Vistula (Wisla) river and imported from other 
regions only large-volume and luxury goods. The Jews, on the other 
hand, were far more involved in local rural markets, and were willing 
to transport goods of use to the peasantry overland over vast distances. 
Whereas non-Jewish merchants were content to service the narrow 
business needs of the lords, Jewish merchants carried approximately 
150 percent more kinds of products out of Ukrainian lands and 
brought back some 400 percent more kinds of products than their 
non-Jewish competitors.9 Jews were also heavily involved in small
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crafts, and provided much'needed, although often resented, financial 
services to peasants in the form of petty moneylending.10

Given the nature of the economic relationship between Ukrainians 
and Jews, it is not difficult to imagine the tension between the two 
peoples. The absentee landlords, constantly cash'Starved in their imi- 
tation of Western European opulence, strove to exact the greatest 
possible amount of income from their Ukrainian landholdings. Ob­
taining this onerous exaction, along with a commission, was the task of 
the Jewish agent. The absentee powers, moreover, often attempted to 
encroach not only on the economic well-being of the Ukrainian peas­
antry but also on their religious and cultural autonomy. It is hardly 
surprising that peasant rebellion became a recurring event and that 
Jews often felt the brunt of it.

The most significant of several rebellions was the uprising led by 
Bohdan Khmel'nyts’kyi in 1648—1649. Khmel'nyts'kyi successfully led 
a movement against three main targets: Poles, Jews, and those Ukrai­
nian Orthodox who accepted the jurisdiction of Rome over 
Constantinople and a modified Byzantine rite through the Union of 
Brest in 1596 (called alternately Uniates, Greek Catholics, or Ukrai­
nian Catholics depending on the period in question). The Uniates 
were despised by Khmel'nyts'ky and his forces—and treated fero­
ciously— because they were considered heretics and agents of 
Polonization. With regard to the Jews, a medieval Jewish chronicle of 
these events entitled Abyss of Despair (an allusion to Psalms 69:3) 
recorded the suffering of Ukrainian Jewry with such pathos that parts 
of it were incorporated into the liturgy for Tisha be-Av, the day of 
mourning for the destruction of the two Temples in Jerusalem.11 This 
Ukrainian tradition of rebellion against oppressive authorities and 
their Jewish agents was repeated in the eighteenth century with the 
Haidamak movement.

In contrast to the large-scale Jewish settlement of Ukrainian terri­
tory under the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, virtually no Jews 
lived in tsarist Russia. Since the fifteenth-century affair of the mysteri­
ous “Judaizers,” who had found sympathizers in high places (including 
that of Tsar Ivan Ill’s daughter-in-law), Russia’s borders were essen­
tially closed to Jewish immigration.12 With the eighteenth-century 
partitioning of Poland under Catherine II, the tsarist empire suddenly 
acquired one of the most numerically significant Jewish populations in
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the world. Although the tsarina seemed to be interested in allowing 
the Jews free movement within the empire to encourage trade, it was 
decided nevertheless that the old policy of exclusion should be re­
tained for the prepartition borders. Thus, Jews were not allowed to 
move into Russia proper from the so-called “Pale of Settlement,” 
which included much of present-day Ukraine, Belarus, and 
Lithuania.13 The restrictions on settlement created an artificial, 
pressure-cooker atmosphere, and tensions between Jews and their 
neighbors increased throughout the last decades of the nineteenth 
century.

There are three basic truisms about Ukrainian Jewish society in the 
late Imperial period: it was a religious society, it was a gendered society, 
and it was a changing society. The religious, and to a certain degree 
gendered, aspects of Jewish society will briefly be discussed here. The 
dramatic changes Ukrainian Jewry faced will make up a large part of 
this work.

Avodas ha-Shem, literally “servitude to the Name [of God]," was the 
defining principle of religious Jewish life. For an adult Jewish male, a 
typical day would begin with morning prayers, either at dawn or 
shortly thereafter. The exceptionally pious would first immerse them­
selves in a ritual bath called a mikveh. This practice was especially 
prevalent among Hasidim (“Pious Ones”), followers of the teachings of 
the eighteenth-century Ba’al Shem Tov and his disciples. Prayers 
might be held in large synagogues, in study halls, and in numerous 
neighborhood locations, often private homes, anywhere that the re­
quired quorum (minyan) of ten males over the age of thirteen might 
gather. Some part of the day would be set aside for the study of 
traditional texts, usually accomplished in pairs or small groups. For 
ordinary working men, this study period might consist of only a few 
minutes to an hour, and would typically take place before or after 
prayers. Communities supported study in a variety of ways, however, 
and scholars would often spend the entire day immersed in the Talmud 
and other religious works. Morning prayers took approximately forty 
minutes (slightly longer on Mondays and Thursdays, when a portion of 
the Torah was read publicly), and afternoon and evening prayers 
roughly fifteen minutes each.
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Women would rarely go to these fixed prayers, since traditional 
Judaism exempted them from the obligation to perform most positive 
commandments (i.e., "thou shalts”) defined by time, such as morning 
prayers, which must be said exclusively in the morning. Unlike more 
Americanized practice, however, the center of religious activity was 
not the communal prayer halb but the home. There are three funda- 
mental pillars of traditional Jewish ritual—observance of the dietary 
laws (kashrus), of the laws governing marital relations (taharas ha- 
mishpoche, literally “purity of the family” ), and of the Sabbath 
(shabes)—and all of them revolve primarily around the home, not the 
synagogue. In this highly gendered society, women’s observance and 
supervision of Jewish ritual were taxing enterprises, albeit with the 
potential of great spiritual meaning and fulfillment.

Daily observance of Jewish law was all-pervasive, from the ritual 
hand washing upon waking to the set order of dressing and the re­
quired recitation of some one hundred blessings each day: a series 
before and after meals and snacks, before smelling fragrances, after 
seeing lightning, hearing thunder, receiving good or bad news, even 
after performing bodily functions. Although women were not required 
to observe the rigid schedule of communal prayers, Jewish law did 
require them to spend a certain amount of time in personal prayer, the 
general themes of which were sentiments praising God, followed by 
personal requests and concluding with an expression of gratitude. 
Women were free to create their own spontaneous personal prayers or 
petitions (tekhmes); many of these were recorded for others and are 
among the most moving examples of Jewish spirituality.14

Contact between men and women was highly circumscribed. With 
the exception of blood relatives, men and women were not to touch 
each other physically, nor were they to be secluded in certain types of 
private locations. Husbands and wives observed a monthly cycle of 
separation revolving around menstruation, the conclusion of which 
was marked by the wife’s ritual immersion in the mikveh and the 
resumption of marital relations. Although traditional Judaism limited 
sexual expression to the right person (one’s spouse) and the right time 
(after immersion in the mikveh but before the next menstrual cycle) 
and to a lesser extent to the right place, sexuality was viewed as an 
intrinsic and healthy part of the Jewish lifestyle.
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The Jewish week revolved around shakes, the Sabbath. Preparations 
for shakes would begin earlier in the week, since many common house* 
hold tasks, such as cooking, laundering, lighting fires, and so on, are 
prohibited on shakes itself. Men would finish their work early Friday 
afternoon in order to have time to bathe and dress for the evening 
prayers, which would welcome the “Sabbath Queen,” while women 
would prepare the home and begin shakes with the ritual lighting of 
candles. Three festive meals would be served (one on Friday evening 
and two on Saturday), and Jewish families would relax from their 
weekday cares in singing, feasting, and discussing the portion of the 
Torah that was read at Saturday morning prayers. The entire family 
would often go to synagogue on Saturday morning, and the communal 
gathering provided an opportunity for increased social bonding. The 
numerous restrictions on work encouraged the family and community 
to set aside their responsibilities and come together, increasing their 
cohesion and bolstering their group identification. Shakes was truly the 
mainstay of Jewish communal existence. Besides this weekly festive 
day, Jews observed a rich cycle of feast and fast days throughout the 
year.

Jewish culture, having adapted to many different contexts during 
the two millennia since the expulsion from Israel, was self*sufficient 
and self-enclosed. This, together with a long and mournful history of 
persecution, gave Jews a tendency to view non-Jews with mistrust and 
sometimes contempt. Rabbinic sources occasionally refer to non-Jews 
in less than complimentary terms, and these passages (albeit often 
distorted or taken out of context) are a staple of antisemitic litera­
ture.15 To take one example, the morning liturgy includes a blessing 
expressing gratitude that one "was not made a non-Jew.”16 There are 
many Rabbinic justifications for this blessing that make it more palat­
able to modem sensibilities,17 but it is probable that the average Jew in 
Ukraine understood these words in a rather blunt, straightforward 
manner.

This contempt of non-Jews should not be confused, on the other 
hand, with more Christian notions of the damned and the saved. 
According to Jewish tradition, Jews were given 613 commandments to 
observe, whereas non-Jews were given seven.18 There is absolutely no 
reason for a non-Jew to observe more than these basic seven com­
mandments, for example to refrain from non-kosher foods such as
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shellfish. Any non-Jew, moreover, who faithfully observes these seven 
commandments is credited with a place in the world to come. Like 
many monotheistic faiths, Judaism regards itself as the only “true" 
belief. Unlike many others, however, it does not require non-Jews to 
conform to Jewish practice to achieve reward, a theological attitude 
that alsp dulled any vestigial missionary impulses that might have been 
directed at Ukrainians.

It should also be noted that traditional Judaism places many other 
restrictions on social intercourse with non-Jews. Sexual contact is of 
course proscribed, the laws regarding kosher diet make eating together 
awkward, and the fact that shabes is on Saturday and not Sunday makes 
socializing less convenient. The only extensive contact between Jews 
and non-Jews was in the commercial sphere, as Ukrainian peasants 
came to trade in the local marketplace. Ukrainian-Jewish contacts in 
this area were quite broad, particularly in tsarist Russia’s poorly devel­
oped “horizontal relationship” economy19. Despite all the centrifugal 
forces separating Jews and Ukrainians, this daily business contact re­
sulted in considerable mutual influence, particularly in Jewish adapta­
tions of things Ukrainian. This is most apparent in linguistic borrow­
ings.

The Ukrainian language belongs to East Slavic, which includes 
three modem languages that developed out of Common Slavic (the 
other two are Belarusian and Russian). It shares many features of both 
Russian and Polish (a neighboring West Slavic language) and is writ­
ten in a Cyrillic alphabet that differs from the Russian Cyrillic. The 
very existence of the Ukrainian language was hotly denied by those 
opposed to the development of Ukrainian national aspirations. 
Volodymyr Vynnychenko records in his memoirs the opinion of one 
expert on the Russian language: “the Ukrainian language never was, is 
not, and can never be."20

The vernacular of Ukrainian Jewry was Yiddish, and an overwhelm­
ing 97 percent of Jews in Ukraine declared it as their mother tongue in 
the 1897 Imperial census.21 A composite language, Yiddish is based 
primarily on several Middle High German dialects, with significant 
influences from Hebrew, Aramaic, and the Romance and Slavic lan­
guages; it is written in the Hebrew alphabet from right to left. The 
Yiddish spoken by Jews living in Ukrainian ethnolinguistic territory 
may be clearly distinguished from the Northeastern dialect (character­
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istic of Belarus, Lithuania, and Latvia) and the Central dialect (char­
acteristic of Poland and west Galicia).22

Only 1.2 percent of Jews by religion at that time declared Russian as 
their mother tongue, and a tiny 0.05 percent of Jews by religion 
claimed Ukrainian.23 Nevertheless, the Yiddish spoken in Ukraine is 
profoundly marked by the influence of the Ukrainian language. In 
terms of grammar, for example, Yiddish shows evidence of a form of 
Ukrainian verbal aspect that is absent from Middle High German (ikh 
hob geshribn, 1 have written, versus ikh hob ongeshribn, I have completed 
writing). Yiddish has also absorbed a multitude of Ukrainian conjunC' 
tions, prepositions and adverbs, such as i...i and nu (‘both...and’; 
'well’). The rich variety of Ukrainian diminutives was adapted to 
Jewish names (Khayimke, diminutive of Khayim), and Ukrainian names 
were sometimes given to Jewish children, particularly girls (e.g., 
Badane, from Bohdana). The Yiddish vocabulary has also been en­
riched by countless Ukrainian words such as khreyn (from khryn, horse­
radish), zeyde (from did, grandfather), nudnik (from nudnyi, boring; 
annoying), and others. While Ukrainian influence on Yiddish is 
clearly evident, the reverse is harder to detect, since many terms that 
may have been taken from Yiddish could also have come from similar 
or identical German roots. Hebrew loan words are much more readily 
identified in Ukrainian, yet it is less likely that they were taken into 
Ukrainian as a result of the grass-roots contact of the two peoples. 
Words such as the Ukrainian subota (Saturday) are certainly borrowed 
from the Hebrew (shabat), but this was probably due to Church influ­
ence rather than Jewish mediation.

Other aspects of daily life, such as the culinary arts, also show 
evidence of significant cultural interchange. Many traditional Jewish 
foods are of Slavic origin, such as noodle pudding (Yiddish lokshm 
kugel, Ukrainian lokshyna zapechena), potato pancakes (latkes, selians'ki 
kartoplyanki), and cabbage rolls (holuptsi, holubtsi). While the recipes 
have been changed to meet Jewish tastes—they tend to be consider­
ably sweeter, for example, and pork products are naturally omitted— 
the similarities are striking.24 It is worth noting the influence of Ukrai­
nian not only in “kitchen” vocabulary but also in even more intimate 
aspects of family life. Jewish children, for example, called their grand­
mothers Bobe, from the Slavic Baba and not from the Hebrew Savtah or 
German Oma. Similarly, father was known as Tate, from the Ukrainian
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Tato, not the Hebrew/Aramaic Aba or the German Voter, and count­
less other terms and endearments. While the Weltanschauungen of the 
two peoples could hardly be more dissimilar, it is clear that on a more 
basic level Ukrainian and east European Jewish culture had much in 
common. Frequent contact, particularly between women, was the 
likely conduit for such cross-cultural exchanges.25

<8*

Although the most recent census prior to the March 1917 revolution 
was taken in 1897, it has been estimated that the rate of Jewish 
emigration during this interval was roughly equal to the natural rate of 
increase, so that figures from that census may be considered reasonably 
accurate to the outbreak of World War I.26 According to the 1897 
census, Ukrainians constituted roughly three-quarters of the twenty- 
three million people living in the nine provinces that would later 
constitute the bulk of the territory claimed by the Ukrainian National 
Republic. Jews, Russians, Poles, and other minorities accounted for the 
remaining quarter.27 When the German front lines cut off Polish and 
Lithuanian Jewry from the lands of the former tsarist empire in 1917, 
Ukrainian Jewry accounted for roughly 60 percent of Jews remaining 
in the Pale of Settlement and some 17 percent of Jews worldwide (see 
Figure l . l ) .28 The Jewish and Polish populations were concentrated in 
the right-bank provinces (that is, west of the Dnipro [Dnieper] River), 
whereas the prominent minority in the left-bank provinces was Rus­
sian (see Figure 1.2).

The urbanization patterns of the roughly 17 million Ukrainians and 
the 6.5 million minority inhabitants of the area differed markedly. Less 
than 6 percent of Ukrainians lived in cities and towns, where 80 
percent of Jews made their homes.29 Ukrainians thus constituted only 
one-third of the inhabitants in the urban sector, while Jews accounted 
for another third, and the bulk of the remainder was Russian. Ukraini­
ans constituted a narrow majority of the urban population in only two 
provinces (Poltava and Kharkiv), and a plurality in one (Chemihiv). 
In all other provinces, the urban landscape was dominated either by 
Jews or by Russians (see Figure 1.3). In some towns, “the police and all 
the functionaries and workers as well were Jewish.”30
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Figure 1.1. Jews in Ukraine and the Soviet Union (millions) 
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Figure 1.2. Nationalities in Ukraine, 1897 (millions) 
Source: Prnpis’.
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The small number of self-identifying Ukrainians in the urban sector 
was exacerbated by the fact that many ethnic Ukrainians were assimi­
lated to Russian culture; over 25 percent preferred to call themselves 
“Little Russians" (mabrosy). To a large extent this was the inevitable 
result of a policy of Russification encouraged by the tsarist govern­
ment, which prohibited the establishment of a Ukrainian-language 
press in the empire until 1905 and did not allow any level of state 
schooling in that language.31 An interesting illustration of Ukrainian 
attempts to counter Russification is provided by a pamphlet on an 
unrelated topic published by the Ukrainian Library (Ukrai'ns’ka 
Knyhamia) in 1918 in Kherson province. The text appears in full in 
both Ukrainian and Russian to make it more comprehensible to the 
russified Ukrainian, and unfamiliar words in the Ukrainian text are 
translated in footnotes. It is interesting that many of the translated 
words, such as “work” (Ukrainian pratsia, Russian trud) and “time” 
(Ukrainian chas, Russian vremia), are very common, which seems to 
indicate a serious lack of familiarity with the language among the 
russified population.32

Furthermore, the proportion of Ukrainians was diminishing in the 
cities as these urban areas experienced a population boom in the last 
half of the nineteenth century. Kyiv, for example, doubled in size, from 
247,723 in 1897 to 506,000 in 1917. The number of Russians in the 
city doubled, and the number of Jews tripled, but the number of 
Ukrainians increased by only 60 percent. Ukrainian cities, often de­
scribed as “Russian-Jewish-Polish islands” in the “Ukrainian sea," 
would become even more isolated in the twentieth century.33

In 1917, when the population of Kyiv included roughly equal pro­
portions of Jews and Ukrainians, Ukrainians were predominantly pro­
letarian (42.3 percent of Ukrainians) but with a significant 
white-collar population (23.3 percent).34 Roughly the same propor­
tion of Jews worked in white-collar jobs (27.2 percent), yet far more 
Jews than Ukrainians were involved in business (29.7 percent of Jews, 
10.0 percent of Ukrainians). Ukrainians were more heavily repre­
sented in the servant class (15.1 percent, Jews 2.1 percent) and less in 
the liberal professions (5 percent, Jews 12.6 percent) (see Figure 1.4).

Looking at the tsarist empire as a whole, the economic profiles of 
Jews and Ukrainians tended to follow urbanization patterns: the ma­
jority of Ukrainians were involved in agriculture, while the majority of
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Jews were involved in commerce and industry (see Figure 1.5). In 1917 
roughly 80 percent of the total Ukrainian population lived in the 
countryside, and constituted 97 percent of all peasants. Of these, half 
were classified as “poor,” that is, holding less than 3 desiatyns (3.3 
hectares) of land.35 Ukrainian Jewry was also impoverished. A large 
segment of the population was popularly known as luftmenshn, literally, 
“air people,” since they existed without any recognizable means of 
support. In 1898, almost fifty thousand Jewish families, some 20 per' 
cent of the total in Ukraine, were so poor, they required assistance in 
purchasing matse, the unleavened bread for the Passover holiday.36 
Just over half of all Jews were literate, but less than 20 percent of 
Ukrainians. Jewish literacy was particularly prominent in rural areas 
(see Figure 1.6).

The changing atmosphere in late tsarist Russia caused tensions to 
increase between Ukrainians and Jews. Before 1881, anti-Jewish vio­
lence in Ukraine rarely developed past the level of temporary, localized 
conflicts, the major exceptions being the rebellions of Khmel'nyts'kyi 
(1648-1649) and Gonta (1768), which were themselves separated by 
over a century. Following the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 
March 1881, however, anti-Jewish violence became a disturbingly 
regular phenomenon in Ukrainian ethnolinguistic territory. More 
ominously, the degree of brutality also increased: the Jews killed in 
1881-1884 numbered in the tens, in 1903-1906 in the thousands, and 
in 1919, in the tens of thousands.37

In his study of “middleman minorities,"38 Walter Zenner argued 
that minorities often blend into societies by filling otherwise vacant 
economic niches, a characterization that certainly held true for early 
modem Ukrainian Jewry. When a given minority moves out of its 
niche—due to either economic pressures or internal disintegration— 
and begins to compete with the majority, there are two likely out­
comes. If the economy is strong and can support this increased compe­
tition, the minority may eventually assimilate into the larger society, 
which is how Zenner describes American Jewry. If the economy is 
incapable of sustaining this competition, and here Zenner refers to the 
example of interwar Poland, violence may be directed at the minority. 
The case of Ukrainian Jewry might also be paradigmatic for Zenner’s 
analysis, since in the late nineteenth century, impoverishment in­
creased just as Jews were moving beyond their traditional pursuits.
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Tsarist legislation, from the creation of the Pale of Settlement to 
the regime’s miscellaneous decrees, impeded the free growth of the 
Jewish economy: Jews were prevented, for example, from maintaining 
warehouses near railroads, forcing Jewish merchants to export raw 
timber rather than processed wood products and to use inefficient river 
transportation. At the same time, the sheer scope of the changes 
occurring at the end of the nineteenth century actually provided en' 
terprising Jews with a wide array of opportunities for economic ad­
vancement. The only major exception to this general pattern of 
growth was the market for consumer goods, a field in which Jews were 
already heavily involved; despite increasing business opportunities, a 
large segment of the Jewish population was tied to a sector of the 
economy that did not keep pace with the times.39 In addition, during 
the nineteenth century, the Jewish population increased dramatically. 
At the beginning of the century Jews constituted some 6 to 7 percent 
of the population of the Pale of Settlement, but by 1897 this figure had 
increased to 12 percent.40 Thus, late nineteenth-century Ukrainian 
Jewry increasingly moved out of its traditional economic niches and 
into competition with others, particularly those Ukrainians struggling 
to move into middle-class trades and the industrial labor force.41 Even 
more significant perhaps was the internal disintegration of the Jewish 
community, the loosening of traditional bonds of communal affilia­
tion. Modernity invaded even the Torah-centered life of Ukrainian 
Jewry, and more and more young Jews looked to Western modes of 
thought and political expression.

<8>
Before the 1905 revolution, little political activity was tolerated in the 
autocratic empire of the tsars, but socialist thought had gained wide 
currency among underground political organizations. Some antisemitic 
tendencies were evident in early Ukrainian socialism, most notably in 
the call of the Ukrainian “People’s Will” (Narodnia volia) movement 
for pogroms against the Jews, which hoped in this manner to incite a 
mass rebellion against the tsarist authorities. The general trend of 
socialist thought, however, emphasized class conflict rather than na­
tionality conflict. In the late nineteenth century, the common Russian 
interpretation of socialism held that the preservation of nationality 
differences was counterproductive, and served only to keep the masses
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blinded to their “true enemies,” the exploiting classes of capitalists, 
industrialists, and speculators.42

This critique of nationalism, however, was unpalatable to socialists 
who wished to retain some of their national distinctiveness, in particu' 
lar, the rights to their own language. Here, Ukrainian and Jewish 
socialists found a common ground for dialogue. Neither Ukrainian nor 
Yiddish was considered a full-fledged language in some circles. Many 
Russians regarded Ukrainian as a quaint southern dialect and called 
Yiddish, quite literally, “jargon.” This meeting of minds found its 
greatest expression in the poorly defined political theory generally 
known as Autonomism.

Autonomism can be seen in many ways as a transitional model 
directed at societies moving from a medieval hierarchical structure to 
the modem notion of individual citizenship without regard to religious 
or ethnic identity. This trend in Western politics, at least in terms of 
the Jews, can be traced to the French Revolution, with its slogans of 
liberté, égalité, fraternité, which in theory applied to the Jews as well as 
to the Catholic French. For centuries, the Jews had been tolerated as a 
separate group within European countries and accorded the special 
privileges and disabilities associated with being servi earnerae, immedi­
ately subservient to the royal court. Jews were often given exclusive 
rights to pursue certain occupations, particularly in trading and 
moneylending, although a share of the profits went to the king’s trea­
sury. In this position, Jews were granted residence privileges only on 
the good will of the king. Any realignment of church-state relations, 
for example, or a special charter given to a particular town, could 
potentially result in mass expulsion.43

The French Revolution initiated a movement to reform Jewish 
status. Emancipation and full civil rights were first extended to the 
French-speaking Sephardi Jews in Bordeaux, and shortly afterward to 
the more “foreign” Yiddish-speaking Ashkenazi population.44 In re­
sponse to popular opposition, however, in the early nineteenth century 
Napoleon was forced to reexamine the situation. With his typical taste 
for actions on a grand scale, he decided to “reconvene” the Sanhedrin, 
the Jewish high court, which had not met since the Temple era some 
two thousand years earlier. Napoleon posed a series of questions to this 
body aimed at determining the relationship of the French Jewish com­
munity to the new country and hoped to receive a definitive, authori­
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tative answer. In essence, he asked if French Jews regarded themselves 
primarily as French citizens of the Jewish faith or as Jews who hap­
pened to reside in French territory. The Sanhedrin duly answered to 
Napoleon’s satisfaction. Thus, a European Jewish community for the 
first time committed itself to being a religious community of national 
citizens (here French), rather than one of Jews with residence privi­
leges/5

The problem was different in Eastern Europe. Eastern Jews were 
generally far more numerous, religious, and insular than in the west.46 
Furthermore, the Western-oriented Jewish enlightenment, or 
Haskalah, was far less influential in the east. Unlike the relatively 
homogenous ethnicities of Western Europe, the eastern regions were 
typically multinational, with large groups of different peoples living 
within one empire. Although granting of full citizenship and equality 
to every inhabitant was seen as a positive measure, the problem of 
maintaining nationality rights within these large states required special 
attention. The Jewish political leadership found a solution in 
Autonomism.

The ideological roots of Autonomism are often traced to the Austri­
ans Karl Renner and Otto Bauer.47 Neither Renner nor Bauer, how­
ever, regarded the Jews as a nationality deserving special status.48 Both 
thinkers were considerably antedated by the Ukrainian Mykhailo 
Drahomanov (Dragomanov),49 who devoted energy specifically to the 
Jewish question. He has sometimes been labeled, incorrectly, as an 
antisémite, but this is clearly the result of a misunderstanding of his 
thought.50 A thoroughgoing socialist, Drahomanov deplored the 
sometimes exploitative economic practices of Ukrainian Jewry, yet as 
early as 1875 he argued for the preservation and encouragement of 
their national distinctiveness.51 In 1880 Drahomanov published a 
pamphlet by a mysterious “Rodin,” who claimed to be writing “On 
Behalf of a Group of Jewish Socialists,” calling on them to abandon 
Russian in favor of the vernacular Yiddish for their press (some fifteen 
years before Jewish socialists adopted a similar measure) and suggesting 
an alliance between Jewish and Ukrainian socialists.52 The basis for 
this alliance was to be the mutual support of each other’s national 
distinctiveness, to be expressed for Jews in the form of self-government 
at the local level, the essential unit of all later theories of autonomy.55
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Individual thinkers, including Chaim Zhitlowsky, spread these con' 
cepts to the Jews of the tsarist empire over the next few decades, but 
with only partial success.54 Beginning in 1897, a series of articles by 
the renowned historian Simon Dubnow ( 1860-1941 ) was published in 
the influential Russian'Jewish journal Voskhod, which significantly 
increased the popularity of the idea of Jewish national autonomy 
among politically active Jews.

Dubnow, whose three-volume History of the Jews in Russia and Po­
land and ten-volume Weltgeschichte des jüdisches Volkes (World History 
of the Jewish People) remain classics of Jewish historiography,55 had 
spent years studying a Jewish institution that undoubtedly inspired his 
political theory: the early modem “Council of Lands." The Council of 
Lands (also known as the Council of Four Lands) was an unusual 
institution for its time, and it is no surprise that the period of its 
existence coincided with the golden age of Eastern European Jewry. 
The Council of Lands acted as a guarantor of the growing Jewish 
community in ways both physical and spiritual, and served to ground 
Jewish civilization in the region for centuries. The Council was basi­
cally an umbrella organization stretching from the Baltic to the Black 
seas that encompassed all the local Jewish municipalities and acted as 
an extended form of Jewish self-government within the larger Polish- 
Lithuanian Commonwealth.56

Jews, it should be recalled, constituted a highly distinct minority in 
Eastern Europe and were distinguished from their neighbors by reli­
gion, language, economic profile, and a host of other measures. To 
preserve the religious and social aspects of this civilization, Jews have 
historically organized themselves into local self-governing bodies 
known as kehiles, which center on a rabbinical court (beis din) for the 
resolution of disputes and a network of self-help organizations (khevres) 
to administer to the needs of the community. The kehile leadership 
regulated all aspects of Jewish life, from the conferring of religious 
honors and privileges in the synagogue to the establishment of eco­
nomic regulations. All Jews were members of the kehile, and in ex­
change for its governing activity, they paid regular taxes, which were 
assessed by the representatives of the beis din or took the form of a 
surcharge for religious necessities such as shakes candles or kosher 
meat. Nonconformance with the rulings of the beis dm was perilous, 
since the court had the right to impose a series of sanctions that varied
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from a temporary ban (kherem, nidui) to the denial of vital services such 
as burial.

The power of the kehiles was guaranteed by the authority of the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Most significantly, the kehiles 
formed an overall governing body that regulated standards for all of the 
various kehiles in the Commonwealth, effectively making the Council 
a type of Jewish parliament within the structure of the non-Jewish 
state. The Council was free to pass legislation, in conformance with 
Talmudic law, which affected all the Jewish citizens of the region. As 
the Commonwealth declined, however, the Council suffered a similar 
dissolution and did not survive the tumultuous eighteenth century. 
Tsar Nicholas I dealt the kehiles terrible blows in 1844 with legislation 
that severely limited their activity.57 Nevertheless, the far-reaching 
authority of the Council at its peak prompted late nineteenth-century 
Jewish thinkers to look to it as an inspiration and a model for new 
forms of Jewish self-government in the modem era.

Under the provocative title “Letters on Old and New Judaism,” 
Dubnow argued that nationalism was essentially a transient, evolu­
tionary phenomenon linked to the relative maturity of a people.58 The 
first of three stages of nationalism, according to his theory, was tribal 
in nature and dated from prehistoric times. A group of individuals 
linked together by common ancestry would form a rudimentary politi­
cal framework to coordinate their activities. Later this group would 
evolve into a political-territorial nationalism by conquering or being 
conquered by other clans in the vicinity, and the object of group 
loyalty would shift from the extended family to the territory in which 
the group lived. The vast majority of national identities in the early 
twentieth century corresponded to this second stage, with one excep­
tion. The Jews, for Dubnow, represented the pinnacle of national 
development, and their lack of sovereignty was precisely the reason. 
The Jews had succeeded in attaining the third and highest level, 
“cultural-historical” or “spiritual” nationalism, and learned to main­
tain a national culture without sharing a common language or terri­
tory.59

There is.. .[a] rigid test for the maturity of a nation. When a people 
loses not only its political independence but also its land, when the 
storm of history uproots it and removes it far from its natural home­
land and it becomes dispersed and scattered in alien lands, and in
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addition loses its unifying language; if, despite the fact that the 
external national bonds have been destroyed, such a nation still 
maintains itself for many years, creates an independent existence, 
reveals a stubborn determination to carry on its autonomous devel­
opment—such a people has reached the highest stage of 
cultural-historical individuality and may be said to be indestructible, 
if only it cling forcefully to its national will. We have many examples 
in history of nations that have become dispersed among other na­
tions. We find only one instance, however, of a people that has 
survived for thousands of years despite dispersion and loss of home­
land. This unique people is the people of Israel.60

Dubnow’s philosophy affirmed the exile of the Jews, preserving a 
Jewish nationalism without succumbing to assimilation or demanding 
political-territorial power, both of which Dubnow considered a step 
backward. Often referred to as extraterritorial autonomy, it posited the 
creation of local centers of self-government for Jews without affecting 
the overall state apparatus. Politically, Dubnow argued for the devel­
opment of institutions that would promote Jewish cultural, educa­
tional, and religious activities within a larger, multinational state. The 
practical application of this philosophy of Autonomism was a matter of 
considerable debate. In general, however, it was seen as a resurrection 
of a sort of the Council of Lands but with one important distinction: 
while the Council was led by religious authorities, the Jewish national 
autonomy was to be secular.

This theoretical Jewish national autonomy would comprise four 
structural components: the local kehiles elected by the local Jewish 
population; a Jewish parliament whose delegates represented each of 
the kehiles and/or the Jewish political parties; a Nationality Council 
(Natsiorud'Rat), the executive body or cabinet of the Jewish parlia­
ment; and a Minister of Jewish Affairs in the state parliament. The 
candidate for this latter post would be appointed either by the Nation­
ality Council or by the state parliament with the approval of the 
Nationality Council.

Jewish national autonomy—as an institution—would perform two 
basic functions. As an umbrella group of the kehiles, it would coordi­
nate activities and standardize policies for all the members of the 
Jewish population. Second, it would act as the major point of liaison 
between the Jewish community and the greater state apparatus, lobby­
ing for Jewish interests and administering some state functions to the
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Jewish community. The relationship between the Jewish national au­
tonomy and the government was mutually beneficial, as both sides 
could work to support each other’s policies. Besides lending financial 
and legal support to the activities of the Jewish community, for ex­
ample, the state could enforce compliance, both Jewish and non- 
Jewish, with the decrees of the Jewish national autonomy. In return, 
the Jewish national autonomy could assist with all state-related affairs 
such as conscription, taxation, and so on. In a manner similar to the 
corporate structure of the medieval government, the state would deal 
with its Jewish population not directly but rather through the institu­
tion of the Jewish national autonomy. In theory, this sharing of power 
would work to the advantage of both the multinational state and the 
individual nationalities within it.

<8>
As the folk expression “two Jews, three opinions” suggests, there was to 
be little agreement on the particulars of Jewish national autonomy. 
Nevertheless, it is significant that despite the vast ideological rifts 
separating the various Jewish political parties, all agreed in principle to 
the desirability of some form of autonomy. The parties, which were 
usually Ukraine-based branches of international political movements, 
can be broadly grouped into four categories: Zionists, socialists, 
Diaspora nationalists, and religious parties, each of which will be 
elaborated upon below.61 By way of general introduction, however, it 
is important to note that Ukrainian Jewish political activity was on the 
periphery. The epicenter and birthplace of Jewish political activity in 
the tsarist empire was Vilna (Vilnius), the “Jerusalem of Lithuania.” 

The “Jewish map” of the tsarist empire was divided into three major 
areas: Lithuania (which included much of Belarus), Poland, and the 
“South and Southwest”—meaning Ukraine. These demarcations re­
flected many fine distinctions in religious ritual, language, and a host 
of cultural biases and prejudices. The stereotypical Litvak, for example, 
was considered to be cold, rational, and disdainful of the unlettered; if 
he were religious he would likely be a misnaged, or "opponent” of the 
Hasidic movement. The stereotypical Ukrainian Jew, on the other 
hand, was jovial, with a tendency to drink and an aversion to serious 
Talmudic study. These stereotypes have a long and undistinguished 
history in the evolution of Jewish sub-cultures, and many of their
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unstated preconceptions had an impact on the development of politi­
cal infrastructures in the region.62

Lithuania enjoyed several social and economic features, many of 
which were not present in Ukrainian regions, that accelerated the 
development of Jewish political activity. Lithuanian Jews were far 
more active in small-scale industry such as craftwork, which employed 
greater numbers of unskilled laborers and thus accelerated proletarian­
ization, leading to greater levels of trade union activity. In contrast, 
Jewish politics in Ukraine developed relatively late—primarily in the 
first two decades of the twentieth century—under the direct influence 
of Lithuanian activists and for the most part in Kyiv.6J

As the name implies, the primary goal of the various Zionist parties 
was to establish a Jewish state in Zion. The major differences between 
them were related to the particular admixture of socialist or religious 
ideologies. These Zionist parties, which later proved to command the 
majority of politically active voters in Ukraine, were by and large 
united under the direction of the General Zionists, and were in turn 
part of the World Zionist Organization ( WZO), which had been meet­
ing periodically since 1897. Initially, the WZO had been hesitant to 
deal with the idea of autonomy, since it essentially constituted a 
diversion of Jewish energies from the Zionist task of rebuilding a 
homeland in Palestine. After the revolution of 1905 and the waves of 
pogroms that followed, however, the need for increased Jewish civil 
and communal rights in the Russian Empire became increasingly evi­
dent. At the 1906 meeting of the WZO in Helsingfors (Helsinki), 
Finland, the delegates approved a resolution affirming the desirability 
of autonomy.64 The resolution provided for the eventual establish­
ment of a form of kehile-based autonomy, active mainly in the areas of 
education, health, communal self-help, and religious affairs. Although 
most Zionists preferred to develop the ancient Hebrew language, the 
resolution called for the judicial recognition of Yiddish as well, both 
languages to be acceptable “in the school, at court and in public life.”65 
The Tseire Tsion (“Young Zion”), a moderately socialist Zionist party 
that grew out of a youth group, also supported autonomy.66 One of the 
most prominent Jewish supporters of Ukrainian national aspirations 
was Vladimir Jabotinsky, of the Revisionist Zionist movement.67

On the opposite end of the spectrum was the Bund, or General 
Jewish Workers’ League, the most popular of the Jewish socialist par­
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ties. Initially formed in 1897, the Bund was openly assimilationist in its 
early years until it discovered the value of propagandizing the Jewish 
proletariat in the Yiddish vernacular. In 1899 Chaim Zhitlowsky’s 
article arguing for the whole-hearted acceptance of the “jargon” as a 
legitimate language of the Jewish people was published in the Bund 
organ, sparking a huge debate on the orientation of the Bund to 
autonomy in general and Jewish identity in particular. For years the 
Bund was divided, since many of its members viewed autonomy for a 
specific nationality as an impediment to the general socialist move­
ment. The concept was finally accepted at the fifth convention in 
Zurich in 1903.68 The term “national-cultural autonomy” was adopted 
since it seemed to imply a narrower scope than “national-personal” 
and had none of the separatist connotations of “national-political 
autonomy."69 With the revolutions of 1917, the Bund reiterated this 
position in the first brochure it distributed after the revolution. Au­
tonomy was to include extending full emancipation to Jews and allow­
ing the use of Yiddish in state organs, while reserving power to the 
central authorities to make decisions that might affect the Jewish 
population.70

The major ideologue of the Bund’s view of Jewish nationalism was 
Vladimir Medem (1879-1923), who developed a curious political 
theory known as “Neutralism." Seeing nationalism as, on the one 
hand, detrimental to the development of class consciousness because it 
set up artificial barriers between proletarians of different nationalities 
and, on the other hand, as an expression of a vague “general culture” in 
a specific linguistic and cultural environment, Medem argued for a 
“neutral" stance vis-à-vis Jewish nationalism. While regarding nation­
alism as an undesirable phenomenon, Medem argued that it should be 
tolerated in a way that would allow Jews to acquire revolutionary 
consciousness, in the hope that in the days of world socialism Jewish 
nationalism would eventually fade away. The Bund saw Jewish na­
tional autonomy, therefore, as restricted to linguistic and cultural 
spheres alone, and although the kehile would form the basic unit, its 
activities were restricted to cultural affairs.71 The Bund was also the 
party with the most distinguished revolutionary heritage, having been 
formed years before the others. In a survey of 102 of the 106 delegates 
attending the August 1917 conference of Bund in Kyiv, 41 percent had 
joined the party previous to the abortive 1905 revolution, another 37
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percent between then and the March Revolution, and a further 22 
percent in the five months afterward. Moreover, forty-one of the del­
egates had been arrested a total of 136 times; one particularly unlucky 
delegate had been arrested twenty times.72

The other major Jewish socialist parties were not willing to agree 
that assimilation was a desirable alternative for the Jews, and argued 
for a more positive vision of Jewish national identity in the socialist 
future. Most significant among these parties was the Poale-Tsion 
(“Workers of Zion”), which combined Zionism with socialism at a 
1906 convention in Poltava.73 In the same year, the Poale-Tsion 
formulated a platform on national autonomy that was broadly similar 
to the Zionist idea. The next year, the party defined this as territorial 
autonomy in Palestine and national-personal autonomy elsewhere.74 
The Poale-Tsion, also known as the Jewish Social Democratic Work­
ers’ Party, was consistently allied with the socialist bloc during the 
years of the Ukrainian revolution until the party split in 1919.

The third broad category of Jewish political parties was that of the 
Diaspora nationalists, who, unlike the Zionists, saw a positive future 
for Jews in the Diaspora to the possible exclusion of a Jewish state in 
Palestine. In contrast to the Bund, however, the Diaspora nationalists 
saw intrinsic value in the preservation and development of a Jewish 
national consciousness. In short, these parties were the most likely 
champions of Jewish national autonomy, and it is not surprising that 
they provided the future Ministry of Jewish Affairs with much of its 
leadership. Ideologically the most significant of these parties was the 
People’s Party (Folkspartey, not to be confused with the Folksgruppe), 
founded by Simon Dubnow in 1906, which followed the ideology he 
had earlier formulated in his “Letters on Old and New Judaism.’’75 
Despite his contribution to Jewish political theory, however, Dubnow’s 
party failed to gain a significant measure of popularity.

Another Diaspora nationalist party, the United Socialist Jewish 
Workers’ Party (Fareynikte, sometimes transliterated as Faraynigte or 
Faraynikte), was more successful. This party was created by the merger, 
in May 1917, of the Zionist-Socialist Workers’ Party (which was not 
Zionist at all, despite the name) and the Jewish Socialist Workers’ 
Party (SERP-Seymists). The latter was only moderately socialist in 
ideology, basically following Dubnow’s conceptions of autonomy; its 
merger with the more Marxist Zionist-socialists placed it squarely in
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the socialist bloc of parties even as it assumed the leadership of the 
Diaspora nationalists.76 The party also proved to be quite popular with 
the merger, claiming between 13,000 and 15,000 members in 1917.77

The religious parties constitute the fourth and final category of 
Jewish political groupings. Although one party (Mizrahi) claimed a 
specific Zionist orientation, these parties were more explicitly con­
cerned with the defense of traditional Judaic practice. The Agudas 
Yisroel (“Assembly of Israel”), formed in 1912 as a reaction to the 
Zionist movement, was actually quite anti-Zionist and viewed the 
establishment of a Jewish state by human means to be an insult to the 
divine plan.78 Faced with the growing success of the atheistic socialist 
parties, however, the Agudas Yisroel joined Akhdes Yisroel (“Unity of 
Israel”), a coalition of religious parties allied with the Zionist bloc.79

Although the discussion has to this point focused on the specifically 
Jewish parties, that is, parties that were devoted to Jewish interests 
primarily or exclusively,80 Jews were also members of general political 
parties in Ukraine, but their activities in relation to the Jewish com­
munity (and often their affiliations with the Jewish community) were 
minimal. Indeed, it is well known that Jewish Communists commonly 
distanced themselves from their Jewish origins as much as possible.81 
Leon Trotsky, for example, was described by his friend Max Eastman as 
being “as little bothered about, or influenced by, his being a Jew as any 
Jewish person I ever knew,” to the point of denying his father a Jewish 
burial.82 The Jewish share of these parties was usually disproportionate 
to the percentage of Jews in the overall population, a phenomenon 
probably related more to Jewish urbanization patterns than to Jewish 
ethnicity.81 Nevertheless, they constituted only a small minority of 
the parties under consideration, virtually all of which were dominated 
by Russians. Figures for the Communist party in Ukraine, for example, 
clearly indicate this phenomenon. Partial statistics from 1917, before 
the influx of Jews, indicate that although Jews constituted roughly 4 
percent of the membership of the Communist (Bolshevik) Party in the 
former tsarist empire, this amounted to 964 Jews, only some of whom 
may have come from Ukraine.84 The Bund, in contrast, had reported a 
membership of 30,000 a dozen years earlier.85

It is also worth noting that while the percentage of Jews in the 
Communist Party of Ukraine (UkCP) was somewhat disproportionate 
to their percentage in the total population, their relative weight in the
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party steadily declined after the revolution with the influx of Ukraini­
ans (see Figure 1.7). In 1922, Jews were 13.6 percent of the UkCP 
(Russians 53.6 percent, Ukrainians 23.3 percent), but by 1926 Jews 
had been reduced to 11.2 percent and Russians to 37.4 percent, while 
Ukrainian membership had increased to 43.9 percent. Even in 1927, 
when the percentage of Jews in the party as a whole was still high 
(20,306 members, some 12.1 percent of the CPSU), this accounted for 
only 129 party members out of every 10,000 Jews in Ukraine.86 De­
spite these statistics, Jews were often perceived as revolutionaries and 
generally as agents of corruption in tsarist Russia, a perception that will 
be discussed in greater detail in Chapters 4 and 5. Another crucial 
caveat is the fact that, despite the wide spectrum of Jewish political 
movements, most Ukrainian Jews were politically quiescent or, at the 
very least, disinclined to register their political leanings in the elec­
tions to the Jewish pre-parliament (see Chapter 3 below).

<8>
The notion of Ukrainian antisemitism has become so widespread in 
popular thinking that it is quite common for North Americans to 
associate Ukrainians with antipathy to Jews. This is particularly true 
for the second half of the twentieth century, as attention has focused 
on Ukrainians who collaborated with the Nazis. Despite this prover­
bial antisemitism, however, remarkably few scholarly studies of it have 
appeared.87 The reality of Ukrainian-Jewish relations was far more 
complex, and many factors have gone into shaping the current popular 
attitude. Two may be noted briefly here. First, the twentieth century 
represents the nadir of Ukrainian-Jewish relations. Although there 
have been notable moments of cooperation (including some of the 
events described in this work, for example, and the years surrounding 
the collapse of the Soviet Union), more Jews have died in this century 
as a result of Ukrainian violence than during the rest of Ukrainian- 
Jewish history as a whole. Ukrainians have also suffered tremendous 
devastations in this century, both in terms of actual human losses in 
the famine of 1932-1933 and in the Second World War, and in terms 
of cultural and political oppression. The latter is often attributed, at 
least in the popular Ukrainian mentalité, to the activity of Jewish 
Communists such as Lazar Kaganovich. In the latter half of the twenti­
eth century, Jews and Ukrainians have historical precedent for per­
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ceiving each other with mistrust. Second, these hostile attitudes are 
particularly strong in the West, since the postwar children of émigrés 
have a less sophisticated view of the Eastern European reality than 
their immigrant parents and grandparents. Elements of coexistence are 
forgotten in the context of episodic violence. In sum, Zvi Gitelman 
has identified a phenomeon of "Jewish Ukrainophobia” as “a historical 
myth [that has] been created and effectively transmitted...there is a 
readiness to believe in Ukrainian anti-Semitism, a historically shaped 
mind-set that can understand and interpret Ukrainian actions and 
characteristics.”88

Premodem Ukrainian antisemitism, which persisted well into the 
twentieth century, was basically socioeconomic in nature. It should be 
distinguished clearly from the more religiously inspired antisemitism of 
medieval Western Europe, and the more political and racial versions of 
the late nineteenth century. Ukrainians were so ignorant of these 
“developments” in antisemitic theory that the anonymous author of a 
1919 pamphlet who used the term antysemityzm felt the need to be 
explicit and define it as “anti-Jewish” (proty ievreiska)89

This is not to say that elements besides the social and the economic 
were totally without precedent in Ukrainian antisemitism. Jews figure 
prominently, and negatively, in the earliest Church writings in 
Ukraine. One scholar noted that "we find, rather appallingly, that they 
are engrossed by the problem of Judaism...it is the only theological 
subject which is treated...at length, with never tiring attention.”90 
Particularly, though not exclusively, illustrative of early Church atti­
tudes toward Jews is this passage from the biography of Feodosyi:

The blessed one [FeodosyiJ had the custom of getting up at night 
without anyone’s knowledge and going out to the Jews to argue with 
them about Christ, reproaching and reviling them, and calling them 
rebellious and lawless, because he wanted to be killed preaching 
about Christ.91

Legal documents from this period record several examples of 
anti-Jewish legislation, including a ban on sexual contact between 
Jews and Christians. Henrik Birnbaum’s conclusion that the 
anti-Jewish attitudes of this era represent a type of antisemitism “with 
its modem, that is, racist, implication and not merely its connotation 
of religious intolerance,”92 seems, however, difficult to accept. Much 
of this legislation might also be explained as intended to protect less
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well-versed Christians from exposure to Jewish ideas and practices 
thought potentially corrosive to their faith, in short, as a theological 
matter with social implications.

In reality, the essence of the Ukrainian grievance against Jews in 
the premodem era is based in their economic relationship. Prior to the 
Khmel'nyts'kyi rebellion, many Jews were active participants in the 
Polish policy of exploiting Ukrainians. Simon Dubnow’s famous char­
acterization of the Jews as caught “between hammer and anvil"—that 
is, between the demands of the Polish lords and the anger of the 
Ukrainian peasants— is simply misleading.93 For Ukrainians, the Jews 
were very much a part of the “hammer,” the economic machinery that 
extended and enforced Polish control over Ukraine. This fact was 
obvious to the earliest chroniclers of the massacre. Nathan of 
Hannover’s Yeven Metsulah described Polish oppression with scriptural 
allusions that even compared the Ukrainians to the Jews under Egyp­
tian bondage:

...[the Ukrainians] were looked upon as lowly and inferior beings 
and became the slaves and handmaids of the Polish people and the 
Jews... “their lives were made bitter by hard labor, in mortar and 
bricks” [Exodus 1:14]...so wretched and lowly had they become that 
all classes of people, even the lowliest among them [i.e. Jews] became 
their overlords.94

Ukrainian attacks on Jews during the Khmel'nyts'kyi rebellion and 
during Gonta’s uprising of the next century must be seen as essentially 
anti-Polish and anti-Catholic uprisings.95 These massacres of Jews, 
while horrific, were epiphenomenal to the central aspects of the con­
flict. The period under discussion in this study, however, marks a 
significant change in the nature of the Ukrainian-Jewish conflict. 
Medieval antisemitism in Ukraine was primarily confined to the reli­
gious arena, an elevated theological dispute with rare outbursts of 
communal violence. Premodem antisemitism in Ukraine, which ex­
tended to the beginning of the twentieth century in many regions, was 
primarily social and economic in nature, reflecting the pressure points 
in the castelike division of labor as market forces were increasingly 
brought to bear in Ukrainian society. With the Ukrainian revolution, 
however, the conflict takes on unmistakably political overtones.



Chapter Two

The Establishment of Jewish Autonomy

On March 8, 1917, a starving woman participating in a march com­
memorating International Women's Day threw a stone through a 
baker's window in Petrograd (St. Petersburg), the capital of the huge 
Russian Empire.1 According to the British military attaché, this was 
what started all the “trouble.” As the food riot quickly spread through­
out the city, popular discontent was directed against the last of the 
tsars, Nicholas II, and his repressive autocracy. Within days the rock 
that shattered the baker’s window also succeeded in destroying what 
was then the world’s largest state: the corpulent, bureaucratic Russian 
Empire. Often referred to as the February Revolution, using the Julian 
calendar followed in the Russian Empire until 1918, the successful 
insurrection marked the end of several centuries of Romanov rule.

The fall of the last tsar was marked not by the immediate succession 
of the Communists, but by an attempt at liberal democracy in the form 
of the Provisional Government, which was hastily cobbled together by 
the members of the largely redundant Russian parliament. For a brief 
nine months (March to November 1917) the Provisional Government 
and its last chairman, Aleksandr Kerenskii, desperately attempted to 
maintain the political and spiritual unity of the far-flung territories of 
the empire, many of which had been proceeding along their own 
centrifugal paths for decades.

Kyiv, long a provincial outpost of the tsar in St. Petersburg, found 
itself momentarily rudderless when a telegram arrived on March 13 
reporting on the revolution in the capital.2 In those first confusing 
days, leadership of the city centered in City Hall, where the represen­
tatives of the old guard vied with previously disenfranchised elements 
for control. A compromise was reached in the formation of the Coun­
cil of United Community Organizations of Kyiv (Sovet Obedinennykh
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Obshchestvennykh Organizatsii goroda Kieva, abbreviated here as 
CUCO), which brought together representatives from various politi­
cal, cultural, and ethnic groups, including Jews and Ukrainians. Domi­
nated by Russians, CUCO was recognized by the Provisional Govern­
ment as its authoritative representative in Kyiv.3

Initially, Jewish organizations were attracted to the Provisional 
Government in general and to CUCO in particular. The Provisional 
Government had been quick to promise sweeping democratic reforms 
while preserving order among the remnants of the tsarist empire. With 
the announcement of its formation on March 14, the Provisional 
Government declared the “abolition of all class, religious, and national 
restrictions,” which implied the destruction of the hated residency 
laws that confined the Jews to the Pale of Settlement.4 Even the 
tradition-oriented Orthodox Jews, after a waiting period to ensure that 
the revolution was in fact final, greeted the Provisional Government 
with enthusiasm.5

It was not long before Jewish political opinion shifted, however, in 
favor of the Ukrainian Central Rada (Council), another newly estab­
lished institution that rivaled CUCO  for leadership of all Ukraine. 
Headed by Professor Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi, the dean of Ukrainian his­
torical scholarship and a political moderate, the Rada initially de­
manded only limited autonomous rights within a federated Russia, 
particularly, though not exclusively, in cultural and linguistic matters. 
In the early days of the revolution, the Central Rada seemed more like 
a special-interest lobbying group than an effective governing body. In 
their first statement to the Ukrainian people, for example, the Central 
Rada tentatively asked for private donations to support its activities.6 
Nevertheless, the Rada became the focus of all Ukrainian-oriented po­
litical activity within a short time and eventually succeeded in winning 
the support of the traditionally Russocentric Jewish community.

<8>
The groundwork for the Ukrainian-Jewish rapprochement had been 
prepared by Ukrainian political movements in the prerevolutionary 
period. The influence of Mykhailo Drahomanov was critical in bring­
ing the significance of the Jewish presence to the attention of early 
Ukrainian activists and, as noted in Chapter 1, some Ukrainian politi­
cal circles adopted Jewish autonomy as a platform even before the
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Jewish parties themselves came to support it. Ukrainian political theory 
in the early twentieth century was clearly moving in the direction of 
harmonious cooperation with national minorities, especially Jews.

The incentive for the establishment of the Central Rada came from 
a small party called the Ukrainian Party of Socialist'Federalists (USF), 
originally known as the Society of Ukrainian Progressives. It was a 
moderately socialist party distinguished primarily by its leader, 
Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi, considered by many to be the father of modem 
Ukrainian nationalism.7 As a historian, Hrushevs'kyi had devoted 
considerable attention to the millenial Jewish presence in Ukraine. 
During the revolutionary period, he consistently advocated tolerance 
of minorities in his vision of a democratic, multinational Ukraine.8 
Hrushevs'kyi was later elected president of the Central Rada.

Also significant for the leadership of the Central Rada was the 
Ukrainian Social Democratic Labor Party (USDLP). The most promi­
nent members of this party were the playwright Volodymyr 
Vynnychenko and the journalist Symon Petliura. Their occupational 
background was typical of many of the early political activists, since 
the repressive atmosphere in the tsarist empire had created a situation 
in which “literature became more a carrier of national consciousness 
and a surrogate for political action than a form of art.”9 The USDLP 
had long agitated for cultural independence from its larger brother, the 
Russian Social Democratic Labor Party, and had developed consider­
able sympathy for subjugated nationalities.10 Another leading member 
of the USDLP, Mykola Porsh, has been credited with being “the 
intellectual bridge between the vague concept of minority rights and 
the concept of national-personal autonomy,” based on his 1907 pam­
phlet advocating the decentralization of power in the tsarist empire.11

The most popular party was the Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionary 
Party (USRP). Like the USDLP, the USRP was affiliated with a 
Russian party, the Russian Socialist Revolutionary Party. Although 
USRP members were less prominent among the leadership of the 
Ukrainian movement, the party remained a staunch advocate of Jew­
ish autonomy from well before the revolutionary period and had pub­
lished many works advocating this platform, including some writings 
of Chaim Zhitlowsky.12 By way of contrast, the Russian Socialist 
Revolutionary Party did not resolve in favor of national-personal au­
tonomy until the summer of 1917.n
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Taken together, the appointment of Hmshevs'kyi to the presidency 
of the Central Rada and the prominence of the USDLP with the 
support of the popular USRP effectively silenced any antisemitic 
voices in the early months of the Ukrainian revolution. This is not to 
deny their presence. The right-wing Ukrainian Party of Socialist- 
Independentists (UPSI) often took an anti-Jewish position. Led by 
Mykola Mikhnovs'kyi (1873-1924), a long-standing Ukrainian na­
tional activist, the UPSI followed a definition of Ukrainian citizenship 
that was based on narrow ethnic grounds. His ideas were particularly 
relevant to the development of interwar integral nationalism among 
Ukrainians, but during the revolution he was not successful in mobiliz­
ing wide-spread support.14 The UPSI was composed primarily of sol­
diers or veterans who, in the words of Jurij Borys, were “determined 
separatists... [a] little group of fanatical nationalists.”15 The Ukrainian 
political leadership had come to realize the desirability of coming to 
terms with the Jewish population, however, and these more radical 
opinions remained a small, if distinct voice in the early days of the 
Ukrainian revolution.16

There were three basic reasons for Ukrainian support for Jewish 
autonomy.17 First, the concept was very much in keeping with the 
general utopian tenor of socialist ideology, which envisioned a demo­
cratic paradise where the working classes of all nationalities would 
work in harmony to build a democratic, socialist future. Second, and 
more pragmatically, the overwhelmingly agrarian Ukrainians lacked a 
native bourgeoisie. Volodymyr Vynnychenko referred to this in his 
memoirs:

Where are the forces which would constitute these organs.. .(of gov­
ernment!? Well, there is a need for thousands of experienced, edu­
cated, and nationally-conscious people in order to fill all the govern­
mental positions and all the institutions, beginning with the minis­
ters and ending up with the secretaries in the offices. Where are 
these people? Where could they be found, when we did not have our 
own schools and when we had no possibility of having our own mass 
intelligentsia from which we could select these experienced, edu­
cated, and nationally conscious people? Well, there are probably 
enough for the ministers, but after that?18

The cities, as noted previously, were Russian-Jewish-Polish islands 
in a Ukrainian sea. Although a significant number of Ukrainians lived
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in major cities such as Kyiv, the Jewish presence in middle'Sized towns 
and villages, particularly on the right'bank, was often a heavy major' 
ity.19 Jews in these rural areas had a literacy rate of 47 percent, far 
higher than that of the Ukrainians (18 percent) or the Russians (24 
percent) (see Figure 1.6). Ukrainians had depended on Jewish com­
mercial activity for centuries, and early Ukrainian activists realized 
that this dependence would have to be maintained, at least until the 
demographic imbalance changed. Furthermore, while Russians and 
Poles also formed a significant segment of the commercial community, 
they were likely to be less sympathetic to the Ukrainian movement 
than were Jews. They could look north and west to large numbers of 
powerful co-nationals, while Jews were minorities wherever they lived 
and were therefore more eager to establish harmonious relations with 
the local authorities.

Finally, the extension of national-personal autonomy to Jews be­
came a stick with which to beat the Provisional Government in St. 
Petersburg.20 While the Ukrainians were demanding territorial au­
tonomy, that is, limited self-rule intended to increase the level of 
Ukrainian national and cultural activity, the Russian center was at­
tempting to inflate the power of the minorities in Ukraine beyond their 
proportion in the population. By granting national-personal autonomy, 
the Ukrainians could effectively address the concerns of the Provi­
sional Government and bring minorities into the debate on the Ukrai­
nian side.21 In short, Jewish autonomy proved to be desirable to the 
Ukrainian movement for ideological, practical, and strategic reasons.

It is not surprising that the initial impulse of the organized Jewish 
community was to align itself with the traditional sources of authority 
in Kyiv, specifically with the City Hall, revitalized as CUCO. The 
orbit of politically conscious Jews traditionally revolved around the 
Russian-dominated cities and not the Ukrainian countryside. The 
maintenance of the Rechtsstaat, a lawful society that could adequately 
guarantee order and peace, was controlled by the tsarist authorities and 
not their Ukrainian subjects. To be sure, Jews had little sympathy for 
the tsarist government, which increasingly adopted antisemitic poli­
cies. Russian antisemitism was fueled by the appearance of the fraudu­
lent “Protocols of the Elders of Zion," which claimed to reveal the 
existence of a Jewish conspiracy for world domination.22 Between 
1905 and 1916, over fourteen million copies of nearly three thousand
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antisemitic works were published, and Nicholas himself is alleged to 
have contributed over twelve million rubles for this purpose.23 Nicho­
las also firmly believed that the Jews were at the forefront of the 
revolutionary movement and he financially supported the notorious 
Union of Russian People, popularly known as the Black Hundreds 
(Chemye somi).24 Side by side with the government, the Black Hun­
dreds agitated in favor of the infamous trial of Mendel Beilis (in Kyiv, 
1911-1913). The trial revolved around a young boy who had been 
found murdered. An innocent Jew was accused of slaughtering him to 
use his blood in Jewish ritual (the infamous “blood libel” that dates 
from medieval times).25 At the boy’s funeral, the Black Hundreds 
distributed a leaflet that proclaimed:

Orthodox Christians! The Jews have tortured to death the little boy 
Andrei Iushchina! The Jews torture to death several dozens of young 
boys every year before their Pessah [sic], for adding their blood to the 
Mazza [sic]. The Jews do this to remind them of the suffering of the 
Savior whom the Jews tortured to death by crucifying him... 
[gruesome details left out here]. Russians! If the life of your children 
is dear to you, beat the Jews! Beat them until there is not a single Jew 
in Russia. Have mercy on your children. Take revenge for the inno­
cent sufferers! It is time, it is time.26

Beilis was eventually acquitted by a jury of Ukrainian peasants, but 
Jews continued to be treated with contempt by the government. Their 
loyalties suspect, they suffered when Nicholas continued a long-stand­
ing tradition of abrupt expulsions by forcing some 600,000 Jews to 
leave areas near the front lines, causing tremendous hardship.27

Despite these drastic measures, Jews were more concerned with 
maintaining law and order than risking social upheaval through a 
radical change of authority. Several Jewish organizations, therefore, 
sent representatives to CUCO, and a delegate was appointed to its 
Executive.28 Over the summer, however, the mood of Jewish political 
opinion shifted dramatically, from a Russian to a Ukrainian orienta­
tion. There were three basic reasons for this shift. First, as the Ukrai­
nian movement rapidly demonstrated its popular strength, the Provi­
sional Government looked increasingly frail and ephemeral. The Jew­
ish political leadership began to realize that the Ukrainian hand was 
stronger and might eventually exercise effective control over the re­
gion, possibly through some form of self-rule.29 Ukrainian strength was
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demonstrated in a march in Kyiv on April 1, which drew some 100,000 
participants marching under 320 yellow and blue flags.30 Similar con­
gresses and demonstrations became more frequent, and when the 
Ukrainian National Congress was convened in mid-April, it was evi­
dent that Jewish politicians had taken notice of this dark horse.

The Jews formed a Council of Jewish Organizations in late March, 
in part to come to grips with the possibility that the Ukrainians might 
be successful in realizing their territorial demands.31 The Council 
decided to continue relations with the young Rada and later greeted 
the Ukrainian National Congress on April 21 with the traditional 
salutation, slava (glory).32

The Ukrainians also impressed Jewish political activists with their 
devotion to the principle of autonomy, although the definition of the 
term was yet to be clearly articulated. The principle of autonomy 
required the recognition of nationality rights as well as personal rights, 
including, for example, culture-specific education. The Provisional 
Government maintained its commitment to general emancipation yet 
refused to advocate any type of national rights for any particular na­
tionality.33 The Ukrainian movement, on the other hand, stressed 
territorial autonomous rights for the Ukrainian nationality within a 
federated Russian Republic, and a transition eventually granting extra­
territorial autonomy to Jews seemed natural. The most fervent advo­
cate of minority rights, after all, was the president of the Ukrainian 
Central Rada, Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi. In a series of articles published 
in local newspapers, Hrushevs'kyi consistently promoted the develop­
ment of the multinational concept, “with broad popular representation 
in the government and no discrimination on the basis of ethnic, 
religious, or social criteria.”34

Along with the growing strength of the Ukrainian movement and 
its overt devotion to the principle of autonomy, the third and final 
reason for the shift in Jewish opinion was the firm stand the Ukrainian 
movement initially took in favor of the continued political unity of the 
former lands of the Tsarist Empire. Ukraine was to take its place as an 
autonomous entity in a new, federated Russian Republic.35 The main­
tenance of political unity was a sine qua non for the Ukrainian-Jewish 
rapprochement, and when this plank was dropped from the Ukrainian 
platform in early 1918, cooperation between Ukrainians and Jews 
began to founder. This principle was important to Ukrainian Jews for
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several reasons. For socialists, the preservation of the political integrity 
of the territory was especially important for maintaining the broadest 
possible “revolutionary front,” while for Zionists it meant the potential 
mobilization of the largest mass of Jewry for their own political ends. It 
should be noted that Jewish political parties in Ukraine were invari­
ably branches of larger, all-Russian parties, but even more important 
was the fact that the very concept of a Ukrainian Jewry was almost 
totally absent from the Weltanschauung of the Jews of the Russian 
Empire.

<8>
A specifically Ukrainian Jewish identity had failed to develop in 
Ukraine, even though the history of Jews in the region stretches back 
some two millennia and the population reached roughly two million at 
the beginning of this century.36 It is true that a Jew from, say, Odesa 
would recognize distinctive “national” characteristics in a coreligionist 
from Vilnius. The Yiddish dialect would be slightly different, the 
clothing could be quite different, and even the liturgy of the 
thrice-daily prayers might be different. Yet beyond their regional iden­
tities these Jews would clearly identify themselves as Russian Jews 
rather than as Ukrainian or Lithuanian, particularly in emigration. 
(The concept of, for example, a “Midwestern Jew” only makes sense in 
a place where there is a concept of “the Midwest.” There is not much 
point in referring to oneself as a Midwestern Jew in Bangkok, where 
the less precise yet still correct term “American Jew" suffices.) While 
maintaining a highly distinctive Jewish culture well into the twentieth 
century, for all intents and purposes Ukrainian Jews defined them­
selves nationally as Russian, a position that affected the relations of all 
three nationalities significantly.

There are three readily identifiable reasons for this Russotropism. 
First, the attitude of Ukrainian Jews was typical of minorities living in 
multinational states. The ruling power is usually the body most able to 
guarantee minority interests and is therefore likely to command their 
loyalties. This orientation has a long-hallowed tradition in Talmudic 
law. Second, the modem Jewish intelligentsia was far more attracted to 
Russian literary and social culture than to its Ukrainian counterpart, 
which was not as well developed in the last decades of tsarist era. 
Finally, antisemitism was associated with the peasantry, even if it was
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also evident at higher levels of society and the state bureaucracy. 
Taken together, these factors served to stunt the development of a 
Ukrainian Jewish identity.

As noted earlier, minorities are concerned more than anything else 
with maintaining a Rechtsstaat, a society governed by law, as the pre­
condition for their peaceful existence in a potentially hostile environ­
ment. It is even acceptable if these laws are moderately discriminatory, 
just so long as their rights and privileges are clearly defined, and there 
is some means of legal redress if these limited freedoms are impugned. 
As a “nonterritorial” minority, the Jews had no independent state in 
the region (or even a contiguous population concentration) to which 
they could appeal for assistance in times of need.

The Jews took this loyalty to the ruling powers as, quite literally, a 
religious concept. The Mishnah, the body of Jewish law codified from 
oral tradition in the second century, adjures Jews to “pray for the 
welfare of the government, for were it not for the fear of it, people 
would swallow each other alive” (Avot 3:2). Laws passed by non-Jewish 
governments are recognized as valid under the Talmudic principle dim 
d’malkhuta dim (“the law of the state is the law,” Bava Kama 113a; 
some exceptions apply). Modem prayer books include a blessing for 
the state that is generally recited every Sabbath. Typical is this text, 
taken from a nineteenth-century prayer book for the High Holidays:

The One who gives salvation to kings...may He bless, guard, pre­
serve, aid, raise up, make great, and elevate our lord The Tsar 
Alexander Nikolaevich, may his glory be exalted, with his wife the 
honored Tsarina Maria Aleksandrovna and his son the inheritor 
Nicholas Aleksandrovich, and his sons and daughters. The King who 
is King over kings, in His mercy may He grant him life, and guard 
him from all distress and anxiety and harm and rescue him.. .may his 
enemies fall before him and make all that he attempts successful.
The King who is King over kings, in His mercy may He place mercy 
in (the Tsar’s] heart and in the heart of all his advisors and ministers 
to do good with us and with all Israel...so that Israel may dwell in 
security, and may a redeemer come to Israel, let it be His will, and let 
us say, Amen.37

Noteworthy are the dedication to the Tsar’s welfare, both personal 
and nation; l, and the prayer that he deal “mercifully” with the Jewish 
community. Even if the Tsar were to fulfill this wish, however, it would 
not be considered an ideal arrangement for the Jews, since the prayer
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concludes, “and may a redeemer come to Israel,” that is, may the 
Messiah come and remove Jews from this oppression as quickly as 
possible. In the final analysis, however, earthly kingship is regarded as 
a privilege that is Divinely apportioned to particular families or indi' 
viduals.

The fictitious rabbi in Fiddler on the Roof teaches that the correct 
blessing for the Tsar is “May God bless and keep the Tsar—far away 
from us!" According to authentic Jewish law, however, there actually 
is such a blessing: “Blessed are You, Lord our God, who has given of 
His honor to flesh and blood."38 The Tsar’s honor stems directly from 
the King who is King over kings and commands loyalty as a religious 
precept. The masses of Ukrainian Jewry, therefore, followed a religious 
tradition in supporting the Tsar. Their support was primarily passive, 
and whenever possible more active forms, such as military service, 
were avoided. The Jews, like other minorities such as the Old Believ­
ers, were required to pay a double tax, which “many considered only a 
compensation for the exemption from military service.”39

Two very different Jewish intelligentsias coexisted during the late 
tsarist period. The traditional Talmudic elite headed by individuals 
such as Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan (the Hafets Haim) and others, which 
was respected by the masses of religiously observant Jews,40 ap­
proached the growing Ukrainian movement according to the tradi­
tional lines already described. This source of religious authority was 
being rapidly eclipsed, however, by the increasing popularity of the 
Masldkm, those Jews who supported the Haskalah (the Jewish enlight­
enment). They were abandoning religious observance in favor of na­
tionalist (Zionism ), Jewish socialist (mainly Bundism), and 
assimilationist (e.g., Menshevism, Communism) ideologies. These 
movements were all essentially European in character and used the 
political and social vocabulary of modem, particularly Western, Eu­
rope.

If Russian culture had achieved a recognized place in the canon of 
European society, Ukrainian culture had to prove first that it existed at 
all, then that it was not some subset of Russian culture, and finally, 
that it was worthy of study and respect. Ukrainian language and litera­
ture, which contended with oppressive censorship in the Russian Em­
pire, relied on comparatively few authors, such as Taras Shevchenko 
(1814-1861) and Ivan Franko (1856-1916), to justify its paternity; a
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good portion of its literature consisted of peasant'Oriented oral tradi­
tions collected by nineteenth-century enthusiasts. When the Maskiltm 
looked to non-Jewish European cultures, Russian seemed far more 
attractive. Ukrainian Jews were already familiar with the language, 
which promised a huge Jewish readership, and Russian culture was the 
most convenient (if not the least encumbered) means of access to the 
larger European world of ideas. Although the Zionists struggled to 
reestablish ancient Hebrew as a vernacular language, and the Jewish 
Socialists eventually came to exploit Yiddish as a propaganda tool, 
Jewish scholarly and cultural work was published increasingly in Rus­
sian. Ukrainian language and culture simply had too little to offer the 
Mas kilim.

The widespread notion that antisemitism was a form of primitive 
prejudice that could be eliminated, or at least greatly alleviated, 
through higher education encouraged the Maskilic orientation to the 
Russians. Many Zionists, however, took exception to this attitude, as 
did the religious masses, who understood antisemitism as a permanent 
feature of reality with metaphysical implications. In this sense, the 
poorly educated peasantry was seen as the source of anti-Jewish atti­
tudes. Bureaucrats and other nonpeasants who held antisemitic atti­
tudes suffered from a rather harmful form of ignorance and nothing 
more. Insofar as Ukrainians were overwhelmingly involved in agricul­
ture, this preconception did little to foster the development of 
Ukrainian-Jewish ties. The Russians had a large peasant population, 
but they also had a much larger, sophisticated intelligentsia. The 
Ukrainian intelligentsia, in contrast, occupied only a thin stratum of 
Ukrainian society, and many were still undecided about whether to be 
“Ukrainians” or “Little Russians.” When Maslulim in Ukraine identi­
fied themselves as “Russian Jews,” they were not identifying with the 
entire Russian people, but with that segment of Russians who held 
modem, Western views in common with their own. They encountered 
precious few Ukrainians who fit this description.

€>
By guaranteeing the creation of a Rechtsstaat within a federated Rus­
sian Republic, the Ukrainian movement was able to satisfy Jewish 
concerns and draw the political leadership into a new and unprec­
edented alliance. This achievement was useful to the Central Rada,
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since it was able to rely on Jewish support in its increasingly confronta' 
tional relationship with the Provisional Government in Petrograd. In 
June 1917, after several months of debate, the Central Rada issued its 
First Universal (proclamation), which read in part:

Let Ukraine be free! Without separating from all of Russia, without 
breaking with the Russian state, let the Ukrainian people have the 
right to manage its own life on its own soil...
No one can know better than we what we need and which laws are 
best for us...
We thought that the Central Russian [Provisional] Government 
would extend its hands to us in this task, that in agreement with it, 
we, the Ukrainian Central Rada, would be able to provide order for our 
land.
But the Provisional Russian Government rejected all our demands; it 
pushed aside the outstretched hand of the Ukrainian people...
And now, Ukrainian people, we are forced to create our own destiny.
We cannot permit our land to fall into lawlessness and decline. Since 
the Russian Provisional Government cannot provide order for us, 
since it does not want to join us in this great task, then we must take it 
upon ourselves. This is our duty to our land and to the peoples who 
live on our land.
That is why we, the Ukrainian Central Rada, issue this Universal to 
our entire nation and proclaim: from this day forth we shall build our 
life.«1

The Universal also contained a passage directed specifically to minori' 
ties:

In cities and those areas where the Ukrainian population lives along- 
side other nationalities, we urge our citizens to quickly come to 
agreement and understanding with the democratic elements of those na­
tionalities, and jointly begin preparation for a new, orderly existence. 
The Central Rada hopes that the non-Ukrainian peoples living on 
our territory will also care for order and peace in our land, and that in 
this difficult time of disorder in the entire state, they join us in a 
united and friendly fashion to work for the organization of an autono­
mous Ukraine.42

The Bund was the only Jewish party to react negatively to the First 
Universal. Its Southern Bureau issued a statement claiming that the 
Universal “places the Ukrainian national movement on the road to a
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break with revolutionary democracy and establishes the conditions for 
the internal friction among the population of Ukraine.”43 The Central 
Rada reacted quickly to this criticism, however, and proposed that a 
multinationality commission (composed of seventy-one Ukrainians, 
eleven Russians, eight Jews, two Germans, and six representatives of 
other nationalities) be formed to draft a constitution, for the time 
being mollifying the Bund.44

At this point the Rada was heavily involved in heated negotiations 
with the Provisional Government in St. Petersburg. Despite its rather 
moderate demands, the First Universal posed a unique challenge to the 
unstable government in the capital of the defunct Tsarist Empire. The 
Rada took a major step toward the goal of territorial autonomy with 
the creation of an executive body called the General Secretariat to 
assume administration of Ukraine. Heading this new body was 
Volodymyr Vynnychenko (USDLP); the cabinet he presided over in­
cluded Symon Petliura (USDLP) as General Secretary for Military 
Affairs and Serhii Ieffemov (USF) as General Secretary for “Inter- 
nationality Affairs.”45 Several days later Aleksandr Kerenskii, the 
chairman of the Provisional Government, led a delegation to Kyiv to 
negotiate with the Rada. Although Kerenskii may have hoped to win a 
better bargain, external political pressures forced his hand, and he 
acceded in principle to the moderate requests of the Rada. The results 
were announced in the Second Universal on July 16, 1917, which was 
issued in four languages: Ukrainian, Yiddish, Polish, and Russian.46 It 
stated, in essence, that the Provisional Government would now recog­
nize the Ukrainian Central Rada (which was to be reformed and 
expanded to include a wider cross-section of the population) as the 
legitimate authority and representative of the Provisional Government 
in Ukraine. Although little detail was provided, the Universal clearly 
indicated that the national minorities of Ukraine would be involved in 
drafting the legislation that would define the political and administra­
tive structure of the newly autonomous Ukraine.47

The Jewish socialist parties were the first to take up the Ukrainian 
offer. Although the Zionists were by definition dedicated to the prin­
ciple of national self-determination, it seems that the elderly Ukrai­
nian leadership of the movement (the “Bnei Tsion") vacillated, wait­
ing for instructions from leaders in Moscow and St. Petersburg.48 The 
socialists, on the other hand, saw the moment as one ripe with oppor­
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tunity. The minutes of the local Poale-Tsion in Kyiv reflect this 
change in attitude. Their meetings in the early spring were informal 
and haphazard, but by April they had set up a full-time office with a 
staff of two, and later that month they were self-consciously referring 
to each other by their formal surnames, a rather strained practice given 
their former casual terminology.49 The Rada itself was dominated by 
socialists, and the First Universal in fact contained an implicit invita­
tion directed at non-Ukrainian socialists in the phrase “democratic 
elements,” which, in the shorthand of the day, meant “socialist par­
ties."

Tensions within the Jewish establishment had erupted in May, 
when a nonpartisan Regional Jewish Conference was convened. De­
spite the “Regional” title, over three hundred delegates from several 
provinces were in attendance to discuss such topics as “On Uniting 
and Organizing the Jewish Population,” “On the Rights of National 
Minorities in Russia,” and “On Autonomy and Federation.” According 
to one of the few memoirs of the period, the man invariably at the 
center of the controversy was Moshe Rafes, the leader of the Bund, 
who consistently opposed measures promoted by the Zionist contin­
gent. The conference nearly came to an abrupt end when Rafes and his 
followers refused to accede to a resolution to symbolically honor the 
Torah. The resulting brouhaha was contained only when the delegate 
Sh. An-skii assuaged the intensely anticlerical Bund by suggesting they 
honor the Torah as a symbol of Jewish culture only.50 Rafes frequently 
aroused the ire of his Zionist opponents, invoking many protests 
against his behavior.51

The Jewish socialist parties had also expressed their separatist incli­
nations by boycotting the nonpartisan Council of Jewish Organiza­
tions and forming their own Council.52 For their part, the Poale-Tsion 
refused to participate, first because they would be forced to work 
together with nonsocialist ("bourgeois”) elements, and second, be­
cause as a small minority on the Council, they would have little 
opportunity to exercise their own policies, always being compromised 
by the majority.53

The Jewish socialist parties were comparatively well represented in 
the Ukrainian government, which consisted of three organs. The larg­
est was the Central Rada proper, which met only infrequently. The 
working body of the Central Rada was the Mala Rada (“Little Coun-



Fi
gu

re
 2

.1
. C

om
po

sit
io

n 
of

 th
e C

en
tr

al
 R

ad
a,

 1
91

7 
(A

U
C

 “
 A

ll-
U

kr
ai

ni
an

 C
ou

nc
il)

 
So

ur
ce

: D
or

os
he

nk
o,

 Is
to

rii
a 

Uk
rd

fn
y,

 v
ol

. 1
, p

. 1
23

.



48 A Prayer for the Government

cil” ), a parliament that held frequent and regular deliberations. The 
executive (cabinet) of the Mala Rada was called the General Secre­
tariat. The Jewish socialist parties were allocated thirty-five seats in 
the Central Rada, or 4 percent of its total membership (see Figure 2.1, 
previous page). This was roughly half the proportion of Jews in the 
region as a whole, but it compared favorably with the number of seats 
given to the socialist parties of other nationalities: Ukrainians received 
only 20 seats (2 percent), Russians 40 (4 percent), and Poles 15 (1 
percent). Despite the small number of seats given to Ukrainian social­
ists, Ukrainians still constituted a majority of the Central Rada as 
representatives of congresses of workers, soldiers, and other groups.54

All together, the seats officially reserved for socialist parties in the 
Central Rada accounted for 13 percent of the total membership. The 
bulk were held by representatives of other Soviets (Councils) of work­
ers, peasants, and soldiers. The Jewish share of the Central Rada was 
increased by the presence of deputies appointed by other organizations, 
most notably in the cities, where Ukrainians did poorly in local elec­
tions held that summer. Even in Kyiv, the capital and center of Ukrai­
nian political activity, Ukrainian parties garnered only one-fifth of the 
seats for the local city government. This was only slightly more than 
the “Russian Bloc,” with their slogan of “Down with Ukraine and 
Ukrainianization!” (see Figure 2.2, below), and the pattern was re­
peated in cities all over Ukraine, where Ukrainian parties (sometimes 
in coalition with Russian parties) received only 27 percent of recorded 
votes (see Figure 2.3, below).55 Complete figures for all election results 
are not available. If the figure for Jewish success in the Kyivan election 
is generalized for all cities, however, then roughly one-quarter of the 
city and provincial deputies in the Central Rada would have been 
Jewish representatives. The Jewish share in the Central Rada would 
thus be increased to approximately 7 percent, only slightly less than 
their proportion of the population as a whole.

In the more significant sitting parliament called the Mala Rada, Jews 
received a much larger share of seats. Of the 199 places, Jewish parties 
were entitled to 50 (see Figure 2.4, below). Minorities were given a 
greatly disproportionate share of the seats in the Mala Rada (125 seats, 
or 63 percent) due to the pressure of the Provisional Government, 
which feared Ukrainian domination of the region. Even given this 
disproportionate representation of minorities, it is noteworthy that
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Jews were given the largest share (33 percent) of these minority seats. 
The proportions of representation gave the larger Jewish parties (Zion­
ists, Bund, Fareynikte) equal weight, with thirteen seats each. The 
Poale-Tsion received nine seats and the Follcspartey received two.

It was representation of Jews in the executive body called the Gen­
eral Secretariat, however, that caused the most controversy. The na­
ture of this representation, both in quantity and in quality, was a major 
source of conflict in the negotiations between the Rada and the Provi­
sional Government during the summer and early autumn of 1917. 
Although heated and often bitter, these negotiations ended with the 
establishment of the Vice-Secretariat for Jewish Affairs.

Shortly after Kerenskii’s visit, the Central Rada appointed Serhii 
Ieffemov (USF) to the newly created post of General Secretary for 
Inter-Nationality Affairs (Mizhnatsional'nykh sprat).56 The head of the 
General Secretariat, Volodymyr Vynnychenko, issued a statement de­
fining the nature of the new office. This Secretariat was to perform two 
distinct functions, namely, “to campaign for accord with other minor­
ity peoples in the Russian Empire with the aim of transforming it into a 
federative state; (and]...to campaign for accord among all nationalities 
in Ukraine, with the aim of forging a political consensus of all peoples 
living within its boundaries in the upcoming battle for (territorial] 
autonomy.”57 The structure of the office was further elaborated upon 
in the “Statute for the Higher Government [Vys/icho/io Upravlmnia] of 
Ukraine,” which was submitted to the Provisional Government for 
approval on July 16 :

4. The General Secretariat will consist of 14 General Secretaries, 
including: Internal Affairs, Finance, Defense...Nationalities...
Remark: The Secretariat of Nationality Affairs will include three 
Vice-Secretaries (tovorys/ii sekretary]—from the Russians, Jews, and 
Poles. The Vice-Secretaries have the right to make presentations 
and participate in debates in the General Secretariat on matters 
which have relevance to their nationalities. The Vice-Secretaries for 
Nationality Affairs will be confirmed by a Committee of the Rada.58

Having successfully weathered an attempted Bolshevik coup in July, 
the Provisional Government issued an “Instruction” that severely cut 
back Ukrainian demands, reducing Ukrainian territory and limiting
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the size of the General Secretariat to nine.59 The third point of the 
Instruction required, in addition, that four of the nine positions be 
filled by non'Ukrainians. The Provisional Government consistently 
attempted to increase the proportion of minorities in order to minimize 
the power of the Ukrainian movement, while limiting the competen­
cies of the Vice-Secretaries as far as possible, presumably because the 
Rada would hand-pick these Vice-Secretaries to support its policies.60

The Instruction was received with great bitterness by the Ukraini­
ans, who felt that the Provisional Government had dealt in bad faith 
by severely limiting the power of the Central Rada. The Jewish mem­
bers of the Mala Rada echoed that sentiment. In a session devoted to 
discussing whether or not the Instruction should be accepted, the 
Jewish parties protested vehemently yet urged acceptance, in order to 
maintain the political integrity of the Russian federated republic, 
which was to replace the defunct Russian Empire. The Zionist Syrkin 
“was critical of the Instruction, which gave national freedom in hourly 
tablespoon doses.” Moshe Rafes of the Bund even proposed that the 
proportion of seats given to minorities be reduced to three to corre­
spond to their proportion in Ukraine.61 Vynnychenko himself noted 
that the non-Ukrainian members of the Central Rada were “more 
daring” in their criticism of the Instruction, but in the end, the motion 
in favor of accepting the Instruction carried, and the protest of the 
minorities against it was registered in the resolution.62

With the Instruction accepted, the Rada finally had firm legal 
footing on which to begin the construction of the Secretariat for 
Nationality Affairs, now under the leadership of O. Shul'hyn (USF).63 
The change of name from “Inter-nationality” to “Nationality," in­
tended to reduce the significance of the office, was retained.64 The 
Rada had originally planned to appoint the delegates of their own 
choosing to the posts in nationality affairs, but the Polish parties 
announced without ceremony that they would supply a candidate 
based on their own criteria. Not surprisingly, the Jewish parties subse­
quently made the same demand. After some negotiation, it was agreed 
that the Rada would appoint the Secretary for Nationality Affairs, and 
the nationality parties would provide their own candidates for the 
respective Vice-Secretariats.65 On July 13, 1917, the Rada appointed 
candidates for two of the Vice-Secretariats: Moshe Zilberfarb for Jew­
ish Affairs and M. Mickiewicz for Polish Affairs. Several months later
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it added M. Odinets for Russian Affairs.66 Zilberfarb, a longtime politic 
cal activist known under the pseudonym “Bazin,” was bom to a 
wealthy Hasidic family in Rivne in 1876. Until the age of fourteen he 
received a traditional religious education, but later went on to study 
law in Kyiv, Berlin, and Beme, where he earned a doctorate, with a 
dissertation entitled “Die Verwaltung der jüdischen Gemeinden in 
Russland: Historisch und dogmatisch dargestellt.” He was active in 
socialist politics in Kyiv, and was a founding member of the 
Vozrozhdenie circle there.67

Plans were laid for a Congress of Nationalities held in September, 
which served to bolster the efforts of the Rada in nationality relations. 
Ninety-two delegates representing twenty different nationalities were 
present (see Figure 2.5). The Congress, which was presided over by 
Hrushevs'kyi, resolved in favor of "extra-territorial personal au­
tonomy,” specifically mentioning the Jews. All nationalities, however, 
were to be eligible for this right, which would be based on democratic 
elections. The state should also guarantee, the resolution continued, 
full use of the minority languages in official organs.66

The primary task of the new General Secretariat for Nationality 
Affairs, meanwhile, was to define itself. After several months of de­
bate, a lengthy “Statute” describing its structure and competencies was 
confirmed by the Rada and sent to the Provisional Government in 
October for final confirmation.69 In the first paragraph, under the 
heading “General Principles,” the General Secretariat for Nationality 
Affairs stated as its purpose the protection of the national rights of all 
the peoples of Ukraine. The second paragraph expanded on this in a 
more concrete fashion:

2) The competency of the General Secretary for Nationality Af­
fairs includes:
a) the creation of legislative proposals, which should firmly establish 
and protect the national rights of the peoples, which live in Ukraine, 
and carrying out these laws in life;
b) taking measures and disseminating them among the local govern­
ment institutions and offices...with the goal of establishing good 
relations between the nationalities;
c) collecting, editing, and disseminating materials, which have rel­
evance to the solution of the nationality question in Ukraine.
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The Secretariat had two basic functions: to organize the nationality 
life of the peoples of Ukraine, and to promote harmony among these 
nationalities. The nature of nationality life was to be defined by the 
Secretariat and its organs. As indicated in Article 6, “specifically, the 
Vice-Secretariat should create and effect measures which are relevant 
to the people’s education.” With the Zionist emphasis on teaching in 
modem Hebrew, the Bundist emphasis on teaching in Yiddish, and the 
religious preference for teaching Rabbinic Hebrew and Aramaic texts 
in the Yiddish vernacular, this proved to be a gargantuan task.

Section II of the Statute outlined the structure of the Secretariat 
(see Figure 2.6, previous page). Under the Secretary for Nationality 
Affairs were the three Vice-Secretaries for the Russian, Jewish, and 
Polish minorities, each with its own staff. The Russian Vice-Secre­
tariat never really got off the ground, and the Polish Vice-Secretariat 
existed for only a few months. Zilberfarb’s Vice-Secretariat was much 
more organized and long-lasting.

In addition to the officers in the Vice-Secretariats, each nationality 
was to have its own Nationality Council, a type of parliament, al­
though the exact nature of the relationship between them was not 
defined. One interpretation held that the Vice-Secretary was account­
able to the Nationality Council, another that the Nationality Council 
was to act merely as a consultative body for the Vice-Secretary, allow­
ing him to sound out new policies and prepare to carry them out. This 
distinction formed the foundation of the conflict between the Zionists 
and the Socialists (see Chapter 3). Articles 4 and 5 of the Statute, 
however, indicated that the Secretary for Nationality Affairs was to be 
responsible for the policies of the Vice-Secretaries, and also that these 
Vice-Secretaries had to be confirmed by the Central Rada. The Secre­
tary thus had veto power, which limited the ability of each nationality 
to arrange its own affairs.

Article 7 was directed specifically at the Jews, authorizing the revi­
talization of the kehiles, local Jewish self-governments that had been 
stripped of almost all their powers and virtually banned by Tsar Nicho­
las I in 1844-70 Poles and Russians were not given similar rights, 
presumably because they lacked the centuries-old tradition of the 
kehiles. The Vice-Secretaries were allowed to participate in all discus­
sions of the General Secretariat, but could cast a vote and present 
briefs to the meetings only on issues of direct relevance to their nation­
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ality (Article 8). On such issues, however, they had effective veto 
power, since laws affecting their nationality had to be countersigned by 
the respective Vice-Secretary (Article 9).

The problems inherent in such a system were obvious. When did an 
issue only have direct relevance to one nationality? Taxation and 
conscription were relevant to general state interests as well as each 
nationality. Therefore either the provenance of each Vice-Secretary 
would have to be carefully circumscribed, to education or perhaps 
religious affairs alone, for example, or the requirement of a countersig­
nature would have to be ignored in case of a dispute. These issues were 
never resolved in practice, however, as political events proceeded too 
rapidly for the Statute to be put into effect as originally accepted.

Article 10 declared that the official language of the Vice-Secretari­
ats would be their own, that is, Russian, Polish, or Yiddish, and 
Zilberfarb’s Vice-Secretariat earnestly attempted to put this into effect, 
translating all documents whenever necessary. But this arrangement, 
which effectively declared that Ukraine had four official languages and 
three alphabets (one of which was written from right to left), caused 
bureaucratic chaos. With few exceptions, this law was ignored “for 
technical reasons” and most laws were published in Ukrainian alone.71

Section III of the Statute dealt with possible controversy and dead­
locks within or between the Vice-Secretariats. The Secretary for Na­
tionality Affairs was charged with ensuring harmonious relations be­
tween the nationalities, and was given several powers to form various 
committees to this end. Section IV indicated just how weak the entire 
structure was: while calling for the appointment of local officers and 
Commissars of Nationality Affairs, the Statute identified these posi­
tions as honorary; only travel and sundry expenses would be paid for by 
the state.

The Provisional Government never had a chance to respond to this 
Statute. On November 7, the Bolsheviks took power from the Provi­
sional Government in St. Petersburg, which put an end to Russia’s 
efforts to create a parliamentary democracy. The Rada did not hesitate 
to respond o the new political situation, issuing its Third Universal, a 
strong declaration of increased autonomy:
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Ukrainian people and all peoples of Ukraine!
A heavy and difficult hour has fallen upon the land of the Russian 
Republic. In the capitals to the north a bloody civil struggle is raging; 
the Central Government has collapsed, and anarchy, lawlessness, 
and ruin are spreading throughout the state.
Our land is also in danger. Without a single, strong national author- 
ity, Ukraine may also fall into the abyss of civil war, slaughter and 
ruin.
Ukrainian people! You, together with other fraternal peoples of 
Ukraine, have placed us to...create order...and we, the Ukrainian 
Central Rada, by your will, and in the name of establishing order in 
our country in the name of saving all of Russia, do now proclaim:
From this day forth, Ukraine becomes the Ukrainian People's [Na­
tional] Republic.
Without separating from the Russian Republic and maintaining its 
unity, we shall stand firmly on our own soil, in order that our 
strength may aid all of Russia, so that the whole Russian Republic 
may become a federation of free and equal peoples.72

The Third Universal also sent a message to the minorities in Ukraine, 
offering to enshrine the institutions of autonomy in a new law of 
“national-personal autonomy”:

The Ukrainian people, who have fought long years for their national 
freedom and have won it today, shall firmly defend the free national 
development of all nationalities residing in the Ukraine, therefore, 
we proclaim: The Great-Russian, Jewish, Polish and other peoples in 
Ukraine are granted national-personal autonomy to guarantee their 
own self-government in all matters of their national life; and we 
charge our General Secretariat for Nationality] Affairs to present to 
us, within the shortest possible time, legislative drafts for national- 
personal autonomy.73

The Polish minority balked at the Third Universal, since it also 
called for sweeping agrarian reform that would rapidly dispossess the 
landowning Polish inhabitants. Mickiewicz resigned his post immedi­
ately. Shortly thereafter, Vynnychenko met with the Poles and several 
other influential figures and promised to delay implementation. Reas­
sured, Mickiewicz resumed his post.74

All the Jewish parties, on the other hand, voted in favor of the 
Third Universal, which was regarded as “something like a test of their 
loyalty to the Ukrainian cause."75 Their consistent support of the Rada
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reached its apex with this Universal because the Rada had addressed 
their two major concerns: 1) nonseparation from the lands of the 
former Russian Empire, and 2) the establishment of Jewish autonomy. 
The legal basis for the Statute, however, rested on the existence of the 
Provisional Government in Petrograd, and with the disappearance of 
the Provisional Government, the Statute of the Secretary for Nation­
ality Affairs was rendered instantly obsolete just weeks after its accep­
tance by the Rada.

Tension between the Jewish and Ukrainian politicians mounted 
during the last weeks of 1917 and the beginning of 1918. The Soviet 
government to the north was increasingly belligerent, and open hos­
tilities eventually broke out. Meanwhile, pogroms had begun to occur 
in the western regions, further straining relations between Jews and 
Ukrainians. It was in this charged atmosphere that Zilberfarb and his 
colleagues were faced with the task of preparing a new Law of 
National-Personal Autonomy to replace the now obsolete Statute.

After much effort, a piece of draft legislation for the Law of 
National-Personal Autonomy was eventually completed. This docu­
ment implicitly accepted most of the conclusions laid out in the earlier 
Statute, and the greater authority of its tone anticipated Ukrainian 
independence.76

Articles 1 and 2 dealt with the issue of which nationalities were 
eligible for national-personal autonomy. Although autonomy was re­
ferred to as the “irrevocable right of nationalities,” only three of 
Ukraine’s minorities (Jews, Russians, and Poles) were specifically 
named as having this “right.” Several other minorities were named as 
having the potential to acquire national-personal autonomy upon ac­
ceptance by the state of a petition signed by ten thousand members of 
the nationality. Nationalities not specifically mentioned in the law 
were also to be eligible for national-personal autonomy, subject to 
prior examination by the state.

Article 3 called for the creation of a Nationality Union: every 
person declaring membership in the said nationality was to sign a 
Nationality Register, or kadaster, which would be published and made 
available to the general public. Individuals could have their names 
added or removed (it was not indicated if this could be done repeat­
edly). The implied basis for this membership was the same as in Article 
2: anyone over the age of 20, “without any distinction as to sex or
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Third Universal of the Central Rada, Broadside, November 7,1917 (old style) 
(left half: Ukrainian and Russian columns)
Reproduced with the permission of the General Archival Collection, Reference Library of the 
Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute
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Third Universal of the Central Rada, Broadside, November 7, 1917 (old style) 
(right half: Polish and Yiddish columns)
Reproduced with the permission of the General Archival Collection, Reference Library of the 
Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute



64 A Prayer for the Government

faith,” may sign the kadaster. Since Jewish nationality, unlike Polish or 
Russian, was fundamentally a religious identity (regardless of whether 
or not one currently held those beliefe), it is entirely possible that 
non'Jews might have joined the Jewish nationality register if they 
chose to identify themselves as Jews. Furthermore, what was there to 
stop a Russian-speaking Ukrainian from signing the Russian national­
ity register, or a Jewish Polonophile from signing the Polish? Depend­
ing on the advantages of membership, such as differences in taxation 
or exemption from work on Saturday, the Jewish Sabbath, and so on, it 
is conceivable that a person could switch nationalities at will.77 Even 
presuming that membership in a given nationality is after all based 
solely on personal inclination (excluding other factors such as birth, 
birthplace, religion, language, and so on), it is obvious that this vague 
definition could lead to bureaucratic chaos. The law’s general prin­
ciples seemed flawed in ways that would present insuperable legal 
difficulties.

Articles 5 and 6 allowed the Nationality Union a share of the state 
budget proportionate to the size of the kadaster and granted it the right 
to tax its own members.78 The remainder of the law dealt with the 
operating organs of the Nationality Union: a Constituent Nationality 
Assembly based on a statewide vote of all members of the Nationality 
Union, and the Nationality Council, its executive organ, although it 
merely outlined the structure and function of these organs. It is inter­
esting to note that the position of Minister of Jewish Affairs is nowhere 
mentioned in the document, leaving open the large question of the 
relationship between the Minister and the duly elected bodies of the 
nationality.

Article 7 outlined the method by which conflicts between the 
Nationality Union and other bodies were to be solved. Although a 
mechanism involving conciliatory committees was stipulated, the final 
word in any conflict rested with the Central Rada. This met with some 
opposition, particularly among the Zionists, who argued that it neces­
sarily implied a conflict of interest, as the Central Rada could not be 
expected to judge impartially in a conflict between itself and a Nation­
ality Union.79

A final article originally approved by the Mala Rada, which allowed 
the Nationality Unions of Ukraine to “unite” with similar bodies in 
the hoped-for Russian Federated Republic, was dropped at the last
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minute before the law was passed. The Bolshevik revolution rendered 
it impossible, and the article was abandoned.60 Debate on the Law of 
National'Personal Autonomy was heated and delayed the vote two 
days. On January 24, however, it passed with no abstentions or opposi­
tion.81 Moshe Zilberfarb was appointed the Minister of Jewish Affairs.

This is not to say that these momentous decisions were reached in a 
spirit of mutual respect and tolerance. As Joseph Schechtman, a Zion­
ist participant in the debates, recalled, when “this legislation was 
introduced, the relationship of the Ukrainian parties to the national 
minorities, and especially the Jewish minority, was substantially dete­
riorating. The atmosphere of benevolence that had predominated dur­
ing the first few postrevolutionary months was succeeded by an obvi­
ous or scarcely veiled mistrust and ill-will.”82 The Red Army, mean­
while, invaded Ukraine from the north and the east, placing intoler­
able pressure on the Rada, which issued its Fourth and final Universal. 
Although the text was dated January 9 (old style, January 22 new 
style), the vote was not held until 12:20 a.m. on January 25 due to the 
delay caused by the debates on the Law of National-Personal Au­
tonomy.83 The Fourth Universal was far more assertive than the previ­
ous three, declaring Ukrainian independence: “ ...from this day forth, 
the Ukrainian National Republic becomes independent, subject to no 
one, a free, sovereign state of the Ukrainian people."84

When the Jewish parties did not support the Fourth Universal, the 
resultant uproar was so great that Hrushevs'kyi was forced to clear the 
hall of spectators.85 With the exception of the Poles, all the national­
ity parties voted against the Fourth Universal.86 In light of the Soviet- 
Ukrainian war, the Rada had abandoned the possibility of participa­
tion in a federated Russian state, thus undermining one of the key 
pillars of Jewish support for the government. On these grounds the 
Bund voted against the Universal, while the Fareynikte, Poale-Tsion, 
and Folkspartey abstained. The Zionists, who were not present for the 
vote, later issued a statement indicating their abstention.87

Solomon Goldelman, who was present at the debate on behalf of 
the Poale-Tsion, reflected in his memoirs on the clamor in the Rada 
when the Jewish parties failed to support the Ukrainian declaration of 
independence. Their opposition was received with particular bitter­
ness, since the Rada had just passed the historic Law of National- 
Personal Autonomy: "...the Ukrainians were convinced that by this
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act they had won at least the moral right to a solemn and unanimous 
vote for the Universal of the Central Rada, including all its members, 
Ukrainians and non-Ukrainians.”88 The military and political situa' 
tion in Ukraine worsened day by day. On January 29, 1918, 
Vynnychenko and his entire cabinet, including Moshe Zilberfarb, the 
Minister of Jewish Affairs, who had held office for only five days, 
resigned.89 Zilberfarb’s resignation was a matter of parliamentary eti­
quette, since the ministers were expected to resign along with their 
prime minister.90 Shortly thereafter, on February 7, the Ukrainian 
National Republic evacuated Kyiv in the face of the Bolshevik ad­
vance.

“When our love was strong,” recounts the Talmudic sage Shmuel, “we 
made our beds on the edge of a lance. Now that our love is not strong, 
a bed sixty cubits wide will not suffice” (Sanhedrin 7a). In a similar 
fashion, the political rapprochement between Jews and Ukrainians at­
tained unprecedented heights of mutual cooperation in the months 
following the collapse of the tsar: the Ukrainian leadership extended 
an offer of autonomy, while the Jewish political leadership shifted from 
a traditional Russocentric to a more Ukrainophile position. For Ukrai­
nians, an alliance with the Jews meant valuable support in the urban 
sector. At the same time, by granting extraterritorial autonomy to 
their minorities, the Ukrainians took the high moral ground in their 
negotiations with the Provisional Government over greater territorial 
autonomy for Ukraine as a whole. For Jews, autonomy promised the 
benefits of self-government, with assurances of the maintenance of a 
Rechtsstaat and the inclusion of Ukraine within a federated, demo­
cratic Russian Republic. For both, the utopian dream of harmonious 
relations between traditionally antagonistic communities were shat­
tered with the Bolshevik putsch in November 1917. When Jewish 
political leaders balked at voting for the Fourth Universal proclaiming 
Ukraine an independent state, the brief honeymoon period between 
the two nationalities was over.



Chapter Three 

Autonomism in Practice

With the passing of the Law of National-Personal Autonomy in Janu­
ary 1918, Moshe Zilberfarb took his position as the head of the Minis­
try of Jewish Affairs, the first such institution to be created in a modem 
nation-state.1 His ministry was heir to the original Vice-Secretariat for 
Jewish Affairs and subordinate to the Secretariat of Inter-nationality 
Affairs (June to November 1917). With the Third Universal, the 
office was made an equal member of the General Secretariat, and 
Zilberfarb’s title changed from Vice-Secretary for Jewish Affairs to 
Secretary for Jewish Affairs. (For the sake of clarity only the title 
“Minister for Jewish Affairs,” which was applicable after January 1918, 
will be used.)

The real activity of the Ministry, limited though it was, began in 
October 1917, when the Central Rada confirmed the rights and pow­
ers of the Ministry and the Nationality Council convened its first 
meeting. To mark the occasion Zilberfarb issued a moving declaration 
to the Jewish people of Ukraine:

In the days of war which pitted the peoples of the world one against 
the other, the great Russian Revolution raised the flag of liberation 
of the peoples of Russia, the flag of their fraternal coexistence. It not 
only firmly established full equal rights of all citizens without differ­
ence of nation; but its striving to give each national community, be 
it large or small, territorial or extraterritorial, the equal opportunity 
to independently organize its national life without any external coer­
cion—for only therein lies the full guarantee of amicable and frater­
nal association of peoples—shows up all the more outstandingly...
In all areas of Jewish life great tasks await us. The liberated people 
with its democracy at the head should apply itself with all its forces 
to create new forms of national life. The work of creation, however, 
should not for one moment blind us to the danger on the part of the
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black and counterrevolutionary powers, which lurk around the Jew- 
ish street and wait only for an opportune moment to carry out their 
criminal plans. It is a deep offense to our national feelings that at a 
moment when the principles of freedom and brotherhood of nations 
are proclaimed so loftily, we must still in all senses retain this ac­
cursed inheritance of dead generations...
As an agent of the Jewish revolutionary democracy, which has 
placed him in his responsible position, the Vice-Secretary hopes for 
active support on the part of all living forces of the people and calls 
the Jewish people in Ukraine to energetically set out to build our 
national life, in order to enter, revived and renewed, into the great 
family of equally entitled peoples, for whom the victory of the great 
Russian Republic bears peace and fraternal coexistence.2

Zilberfarb divided his Ministry into three sections, doling out the 
departments equally among the larger socialist parties.3 Education was 
under Avraham Strashun (Bund), Community Administration under 
Avraham Revutsky (Poale-Tsion), and General Affairs under Y. 
Khurgin (Fareynikte). According to a budget drawn up in the spring of

Moshe Zilberfarb
From: Shalom (Solomon! Goldelman, “Di Yidishe Natsionale Oitonomie in Ukrayne 
( 1917-1920)rinYidnmL/lcrayne,2 vols., New York: Shulsinger Bros., 1961, vol. l,p. 133.
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Avraham Revutsky
From: Shalom [Solomon| Goldelman, “Di Yidishe Natsionalc Oitonomic in Ukraync 
( 1917-1920),” in Yidn in Ukrayne, 2 vols., New York: Shulsinger Bros., 1961, vol. 1, p. 155.

1918,604,200 karbovantsi of state funds, roughly 10 percent, were to be 
devoted to the Ministry, representing a surprisingly large amount of 
projected state expenditures.4 The Education Department received 
40.2 percent of Ministry funds, with a staff of fifty. General Affairs, 
with a staff of forty-one, took 32.6 percent of the funds, and Commu­
nity Administration the remaining 27.2 percent to maintain 
thirty-four staff members.s A further amount of 550,000 was approved 
in the form of a loan to the Education Department, but the Rada fell 
before the transaction could be realized.6

During the brief period of its existence, Zilberfarb’s Ministry was 
concerned primarily with preparing legislation to develop the infra­
structure of Jewish autonomy in Ukraine, and dealing with requests for 
assistance from the public. The latter provide an interesting glimpse of 
popular opinion. Judging from the limited number of petitions pre­
served in the archives, which may of course be only a fraction of the 
total, it does not seem that the Ministry had a tremendous impact on
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the lives of ordinary Jews in Ukraine. The letters typically consist of 
appeals for assistance with personal financial matters often related to 
the changes in local government since the revolution. Zilberfarb re­
flected upon this in his memoirs:

The general public did not understand quite clearly what exactly the 
Jewish Vice-Secretariat was and for what it was created. It clearly 
sensed that it was a kind of Jewish institution, moreover a demo­
cratic one, to which one could come to 'pour out one’s heart’ in 
'simple Yiddish’ and even to submit a ‘request’ in the ‘mother- 
tongue.’7

Bliume Bagahmaline of Ladyzhyn, Podolia, for example, wrote to 
the Ministry in the spring of 1918 regarding her local mail service.8 It 
seems that her father used to pick up the mail and distribute it to the 
residents, presumably for some sort of remuneration, and later she 
married the man who used to help her father with this. When she 
became a widow, she took over this small business, until a petty 
bureaucrat (nachal'nyk) refused to turn over the mail to her. In her 
opinion, this was done “with the motive that a Jew has no right to 
follow this kind of work.”9 Mrs. Bagahmaline appended a petition 
signed by forty-four persons (forty-three of whom signed in Yiddish) 
requesting that she be allowed to deliver their mail to them.

As with all the requests preserved in the archives, the Minister was 
diligent in passing the matter along to the appropriate authorities. A 
Ukrainian translation of Mrs. Bagahmaline’s letter was prepared and 
sent off to the Minister of Post and Telegraph, with a covering letter 
supporting her request: “Such behavior of the local post officer is 
completely unlawful, as in Ukraine no restrictions based on nationality 
are tolerated.”10 Unfortunately, the archives do not contain any fur­
ther documentation of this affair. It is likely, given the chaotic atmo­
sphere of foreign occupation, revolution, and civil war, that Mrs. 
Bagahmaline’s complaint was lost in the general tumult.

Several of the letters complain to the Minister about inconsisten­
cies in Ukrainian language policy. Yiddish was an official language of 
the state, but it proved difficult for the young state to develop the 
necessary administrative infrastructure to support this policy. A Jewish 
club in Kaniv, Kyiv province, complained to Zilberfarb in August 1917 
that they were unable to speak in Yiddish on the telephone to govern­
ment officials.11 Zilberfarb wrote to the Kyiv Provincial Commissar
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requesting that staff be hired to provide Yiddish telephone service.12 
The Commissar wrote back, apologizing that he was unable to support 
this as he was too busy maintaining order in the province.15 Several 
such requests dealing specifically with Yiddish on the telephone were 
sent to the Ministry, yet little progress was made. One complaint in 
May 1918 indicated that the phone service did not even have a 
Yiddish'speaking operator: the caller was asked to use either Ukrainian 
or Russian.14

Several of the appeals deal with monetary damages as a result of the 
war and often involve violence. Friede Briskin of Kyiv wrote to the 
Ministry in early 1918. On the way home from Petrograd, she reported, 
her husband was removed from the train at Vorozhba station by Bol­
shevik troops. Ten thousand roubles were stolen from him, and he was 
then shot.15 Others appealed for remuneration for damage related to 
the movement of troops, and several calculated damages and submit­
ted invoices.16 Entire budgets of homes for the aged and soup kitchens 
found their way to the Ministry of Jewish Affairs.17 The local Chamber 
of Commerce of Uman' even wrote to Zilberfarb in January 1918 on 
behalf of one of their members, who had worked for a Kyiv doctor for 
two months and was owed back wages.18

In some cases, the Jewish Ministry was very successful in protecting 
the rights of Jewish citizens. When martial law was declared in Kyiv in 
connection with the Bolshevik attack, the Ukrainian military issued a 
decree expelling all inhabitants who had not been registered before 
January 1, 1915. This would have had a major impact on the Jewish 
population, some three-quarters of whom were unregistered. Zilber­
farb, however, was able to prevail on the military to rescind this 
order.19

One of the duties of the Ministry of Jewish Affairs was to protect 
Jewish religious rights, yet in general it was seldom called upon to do 
so. In one of the few examples, dated November 1917, well in advance 
of the spring festival of Passover, the Ministry sent out a letter to the 
Minister of Supplies to allow one Rabbi Gleizer permission to cross 
boundaries to secure the unleavened bread required for the holiday.20 
On another occasion, the Minister issued a letter authorizing Jewish 
storekeepers to open on Sundays and other Christian holidays.21

In general, the appeals indicate the basic presumption on the part of 
the Jewish public that the Ministry of Jewish Affairs was primarily an
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institution for shtadkmes, or “intercession.”22 This traditional form of 
Jewish political activity consisted of directing public appeals to a Jew­
ish figure of influence, usually wealthy and possessing personal cha­
risma, who could sway the gentile authorities to grant the Jewish 
petition. By and large, Jews regarded themselves as essentially outside 
the political process, possessing few rights but some fortunate privi­
leges. An illustration of this attitude may be found in the traditional 
prayer that concludes the reading of Psalms: “Nullify all harsh and evil 
decrees that threaten to harm us...Let a benign spirit sway the hearts 
of the government regarding us, that they may decree favourable laws 
upon us."2î This view was fundamentally different from the concep­
tion of citizenship espoused by the Central Rada. Complaints about 
war reparations should have gone to the Ministry of Defense or the 
Ministry of the Interior, not to the Ministry of Jewish Affairs, since the 
nationality of the damaged party should have no effect on the decision. 
And while questions regarding the language used on the telephone 
might have had some relevance for the Ministry of Jewish Affairs, 
certainly the initial complaint should have been handled by the Minis­
try of Post and Telegraph. The Jews of Ukraine, however, were condi­
tioned by centuries of shtadlones, and the Jewish Ministry did not 
effectively communicate its new and unique service to the general 
Jewish population.24

€>
Until the pogroms of 1919, the controversy between Zionists and 
socialists was not about whether or not to take part in the Ukrainian 
government but rather on what basis Jewish representatives would be 
chosen. This controversy raged on during the period under discussion, 
and thus serves as an introduction to the complex political history of 
the era. Jewish parties were represented on all three levels of the 
Ukrainian government. At the cabinet level, a Vice-Secretary for 
Jewish Affairs served in the General Secretariat for Inter-nationality 
Affairs (later this position was upgraded to General Secretary for Jew­
ish Affairs and finally Minister of Jewish Affairs); at the parliamentary 
level, Jews took 25 percent (fifty seats) of the Mala Rada, or Smaller 
Council, and in the larger Central Rada, which met infrequently, 
approximately 7 percent.25 In the absence of democratic elections, 
these representatives were not chosen by popular vote; rather, they
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were appointed as delegates from recognized Jewish political parties 
and organizations. The allotment of seats in the various bodies there* 
fore easily became a bone of contention.

The most bitter controversy arose over the representation of the 
various political parties in the Nationality Council (in Yiddish, 
NatsionaTRat), an organ formed under the Vice-Secretary for Jewish 
Affairs.26 As no election had been held and the relative popularity of 
the Jewish parties thus could not be established, this Nationality 
Council was convened according to “revolutionary democracy”: each 
political party would be given equal representation. Ideally, this would 
be limited to “democratic elements" (meaning socialist parties), but 
the large Zionist party was simply too significant to be ignored, and was 
invited into the Nationality Council as well. This was not the case 
with the religious party Alchdes Yisroel, which petitioned the Nation­
ality Council, only to have its case summarily rejected.27 The Council 
began deliberations on October 1, 1917, with equal representation of 
four members from each of five parties: Bund, Poale-Tsion, Fareynikte, 
Folkspartey, and Zionists. Later this was increased to ten delegates 
from each of the five parties.28

During the opening session of the Nationality Council, the Zionists 
registered a serious protest. Whereas their allies Tseire Tsion and 
Akhdes Yisroel were not represented in the Council, the grouping of 
the three socialist parties together with their ally the Folkspartey 
meant that the Zionists were essentially outnumbered by a ratio of four 
to one. The Zionist delegate A. Kaplan announced that the Zionists 
would refuse to participate in the one-sided deliberations of the Na­
tionality Council. Denouncing it as merely a “commission” of the 
Ukrainian government and unrepresentative of the true democratic 
wishes of Ukrainian Jewry, Kaplan informed the Nationality Council 
that the Zionists would send a representative only “for information 
purposes.”29 The socialists were deeply insulted by the Zionist gesture. 
Ber Borochov of the Poale-Tsion argued that in the chaotic political 
moment it was impossible to adhere to the “613 commandments of 
democracy.”30 The Zionists were unmoved, and sent a delegate to the 
socialist-dominated organ only occasionally.31

The major task of the diminished Nationality Council was to pre­
pare the groundwork for the friture organs of Jewish autonomy in 
Ukraine. Although the idea of a socialist hegemony was appealing, it
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had to be moderated with a less “revolutionary” democracy, and so 
plans were laid for a projected Provisional Jewish National Assembly 
(Tsaytvaylike Idishe Nationaler Farzamlung), also known as the Pre- 
parliament (Forpartament). This assembly was to be established with a 
total of 125 members: 75 members democratically elected by the mu­
nicipal Jewish communities (kehiles) as defined by a law passed in 
December 1917, and 10 members each from the Bund, Poale-Tsion, 
Fareynikte, Folkspartey, and Zionists.32

There was a basic philosophical difference between the socialist and 
the Zionist conception of the nature of Jewish autonomy. The socialist 
parties, while differing over specific issues, were generally eager to 
increase and expand the power and responsibility of the Jewish repre­
sentatives in the Ukrainian government. The Zionists, on the other 
hand, wished to limit the responsibility of the Jewish delegate to the 
state, and proposed that a lower-ranking official called a “State Secre­
tary” (ShtatS'Sekretar) represent the Jewish population rather than a 
Minister of Jewish Affairs.

Three issues shaped the Zionist position: First, the Zionists con­
tended that a Minister for Jewish Affairs, such as the socialists desired, 
would be responsible to the particular government that sponsored his 
appointment. A State Secretary, however, appointed by the Jewish 
Parliament and having debating but not voting rights, would be im­
mune to the political upheavals that characterized the Central Rada. 
The rapid changes of ruling parties, for example, prematurely ended 
the tenure of the first Minister of Jewish Affairs after less than five days 
in office. Second, the Zionists contended that a Minister of Jewish 
Affairs would be forced to “dance at two weddings.” Responsible to 
both the policies of the State and the mandate of the Jewish commu­
nity, the Minister would be embroiled in conflicts of interest, and 
would serve neither institution properly.33 Perhaps most significant, 
however, was an inner contradiction posed by the conflict of 
Autonomism and the Zionist agenda. The Zionists pursued the main­
tenance of Jewish rights in the Diaspora, but their fundamental sense 
that the land of Israel was the only true homeland of the Jews pre­
cluded the integral participation of the Jewish community in a state of 
“exile” (galut). A State Secretary, therefore, would satisfy the basic 
needs of the Jewish community without cementing the Jewish pres­
ence in Ukraine.34
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The local kehiles, as the bases for autonomy, were also a subject of 
considerable dispute between the socialists and the Zionists. While all 
parties agreed that they were to be the fundamental building blocks of 
Jewish self'govemment, there were questions about their constituency 
and competency. The Bund, for example, in consonance with its leftist 
agenda, wished to limit the competency of the kehiles essentially to 
matters of language, education, and culture. The development of a 
nonsocialist Jewish national consciousness was to be avoided, even to 
the degree of excluding organs of communal self-help.35 The kehiles 
were to be restricted to activities that were ideologically harmonious 
with the development of a class rather than a national consciousness 
among the Jewish proletariat.36 In one proposal, the Bund suggested 
that the Ministry exercise its influence through the kehiles only in 
schools, taking over charity, medicine, sanitation, and similar con­
cerns if there were no private organizations to operate them.37 These 
limitations were hotly disputed, even by nonpolitical organizations 
such as local Jewish soldiers' groups.38 The Akhdes Yisroel argued for 
religious activities in the kehiles, and the Zionists accepted their con­
cerns while also promoting involvement in education, health, and 
communal self-help.39 The socialist parties were generally antagonistic 
to traditional Judaism and attempted to undermine it whenever pos­
sible. On one occasion they attempted to take over powers tradition­
ally held by the Rabbinate by reorganizing the financial structure of 
the kehiles, hoping thereby to liquidate “the role of the bourgeois- 
clerical (gvhish'klerikale) elements and give over Jewish nationality life 
into the hands of the Jewish masses themselves.”40 The Zionists ob­
jected bitterly, quashing the proposal.41

Membership in the kehiles was also a matter of dispute. The most 
antireligious of the socialist parties, the Bund, argued that all those 
who declared themselves Jewish were eligible for membership. The 
other socialist parties adopted similar broad, flexible definitions of 
Jewish identity. The Zionists, on the other hand, probably influenced 
by their Orthodox allies, excluded people belonging to non-Jewish 
religions.42 The question of membership was important in the context 
of issues such as marriage and divorce law. The socialists opposed the 
traditional Talmudic law administered by the Rabbinate, and the Zi­
onists, again no doubt influenced by their Orthodox allies, did not 
favor the institution of civil procedures in marriage and divorce.43
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The final contentious issue that plagued socialist-Zionist relations 
was language. Like many other stateless peoples in Europe, the Jews 
used several. They had to choose between the ancient Hebrew lan­
guage, with impeccable qualifications as the historic Jewish language 
yet vestigial as a means of oral communication, and the relatively 
newer Yiddish language, with a much younger literary tradition yet 
claiming authenticity as the vernacular of 97 percent of the Jewry of 
the Russian Empire.44 The socialist parties promoted the development 
of Yiddish as the true language of the Jewish proletariat, while the 
Zionists considered Yiddish a language of exile, and encouraged the re- 
adoption of Hebrew as the Jewish vernacular. The socialists enjoyed 
some success, and Yiddish was made an official state language. Ukrai­
nian currency printed in late 1917 bore Yiddish inscriptions, and some 
Yiddish street signs were erected in Kyiv. Printing money was one 
thing, however, and running state institutions in Yiddish was another.

Obverse of UNR 100 karbovanets' note (designed by Hryhorii Narbut, 1917) 
The serial number has been cut out of bill. The Yiddish inscription at the 
lower center reads “hundert karbovantses.” The Russian (upper left-hand 
comer) and Polish (upper right-hand comer) also translate the denomina­
tion. The face of the bill contains the denomination in Ukrainian.
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It proved too difficult for the young Ukrainian state, and these policies 
were later abandoned.45

The Zionists faced a problem in their promotion of Hebrew, 
namely, that few Jews were able to speak it with fluency, and so some 
compromise had to be reached. The official correspondence of the 
Nationality Secretariat reflects this rather absurd situation: letterhead 
was often printed in three languages (Hebrew, Yiddish, and Ukrai­
nian) with a line running down the middle to separate the Yiddish and 
Hebrew texts of the given letter.46 At the same time, the Zionists had 
to resort to Yiddish to communicate with their supporters; their plat­
form, which called for the establishment of a Hebrew school system, 
was published in Yiddish;47 and even their magnum opus on the 
revolutionary period, Di idishe avtonomie un der Nationaler Sekretariat 
in Ulcrayne, was published in that language. The projected Hebrew 
translation never appeared.48

The Zionists attempted to deal with these language issues by follow­
ing a policy of neutrality. This drew the ire of the socialists, who called 
it a “nonprogram.” In his unpublished memoirs, Gergel recalls the 
impression that “this principle [was] simply a program of not to work, 
not to create,...and ‘thou shalt not,’” a policy that represented “two 
peoples with two languages.”49 It threw the education system into 
utter chaos. The socialists, who envisioned plans for a Jewish univer­
sity,50 considered this Hebrew language policy utterly artificial, requir­
ing large and unprofitable expenditures of intellectual energy and 
financial resources.51

While the Zionists and Jewish socialists bickered over ideological 
minutiae, a small but disturbing number of reports of anti-Jewish po­
groms in western regions began to arrive. Distracted by their partisan 
feuding, Jewish activists failed to take sufficient note of these danger 
signs to abandon their disputes and address this issue of communal 
violence. Ultimately, the failure of both Jewish and Ukrainian leaders 
to control these attacks led to the fundamental dissolution of the 
rapprochement that united them in the first place.
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<S>
A large body of scholarship has been published on the brutal pogroms 
of the Civil War era, certainly the most-studied example of anti-Jewish 
violence in the twentieth century before the Nazi Holocaust. The 
conflict between the Zionist and socialist bloc over the issue of 
self-defense has remained as a bitter and tragic legacy of this period. In 
the wake of the Paris trial of Symon Petliura’s assassin in 1926-1927, 
popular understanding viewed the pogroms as an overwhelmingly 
Ukrainian phenomenon and believed that the vast majority of po­
groms were perpetrated by Petliura’s Directory troops.52 The most 
comprehensive statistical analysis of the pogroms, however, estimated 
the Directory share to be closer to 40 percent of anti-Jewish attacks.53 
Since the bulk of them occurred in the summer and late fall of 1919, 
after all the Jewish parties had abandoned the possibility of cooperat­
ing with the Directory, these pogroms will be discussed in detail in 
Chapter 4.

Compared to the greater devastation of late 1918 and 1919, the 
pogroms of 1917 were limited in both number and scope. The Ministry 
of Jewish Affairs recorded over sixty, the bulk of them occurring in 
November and December 1917 (see Figure 3.1, previous page).54 The 
violence was confined to the region of the front lines in the West, 
where anarchy and a culture of violence prevailed. There had been 
pogroms earlier in 1917, including a brief resurgence of the infamous 
“blood libel,” in which a Jewish farmer in Kyiv province was accused of 
murdering a Christian girl to use her blood for ritual purposes.55 
Volodymyr Vynnychenko, then General Secretary for Internal Affairs, 
issued a circular to all provincial and municipal Commissars on Octo­
ber 20, condemning the disorder and warning pogromists that they 
would be subject to prosecution.56

Vynnychenko’s circular was accompanied by a similar appeal from
O. Shul’hyn, the Minister for Nationality Affairs and at that time 
Zilberfarb’s immediate supervisor:

From various locations in Ukraine comes the disturbing news that 
with the robberies, vandalism, and other acts that are happening, 
agitation for anti-Jewish pogroms and theft of Jewish goods is being 
conducted. This pogrom agitation is the product of national hatred, 
and is not representative of the broad masses.. .all the decent peoples
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of Ukraine must assist with all their strength the work of the General 
Secretariat and the local administrations in their struggle with the 
pogroms, which are an inheritance of tsarism...We have issued de­
crees [to the effect] that every Ukrainian should consider our free­
dom insecure until we are free of national hatred and anti-Jewish 
pogroms, a black spot on our faces, which makes the entire world 
consider us a people who are still enslaved.57

Zilberfarb also called for calm, promising that he would do his 
utmost to protect Jewish interests.58 One further appeal, this time from 
Symon Petliura, in charge of Military Affairs, appeared later that 
month:

I, as General Secretary for Military Affairs in the Ukrainian People’s 
Republic, call upon all of you, my comrades and friends, to work in 
unity during this difficult time. Be organized and unified, one for all 
and all for one. Our army is young, it is just standing on its feet, but it 
will live up to the reputation of our ancestors.
All must unite for the Central Rada and its General Secretariat. Do 
not tolerate any pogroms or disorderly behavior, because tolerating 
such activity will bring shame on the name of the Ukrainian army.
No pogroms must occur on our land. 1 have already called upon 
Ukrainian troops to protect the order in Ukraine.
Be ready throughout all of Ukraine, particularly on the railroads, to 
put a stop to any pogrom activity...This responsibility I can place 
only on your shoulders, and I will have trust in you, Ukrainian 
soldiers.59

The pogroms did not become a serious concern until the Bolshevik 
revolution in November. Under increasing Bolshevik agitation, the 
hungry and disenchanted soldiers of the former Provisional Govern­
ment began to desert their posts on the Western front, some engaging 
in pogrom activity. On November 6, on the eve of the Bolshevik 
revolution, a Polish representative demanded in a formal session of the 
Mala Rada that the Ukrainian government take steps to control the 
burgeoning pogrom wave.60 The first Jewish demand for more aggres­
sive measures came in December, when Joseph Schechtman of the 
Zionists delivered a long speech detailing the nature of the pogroms 
and the Jewish predicament:

Notwithstanding the appeal made twice already by the General 
Secretariat to the people of Ukraine to abstain from pogrom crimes,
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which are a slur on the revolution and on free Ukraine, notwith­
standing the warning that all such crimes will be ruthlessly punished, 
the pogrom wave in Ukraine not only has not abated, but has in­
creased in volume, and is threatening anarchy and utter ruin to the 
towns and townships of Ukraine.
From more than thirty places, in the provinces of Podolia, of 
Volhynia, and of Kiev, we receive telegrams daily from the Jewish 
communities imploring protection from the pogroms that are under 
way or threatening.
The telegrams disclose the tragic position of the defenseless Jewish 
population, entirely at the mercy of drunken pogrom bands. Towns 
are set aflame, shops are looted, household effects are destroyed; the 
last possessions of the terrorized Jewish working masses are being 
destroyed without reason or mercy by a mad crowd. The lives of large 
numbers of defenseless persons are at stake. The local authorities are 
powerless.
There is no protection whatsoever. The fact that the pogroms are on 
the increase, notwithstanding the measures taken by the General 
Secretariat, is conclusive evidence that the local militias and the 
army detachments detailed to assist them are incapable of fulfilling 
their task.
The horror of the situation is intensified by the absence of all adult 
and able-bodied Jews away on military service. There is no one left to 
check the assailants. There are only the old men and the women, 
whose lives and honor are in great danger.

Schechtman concluded with a concrete proposal to remedy the situa­
tion:

The Jewish soldiers know this, and their feelings may be imagined. 
They cannot remain quietly in their units, passive onlookers of the 
crimes that are being perpetrated. We receive from all sides insistent 
demands from Jewish soldiers asking to be allowed to organize special 
voluntary defense units to protect their fathers, mothers, and sisters. 
They naturally regard it as their right and their duty to defend their 
helpless families.
Without raising the wider principle as to whether separate national 
units of non-Ukrainian soldiers should be formed, we are of the 
opinion that the Jewish soldiers cannot be refused the right to form 
defense units for the special purpose of protecting the Jewish inhabit­
ants from pogroms.
It goes without saying that on all military matters these Jewish units 
would act entirely under the orders of the General Secretariat for 
Military Affairs.
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We are sure that the General Secretariat will do everything in its 
power to put an end to these devastating crimes, and that the Jewish 
units, in cooperation with the other disciplined units of the Ukrai- 
nian revolutionary army, will give the General Secretariat efficient 
support.61

The issue of Jewish self-defense proved highly contentious. The 
Jewish socialist parties in the Rada were inclined to form investigative 
committees to examine all the particulars, and were not warm to the 
idea of self-defense.62 The Central Rada, and in particular Symon 
Petliura as General Secretary for Military Affairs, however, considered 
it a reasonable suggestion. The minutes of the session record his initial 
response to Schechtman’s proposal:

Petliura, the General Secretary for Military Affairs, confirmed that 
the pogroms have become quite severe and that the measures taken 
so far have been insufficient. He was sympathetic to the idea of a 
separate unit of Jewish soldiers and a special military unit for pogrom 
defense. He also declared that the [General] Secretariat [for Military 
Affairs] would take the strongest measures against the pogroms, and 
in the areas where the pogrom activity is the worst, he will send 
special military units which may be relied upon.61

The infrastructure for Jewish self-defense units was already well in 
place. A Jewish Military Union (JMU) was formed and held its first 
conference in Kyiv in October. The decorated tsarist officer Iosyf 
[Joseph] V. Trumpeldor (1880-1920) returned from Palestine to at­
tend.64 Although the JMU was primarily a self-defense organization, 
its platform included cultural issues and even publishing ventures.65 
The JMU was also staunchly in favor of the Kyiv Central Rada, as it 
indicated in a telegram to the government in October:

The Congress of the Jewish Soldiers’ Special Army greets the young 
democracy of the Ukrainian republic and its authoritative leader­
ship, the Ukrainian Central Rada, which, we believe, will steadfastly 
uphold its principles with deep guarantees for citizens and nationali­
ties. Standing on guard for freedom, fighting for the Russian revolu­
tion, we Jewish soldiers, cut off from our relatives and dear ones, 
hope that in this progressive epoch of Free Ukraine, anarchistic 
attacks on the lives and property of our brothers behind the front 
line will not be tolerated.66

Officially, the organization kept aloof from formally affiliating with 
any party, and sent invitations to the socialist parties to participate in
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its several congresses.67 Unofficially, however, the JMU supported the 
Zionists. For their part, the socialist parties actively fought the influ' 
ence of organizations such as the Jewish Military Union. In one inter' 
nal propaganda bulletin, the Fareynikte urged supporters to be particu' 
larly energetic in recruiting soldiers, as they were especially drawn to 
the Zionist camp.68

In early December 1917, a representative of the JMU went to the 
Nationality Council to gain support for the creation of Jewish military 
units, only to be met with condemnation. Moshe Rafes of the Bund 
claimed that Jewish military units would only instigate further po­
groms, and Maks Shats-Anin of the Fareynikte denounced the idea as 
being “against the interests and the will of the people."69 The socialists 
were generally opposed to the establishment of distinct army units 
based on nationality alone. Ukrainians in the former tsarist army had 
been breaking from their units to establish all-Ukrainian formations as 
early as March 1917. The Jewish socialists hoped to halt this centrifu­
gal phenomenon, in part because it represented a movement toward 
separation from the proposed federated Russian republic. There were 
also real fears that Jewish military units might antagonize the solely 
Ukrainian units and exacerbate the existing tension. Behind the 
scenes, the socialists succeeded in arriving at a compromise with the 
Central Rada. With the exception of the Khmel'nyts'kyi and 
Polubotok regiments, the Ukrainian army was to admit recruits and 
officers of any nationality. Despite incentives, however, “Jews were not 
pounding at the gates of the Ukrainian induction centers.”70 After the 
acceptance of this accord, the Nationality Council issued a statement 
opposing the formation of Jewish self-defense units.71

This position simply could not be maintained in the face of mount­
ing violence. On January 28, 1918, when the Jewish Ministry finally 
agreed to the creation of separate Jewish military units, it was too late 
to form a central command in the deteriorating political climate. 
Independently formed units operated in scattered locations, but the 
absence of a central authority severely limited their effectiveness.72 
The degree to which socialist opposition actually affected the pogrom 
waves is uncertain. In several instances, however, pogromists were 
turned away by only a minimal show of force—one memoir records 
that organized yelling drove off pogromists—and it could be argued 
that the weeks of Ministry for Jewish Affairs hesitation were of critical
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importance.73 Early anticipation of the coming violence and wide 
establishment of organized and authorized Jewish units might have 
stemmed the flow of blood in 1919.

<S>
Although the Central Rada was able to reassert its presence in Ukraine 
with the help of the Central Powers, Jewish and Ukrainian political 
leaders could not achieve the high level of cooperation they had 
experienced before the Bolshevik invasion. The socialist-dominated 
Central Rada was overthrown within months by the more conserva­
tive regime known as the Hetmanate, and the Law of National-Per­
sonal Autonomy was abolished. Within the Jewish political commu­
nity, Zionists and socialists squabbled over issues minor and major, 
leaving them ill-prepared to deal with the conflagration that would 
envelop Ukraine in 1919.

The Bolshevik presence in Ukraine in 1917 and early 1918 was 
minimal and centered in the heavily russified industrial regions of the 
east, where an estimated four to five thousand members were active. 
Moreover, the Ukrainian ethnic element was underrepresented in the 
party; the Bolshevik strategy emphasized activism among the prole­
tariat, which was more Russian and Jewish than Ukrainian. Among 
the population at large, the membership in other parties was much 
more significant. The Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries, for ex­
ample, claimed over 300,000 members.74 Despite their small numbers, 
the Bolsheviks had some influence in the cities, and were therefore a 
force to be reckoned with.

The Bolsheviks had hoped that the All-Ukrainian Congress of So­
viets held in December in Kyiv would give them added weight in 
governing the region. Only some 80 of the 2,500 delegates were 
pro-Bolshevik, however, and so it was decided to transfer their center 
of operations to the more sympathetic eastern city of Kharkiv.75 At 
another Congress of Soviets held on December 25, Ukraine was offi­
cially declared to be a Republic of Soviets with strong ties with the 
Russian Soviet Republic, this despite the presence of the Ukrainian 
Central Rada in Kyiv.76 On January 29, 1918, the Bolsheviks at­
tempted to take Kyiv, and fighting was fierce as insurgents overran 
several key areas of the city.77 The rebellion was contained only on
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February 4. The Rada had little time to relax, however, since Soviet 
forces invading from the north and east took Kyiv within days. The 
Rada was forced to withdraw to Zhytomyr in the west.

The Bolshevik policy on nationalism represented an attempt to 
harness the raw energy of a national movement and direct it to goals of 
a more socialist nature. It tolerated minor differences between nation' 
alities but stressed the essential unity of the world proletariat. In this 
manner, the Communists (as the Bolsheviks called themselves after
1918) encouraged the trappings of Ukrainian statehood only in so far 
as this was in harmony with the world socialist movement. The Ukrai­
nian language, for example, as an authentic expression of the peasants 
and workers, was an acceptable medium for the conveyance of Com­
munist propaganda. However, any attempt to deviate from the unity of 
the world proletariat—by praising national distinctiveness, for ex­
ample—was a form of nationalism and thus to be condemned.78 As 
one scholar described this strategy, the Bolsheviks had a “utopian 
belief that national consciousness had to be frilly developed before it 
could vanish.”79

The Ukrainians possessed a common territory and common lan­
guage, which the Communists considered prerequisites for national 
existence. Jews, on the other hand, were minorities everywhere and 
spoke a language (Yiddish) many considered to be a mere dialect of 
medieval German. Religious ties alone were not sufficient to establish 
a group as a distinct nationality. Lenin was faced with the reality of 
having millions of Jews in his territory who lacked these theoretical 
requisites but very much considered themselves members of a distinct 
nationality, an opinion shared by their neighbors. The Communists 
therefore relented and recognized the Jews as a distinct nationality, 
and a section of the Communist party was set up to propagandize them 
in Yiddish.80

The “Yevsektsiia,” as the Jewish Section of the Communist Party 
was called, was initially very unpopular among Jews, so much so that 
the Communists were unable to appoint a Commissar for Jewish Af­
fairs in Kyiv.81 The Yevsektsiia raided the office of the Ministry of 
Jewish Affairs and confiscated its files, hoping to take charge of propa­
gandizing the Jewish community.82 Although the Communists had 
officially espoused a doctrine that eschewed antisemitism,83 it per­
sisted at high levels of the invading Red Army. A poster issued by the
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Kyiv Military Commissar betrays the overriding concern that the 
Communist movement was dominated by Jews: “In the Soviets there 
are some Jews [z/udy], but to raise them to high office is absurd. Thus, 
Piatakov is no Jew, but a Ukrainian and a gentleman [ulcramets i 
chelovek].. .Skrypnik is no Jew, also a gentleman.. .Zatonskii, obviously, 
is neither a Jew nor a Lett, but rather a Ukrainian as well. Bubnov, 
too."M

With the exception of segments of the Jewish proletariat, the gen- 
eral Jewish population had little sympathy for the Bolshevik occupa' 
tion. It was also manifestly evident, however, that individual Jews were 
prominent among the Soviet leadership in Ukraine, particularly in the 
cities. In Kyiv, the Commissars for Finance, Press, Army, and even the 
City Commissar serve as examples.85 On the other hand, the Jewish 
political parties were unanimous in their condemnation of the Bolshe­
vik regime. Rafes, leader of the left-wing Bund, wrote in its organ 
Folkstsaytung: “a foreign power has entered Kyiv. An occupying army 
has arrived. They have driven out all democracy, and have taken all 
law into their own hands—and they wish to lord over us.”86 The 
Fareynikte wrote that the Bolsheviks “bring, in truth, only destruction 
and death [khurbanos un korbanos]."87 Conversely, the Jewish parties 
were unanimous in their support of the Ukrainian Central Rada.88

Nevertheless, considerable tension existed between the Central 
Rada and the Jewish representatives over the issue of support for the 
beleaguered government. Most serious was the Ukrainian charge that 
the Jews refused to flee Kyiv with the rest of the government, effec­
tively abandoning the cause by not accompanying the Rada to 
Zhytomyr. This charge implied that the Jews were “neutral” in the 
struggle with the Soviets, a position that for Ukrainians was untenable. 
Solomon Goldelman of the Poale-Tsion addressed the question in his 
memoirs:

In respect to this I must say that I, who during the whole time of the 
existence of the Central Rada was one of the representatives of the 
Jewish parties in the little [Mala] Rada, had received no indication of 
the intention of the Government and the Rada to leave Kiev. Ex­
actly on the day of departure from Kiev I met on the street...the 
current Head of the new Government. On this occasion we discussed 
events—Bolshevik bombers flying overhead—and we then parted, 
each on his own way, without the Head of the government giving so 
much [as a] hint that at night he was abandoning Kiev along with his
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Government, the Rada, and the Army. No notice of his retreat was 
sent to me from the office of the Rada either, although hitherto and 
afterwards there were many occasions, even at nighttime, when I was 
called to a meeting when I was needed. At this time, quite evidently 
the ruling circles did not consider me, or any other [Jewish] represen­
tative, as essential in the mutual activity and co-operation, and 
responsible for the fate of the state in this grave moment of its 
existence.89

Meanwhile, the Ukrainian delegation was meeting with the Central 
Powers in Brest-Litovsk and on February 9, a treaty was concluded 
between them in which the Ukrainians agreed to provide a supply of 
foodstuffs and raw material.90 Although the Brest-Litovsk treaty did 
not formally stipulate that the Central Powers would aid Ukraine in 
the event of a foreign invasion, the Germans were nevertheless quick 
to protect their eastern investment and advanced on Soviet forces on 
February 18.91 Within two weeks Kyiv was recaptured, and the Cen­
tral Rada back in power.

With the exception of the Bund, all the Jewish parties were in favor 
of a separate peace with the Central Powers. The positive impression 
this might have made on the Ukrainians, however, was minimized in 
the eyes of Ukrainian ethno-nationalist extremists by the fact that 
speakers who opposed the treaty were ethnically Jewish, representing 
the Bund, the Mensheviks, and the Russian Socialist Revolutionary 
Party.92 Members of the right-wing Ukrainian Socialist-Indepen- 
dentist Party (UPSI) were the most vocal in their criticism of the 
minority representatives, demanding that the entire Ministry of Jewish 
Affairs be abandoned “as a penalty for the ‘bad conduct’ of the na­
tional minorities.”93 The Ministry was maintained despite right-wing 
pressure, but two changes were introduced into the Law of 
National-Personal Autonomy. The article allowing Nationality 
Unions to unite with other Nationality Unions in the proposed feder­
ated Russian republic was removed, and Ukrainian currency was 
henceforth to be printed only in Ukrainian. The former seemed im­
practical for the moment, since the Federated Russian Republic did 
not exist, and the change in currency was defended on the grounds of 
the technical difficulties involved in multilingual printing.94

Adding to the tensions created by this course of events was the fact 
that Ukrainian troops under the command of Symon Petliura were



Three: Autcmomism in Practice 89

proving susceptible to the virus of antisemitism. During the initial 
Bolshevik invasion of Kyiv, the army had already attacked many Jews 
and “suspicious non-Ukrainian elements,” executing them without 
trial.95 With the resurgence of the Central Rada, Ukrainian military 
formations committed acts of violence against Jews, particularly those 
traveling by road or rail between Korosten' and Kyiv. In Borodianka, 
for example, Jews donned their prayer shawls and phylacteries and 
gathered all the Torah scrolls in the town to make a formal oath to the 
Ukrainian troops, but a pogrom took place nevertheless.96 In Brusyliv, 
Kyiv province, the inhabitants complained to the Minister of Jewish 
Affairs that a local Ukrainian commander had entered the town and 
demanded 50,000 roubles from the Jewish population. To back up his 
claim, he said that he had been authorized by the Central Rada 
“to...beat, shoot, and otherwise kill to establish order."97 Of course, 
pogroms were not committed solely by the Ukrainian^ troops. In one 
cruel episode, Red Army troops running wild killed three sons in front 
of their mother, and then said to her, “Tomorrow we will return to you 
for lunch—prepare it.” And return they did.98

The most serious of these sporadic attacks was the pogrom in Kyiv 
upon the return of the Ukrainian military. After meeting with a Jewish 
delegation, Petliura attempted to avoid the possibility by having his 
troops skirt the Podil neighborhood, which had a large Jewish popula­
tion. This proved to no avail, however, for violence against Jews 
erupted spontaneously on the streets of Kyiv. With cries of “Jewish 
Commissars” (Zhyds'ki komisari), Jews were beaten in broad daylight. 
One of the military formations known as a “Death Batallion” (Kurin' 
smerty) set up its headquarters in the Mikhailovs'kyi monastery, turn­
ing the site into a major center for torturing and murdering Jews; many 
corpses were later found floating in the river.99

In contrast to the Ukrainian military, the local authorities were 
aghast at the anti-Jewish violence, and issued several appeals to the 
soldiers. Typical was an appeal published on March 3 in Kievskaia 
mysl:

1 beg you, in the name of the future of the Ukrainian National 
Republic, desist from the murders, which have taken place without 
any justice whatsoever; desist from the meaningless arrests of inno­
cent citizens.. .understand that the Cossacks should refrain from at­
tacking Jews based only on the assumption that among the Bolshe­
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viks there were Jews. Jews were among and are among those who 
fight the Bolsheviks, and also there were Ukrainians among the 
Bolsheviks...I ask you, stop this bloody vengeance.”100

The Jewish kehile authorities sent the Prime Minister of the Central 
Rada a memorandum pointing out that the pogrom agitation was 
couched in nationalist terms, as if violence against Jews was a service 
to the Ukrainian movement. The delegation was assured that the 
policies of the Central Rada toward minorities remained the same as 
before the Bolshevik occupation. This satisfied the Jewish delegation, 
and shortly thereafter the Jewish municipal community (kehile) pub­
lished a proclamation to this effect, publicly absolving the Central 
Rada of blame.101 Pogroms perpetrated by Ukrainian troops continued 
sporadically throughout the spring of 1918, however, provoking hostile 
debates in the Rada.102

Zilberfarb had resigned from the post of Minister of Jewish Affairs in 
mid-January, but the Ministry continued to function under the tempo­
rary leadership of his deputy, Y. Khurgin.103 Khurgin’s administration 
faced two pressing tasks: convening a Jewish parliament based on 
democratic elections in the kehiles, and, in the interim, consolidating 
the Jewish Ministry. A law passed in December established the basis 
for the legal existence of the kehiles,104 and elections of representatives 
had been steadily taking place throughout Ukraine. At the beginning 
of 1918, only 21 kehiles had registered, but the idea became increas­
ingly popular, and by July 9 a further 165 had joined them. Despite the 
administrative and military chaos of the period, this number eventu­
ally increased to 202 Jewish communities, representing roughly one- 
third of all potential kehiles.105 Needless to say, most were financially 
weak and lacked coherence.106

While the Jewish parties set about organizing representative bodies, 
the Central Rada was losing its allies, the Central Powers. German 
support was based on the efficient transfer of Ukrainian foodstuffs, 
which was becoming increasingly difficult due to peasant resistance. 
The German occupying forces had grown tired of the fractious and 
inefficient Ukrainian government, which was unable to guarantee 
delivery of grain, and began to court possible candidates to lead an 
administration more to their tastes. On April 28 the Central Rada met 
to debate, among other things, a proposed constitution of the Ukrai­
nian Repubic. The Jewish delegates had brought forward two bills, but
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before these could be debated, the Rada was shut down by a 
German-sponsored coup. Zilberfarb recalled the event in his memoirs, 
which were published not long afterward:

In an oppressive atmosphere the Rada adopted the chapters of the 
constitution one after the other; the eighth chapter, which reiterated 
word for word the law of January 9 (National-Personal Autonomy), 
was also soon adopted...and then the chairman declared a 
recess...the recess hitheno has still not ended, and the draft law 
regarding the Pre-parliament and the Jewish Constituent Assembly 
still waits for the Jewish democracy to return to its work.107

The coup was led by General Pavlo Skoropads'kyi (1873-1945), a 
former tsarist officer of Ukrainian ancestry and one of the region’s 
important landowners.108 Taking the historic title of hetman, Skoro­
pads'kyi dissolved the Rada and proclaimed the creation of the State of 
Ukraine (Ukrafiis'ka Derzhava). Although Ukrainianization proceeded 
apace under the Hetman, in general, the government’s policies repre­
sented a return to the bourgeois culture that had predated the revolu­
tion.109

The Jewish response to the coup was generally skeptical. While the 
bourgeoisie was happy with the idea of increased order under a regime 
more closely supervised by the Germans, there were some doubts about 
how friendly a right-wing government would be to Jewish interests.110 
Protests came from the socialist parties, including a letter from the 
Fareynikte to the President of the Central Rada, Mykhailo Hrushev- 
s'kyi.111 Individual Jews (including the Finance Minister) were present 
in the Hetman’s government, yet official policy was cool to Jews. 
Freedom of worship was proclaimed, for example, but Orthodox Chris­
tianity was declared the official religion of the state.112 More seriously, 
the dissolution of the Central Rada destroyed the legal basis for Jewish 
National Autonomy.113 The actual organs were not disbanded by the 
Hetman (in fact, the Law of National-Personal Autonomy was not 
officially repudiated until July), but the Ministry was cut off from the 
government, becoming “a Ministry without a Minister."114

In the weeks leading up to the abolition of the Law of National- 
Personal Autonomy, negotiations were held to bring the Zionists back 
into the N itionality Council. Their bargaining position was strong. 
The Hetmanate government, through reactionary decrees, clearly in­
tended to remove the last vestiges of the Ministry of Jewish Affairs.
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Furthermore, incoming election results revealed the greater popularity 
of the Zionists and the religious parties, and it was obvious that the 
Nationality Council had to appear more democratic if it were to enjoy 
even limited support from the Jewish population.115

In return for rejoining the Nationality Council, the Zionists insisted 
on several conditions, which together were intended to make the 
organs of Jewish Autonomy more democratic (and the fact that in­
creasing democratization would only add to Zionist strength was not 
lost on the socialists). The Nationality Council would have to be 
reconstituted to reflect more closely the political opinions of the Jew­
ish population. First, the Zionists proposed that they get 40 percent of 
the reconstructed Nationality Council and their allies, the Alchdes 
Yisroel, another 10 percent. Second, they insisted that the proportion 
of delegates in the proposed Pre-parliament would be determined only 
by this reconstructed Nationality Assembly and that its competency 
would be decided by the body itself, not by the Nationality Council. 
Finally, they proposed that the Nationality Council could not recall 
the Pre-parliament without the assent of the Kyiv kehile.116

The Zionist pressure was effective. The size of the Nationality 
Council was increased to sixty members: the Zionists were given 
twenty-four seats and Akhdes Yisroel another six. The remaining 
thirty went to the socialist parties,117 the Bund receiving the largest 
share (ten), followed by the Fareynikte with eight and the Poale-Tsion 
with seven. The Folkspartey received only five seats. This settled, the 
Zionists and Akhdes Yisroel rejoined the Nationality Council in 
May.118 Debate concerning the Pre-parliament was heated. The so­
cialists originally wanted 50 of the 125 delegates to be representatives 
from the old Nationality Council, thereby guaranteeing that at least 
forty seats (ten each from the Bund, Poale-Tsion, Fareynikte, and the 
Folkspartey) would go to the socialist bloc.119 The Zionist argument 
that the Pre-parliament should consist solely of elected representatives 
was eventually accepted. It was also decided, against socialist opposi­
tion, that the constitution of the Pre-parliament could only be 
changed with a two-thirds majority in that body.120

By mid-May the Nationality Council had begun to regard itself as 
an “institution of struggle" (kamf organ). The tenor of government 
politics clearly indicated that the Jewish Ministry, as a holdover from 
the leftist Central Rada, would no longer be tolerated by the
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Hetmanate. It was obvious that the position of Minister for Jewish 
Affairs could not be left vacant for long, adding fuel to the arguments 
for the total dissolution of the Ministry. Previously, while the Ministry 
was temporarily maintained by Zilberfarb’s deputy, Khurgin, the Jewish 
parties could not come to any agreement on a candidate. The socialist 
parties refused to consider a Zionist candidate yet did not submit one 
of their own because they disapproved of the overall government in 
power.121 One of the major stumbling blocks in the debate was the 
Zionist policy of “neutralism” on the language question. The Zionist 
movement wished to further the use of the ancient Hebrew language 
but realized that immediate legislation encouraging this goal was im­
practical, since the vast majority of Jews spoke Yiddish. The Zionists 
therefore held that no language was to be officially sponsored by the 
Jewish Ministry, blocking the strongly pro-Yiddish policies of the so­
cialists. This deadlock in the Nationality Council was broken when 
the Folkspartey struck a bargain with the Zionists, agreeing to support 
the Zionist language policy in return for Zionist support in choosing a 
Folkspartey member for the post of Minister.122

The pact having been made, in April Yakov Ze’ev Wolf Latsky- 
Bertholdi, known simply as Wolf Latsky, was appointed Minister of 
Jewish Affairs.123 A compromise candidate, his major task was to 
manage the Ministry until the elections to the Pre-parliament could be 
held. One political activist of the day remarked that “the Nationality 
Council debated two months to choose a representative without a 
program.”124 The comment was something of an exaggeration, as 
Latsky did undertake some legislative projects.125

Meanwhile, plans for the convening of the Pre-parliament pro­
ceeded apace. Although the Hetmanate had officially declared the 
Ministry of Jewish Affairs dissolved, a delegation to the government 
argued that the elections to the Pre-parliament should be held. The 
Pre-parliament, it was argued, would act as a central organ of the 
Jewish community, thus facilitating its administration by the state. 
After some negotiation, the Hetmanate government eventually 
agreed, but with the condition that the Pre-parliament confine its 
deliberations solely to the internal life of the Jewish community and 
not discuss general political issues.126

The parties prepared for a heated battle, as one Fareynikte leaflet 
indicates:
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Jews, Protect Yourselves!
They are trying to mislead us, our “fat cats” [gvirim]!
They want respect—and you elect them into office!
They are far from Jewishness—and speak of the World to Come!
They care only about their pockets—and say that they are socialists; 
do you hear? Don't you get the feeling, folks, that you’re being driven 
into the ground?!
A great shame will fall upon us Jews if these people are elected to 
office by our votes.
Jews should elect those, who are ashamed of their Jewish names, of 
the Yiddish language?! No, that should not be. Therefore all Jewish 
votes should go to the socialist ticket number 3.127

Elections were held in some 200 communities, but by the end of 
October results had been ratified in only 161.128 The majority of votes 
for the Jewish constitutent assembly came from the smaller urban 
localities (shtetlakh). Fifty-nine kehiles with one to three thousand vot­
ers represented 34 percent of the 270,000 votes cast, and another 25 
percent of the votes came from shtetlakh with less than a thousand 
voters (see Figure 3.2, previous page).129 Thirty-five hundred elected 
kehile leaders in turn cast votes for the delegates to the Pre-parliament. 
The voter turnout was roughly proportional to the Jewish population 
in each province, indicating a relatively equal level of popularity 
among Jews throughout Ukraine (see Figure 3.3). Voter turnout was 
much higher in the smaller communities, with large cities like Kyiv 
and Odesa having roughly 25 percent turnout (see Figure 3.4).

The election results provide a profile of Jewish political conscious­
ness in Ukraine. First, only a minority of Ukrainian Jewry cast ballots. 
Although a total of some 270,000 votes were registered, this figure 
represented less than 10 percent of the electorate. This must be placed 
in context, however, since only one-third of the kehiles were suffi­
ciently organized and motivated to hold elections. Scattered informa­
tion from later rounds of elections indicates a voter turnout of approxi­
mately 40 percent, a more respectable figure in a time of chaos.130 
Second, a significant portion of those voting ( 19 percent) chose not to 
support political parties at all, favoring instead local women’s groups, 
youth clubs, and so on. In one case, a pallbearer’s society was elected to 
office.131



96 A Prayer for the Government

c
o CO

(0
CD O
D CO
O. ©
o o
CL >

■ ■

Fi
gu

re
 3

.3
. D

ist
ri

bu
tio

n 
of

 Je
w

ish
 V

ot
es

 to
 th

e 
Pr

e'
pa

rl
ia

m
en

t 
(p

er
ce

nt
) 

So
ur

ce
: A

ut
on

om
ie,

 p
. 2

07
 ; 

Pe
np

is'
.



Th
ou

sa
nd

s

Three: Autonomism in Practice 97

©
.O
O)
□

■ o
©

Fi
gu

re
 3

.4
. V

ot
er

 T
ur

no
ut

 in
 L

ar
ge

 C
iti

es
 (t

ho
us

an
ds

) 
So

ur
ce

: A
ut

on
om

ie
, p

. 2
13

.



98 A Prayer for the Government

Fi
gu

re
 3

.5
. R

es
ul

ts
 o

f E
le

ct
io

ns
 to

 th
e 

Pr
e-

pa
rli

am
en

t 
So

ur
ce

: A
vt

on
om

ie,
 p

p.
 2

10
-1

3.



Three: Autonomism in Practice 99

Of the 77 percent of voters that supported Jewish political parties, 
the politically conscious Jewish population was clearly Zionist'clerical 
in orientation, much to the dismay of the socialists (see Figure 3.5). 
The Zionists claimed 42 percent of the vote, and their religious ally 
Akhdes Yisroel another 13 percent. Together with 3 percent of Tseire 
Tsion, the youth wing, the Zionist'religious bloc commanded 58 per­
cent of the popular vote. The Bund fared the best of all the socialist 
parties, taking 19 percent of the vote, with the Fareynikte, 
Poale-Tsion, and Folkspartey splitting 20 percent among them. The 
elections had confirmed the socialists’ worst fears: mobilized Jewish 
political opinion in Ukraine was Zionist and clerical, and the Zionist 
bloc with their Orthodox allies had taken nearly 60 percent of the 
seats in the Pre-parliament.

The Pre-parliament was convened in November 1918. A 
twenty-five member Committee and a twelve-member Executive, 
known as the Nationality Secretariat, sat at its head. Despite the 
democratic character of the assembly, it failed to heal the rift between 
the socialists and the Zionists. The Zionists, now demonstrably repre­
senting the most popular political position in Ukraine, invited the 
socialists to work together with them in the new Pre-parliament.132 At 
the very first meeting, however, the socialists chose to boycott the 
executive organs of the Pre-parliament, claiming that “the majority 
does not consider the minority.”133 They argued that the Pre-parlia­
ment was insufficiently democratic, as the elections took place in 
extremely difficult times and in a convoluted three-stage process that 
disenfranchised large sections of the Jewish population.

While the Jewish political parties sparred with each other, Ukraine 
was once again about to be plunged into the maelstrom. Hetman 
Skoropads’kyi had never had much success at controlling peasant 
unrest in the countryside, which was further aggravated by the German 
grain confiscations. German and Austrian garrisons, spread far apart 
and with few resources, were prone to attack by armed peasant bands, 
and violence increased. By July, some 30,000 peasants had organized 
themselves into eighteen battalions to fight the Germans. These units 
armed themselves by raiding German bases and by purchasing weapons 
from troops eager to desen. Occasionally soldiers even murdered their 
commanders and fled west.134



100 A Prayer for the Government

The German military regarded the Jewish community with consid- 
erable hostility, in part because of the increase of speculation in the 
countryside, which had become a mainstay of the Jewish war 
economy.115 A form letter was sent out to the Jewish communities 
warning them to keep speculation under control or the entire Jewish 
population would suffer the consequences. The military specifically 
warned the Rabbinate that they were not above suspicion, as “religion 
has nothing to do with this matter.”136

More seriously, the German and Austrian authorities were not 
above directing peasant anger toward the Jews when possible, and 
issued proclamations that blamed the Jews for Ukrainian misfortune in 
very harsh language. In one, they stated:

The Commmandant has been informed that a large part of the 
Jewish population, especially the Jewish merchants, in the markets 
and in their travels, are agitating against the Ukrainian government 
and its German allies, saying that the Germans intend to take provi­
sions without payment.
That is a terrible infamous lie! On the contrary, the German forces are 
dedicated to maintaining the peace and prosperity of all agricultural­
ists, enabling them to continue their honest labor. When requisi­
tions are made, farmers will be paid punctually with money. The Ger­
man troops wish peace, order, and above all to maintain security, in 
order to allow all to continue in their professions.
The German Commandant is displeased with this Jewish disruption 
of the general peace. He will prosecute these individuals without 
mercy, and will make it widely recognized that these persons, who 
endanger the public safety, will be severely punished, if through their 
subversive activity they seek to interrupt the free peasantry from 
performing their orderly activities.
Local authorities should urgently make enquiries, to immediately 
collect the names of shameful elements, in order that the strongest 
prosecution may be brought against them.
Whoever of these Jewish merchants agitates against the Ukrainian 
State and the German troops situated in Ukraine endangers the food 
supply and the orderly free work of the Ukrainian people!137

And in another proclamation:

From various sources it has come to my attention that despite my 
Announcement of 6 October 1918, which made the dissemination of
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rumors a punishable offence, leaders of bands and rumor mongers are 
spreading [the rumor] that the German troops are going to leave 
Ukraine.
Above all, it is always Jews who drag these rumors among the people.
Through these rumors, bandits provoke and endanger peaceable and 
hardworking citizens and farmers, who have trust in the orderly and 
lawful development of the land and the establishment of a citizens’ 
society.
These rumors are based on untruth and lies.
Whoever spreads such rumors is a shameless liar and is guilty of 
promoting banditry, which brings misfortune on Ukrainian cities 
and villages, often destroyed in smoke and flames.
1 therefore request the following:
Whoever spreads the rumor that the German troops are leaving 
Ukraine or are abandoning Ukraine will be fined 3000 Marks or will 
be jailed, and in extreme cases will be imprisoned or shot to death.138

On one occasion, a Jewish delegation approached a local comman­
dant to complain about an antisemitic proclamation; the commandant 
received them in a hostile manner and asserted that the Jews were in 
fact the worst instigators against the German military, and that this 
opposition was most intense in the religious study halls [batei 
nudrash].139 The German position served to increase anti-Jewish atti­
tudes in the general population, and thus bears some responsibility for 
the violence that followed the German retreat.

<8>
For the Jewish political leadership of revolutionary Ukraine, the possi­
bility of realizing national-personal autonomy was quite new and unex­
pected. In many ways, they made poor use of it. Rather than deal with 
the pressing concerns of state-building, they became bogged down in 
polemics and undermined partisan attempts to create an effective 
organ of Jewish representation to the Ukrainian government. Their 
infighting had serious consequences, since they proved incapable of 
taking concrete steps to control the burgeoning pogrom wave that 
would overwhelm the region. The times, however, were not auspicious 
for the implementation of national-personal autonomy. The Central 
Rada was soon embroiled in a war with Soviet Russia. After signing a 
separate peace with the Central Powers, the Rada quickly secured its
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territory, only to be overthrown by a German-sponsored coup shortly 
thereafter.

During the period in which they were active in the Ukrainian 
government, the Jewish political parties wasted precious time in ideo­
logical feuding. With the exception of some interesting legislation, 
which has now become merely an object of curiosity, the parties failed 
to make any lasting impression on Ukrainian Jewry. They engaged in 
fruitless power struggles, often sabotaging efforts to make a positive 
contribution to the Jewish community. They agreed on only the most 
skeletal of plans and differed on virtually every detail of significance. 
Most seriously, they were unable to come to terms enough to take 
measures against the impending violence. Early intervention might 
well have been very effective.

By November it was patently obvious that the Hetman’s days as 
leader of Ukraine were numbered, particularly after the revolution in 
Germany and the subsequent armistice. On the night of November 13, 
a resurgent Central Rada, operating under an executive government 
called the Directory, stepped forward to take the reins of power, unpre­
pared for the chaos that awaited them.
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Top: Announcement of the Burial of Desecrated Torah Scrolls and Appeal 
for Money to Rescue Captive Jews, Kremenchuk. Bottom. Desecrated Torah 
Scroll.
Smtrce (both) Archives of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. Reproduced with 
permission.
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Pogrom Victims. Top: A young woman with child. Bottom: Victim with the 
phrase “A haidamaka carved this” cut into his chest.
Source: (top) Archives of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. Reproduced uùh 
permission, (bottom) Evreiskie pogromy, p. 40.
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Top and bottom: Victims of the Proskuriv pogrom (see pp. 122ff, below). 
Source: Evrciskie pogromy, pp. 32-33.
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Cover of Eliyohu Gumener, A kapid Ulcrayne (Vilnius, 1921 ); see p. 174 below.
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Top: Ukrainian and Russian workers killed by White Army forces at Iasynivka 
and Makiivka in December 1917. Bottom: Gravesite of mineworkers at Iuzivka 
(now Donets'k) killed by White forces in 1919.
Source: Hiroaki Kuromiya, from the Central State Cinematographic, Photographic, 
and Phonographic Archives in Kyiv, ud. zb. 2-28891 and od. zb. 0-53773. Reproduced 
u«Ji permission.



Chapter Four 

The Pogroms of 1919

The etymological roots of the term pogrom are unclear, although it 
seems to be derived from the Slavic word for “thunder(bolt)” (Russian: 
gromf Ukrainian: /trim).1 The first syllable, po-, is a prefix indicating 
“means” or “target.” The word therefore seems to imply a sudden burst 
of energy (thunderbolt) directed at a specific target. A pogrom is 
generally thought of as a cross between a popular riot and a military 
atrocity, where an unarmed civilian, often urban, population is at' 
tacked by either an army unit or peasants from surrounding villages, or 
a combination of the two. Early instances of this phenomenon in the 
Russian Empire were described using various terms (here in Russian): 
demonstratsii, gonenie, draky, besporiadki (demonstrations, persecution, 
fights, riots).2 Pogrom, however, has been the most effective in enter­
ing European languages, perhaps through Yiddish usage. Jews have not 
been the only group to suffer under this phenomenon, but historically 
Jews have been frequent victims of such violence. In mainstream usage 
the word has come to imply an act of antisemitism.

Comparison of the violence of the revolutionary era to earlier po­
groms reveals elements of both continuity and discontinuity. In the 
context of the former Russian Empire as a whole, the geographic loca­
tion of the pogroms followed a traditional pattern, that is, the majority 
of attacks took place in Ukrainian ethnolinguistic territory (see Map 2, 
p. 103).3 It should be noted that the pattern of pogroms roughly con­
formed to the density of Jewish settlement—the more Jews, the more 
pogroms. These statistics do not, however, reveal anything about the 
pogroms perpetrated against other minorities. Mennonites, for ex­
ample, suffered horribly during the revolutionary years. Pogromists 
were aware of their religious doctrine of pacifism, and would take brutal 
advantage of it, moving into their homes and repeatedly raping and
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murdering without fear of reprisal. Violence against Mennonites and 
other minorities has not yet been statistically evaluated, however, and 
comparisons are only possible using isolated memoirs.4 Although the 
pogroms were concentrated in Ukrainian ethnolinguistic territory, it 
would also be inappropriate to compare the carnage of Ukrainian Jewry 
to the experience of Jews in neighboring Poland and Lithuania. These 
areas were secured behind German lines and did not undergo the 
anarchic experience of protracted civil war after the armistice.

The elements of discontinuity are perhaps more striking than the 
elements of continuity. The scale of the pogroms of 1919 dwarfed 
previous violence. While reasonable estimates of those massacred in 
the 1881-1884 pogroms are numbered in the tens and low hundreds, 
and those of the 1903-1906 wave in the low thousands, estimates of 
1917-1921 run in the tens and even hundreds of thousands. The 
chaotic nature of the times, particularly the mass migrations that 
accompanied and followed the civil war, make the collection of accu- 
rate statistics extremely difficult. The most authoritative study by far, 
using both primary materials collected by the “East-Jewish Historical 
Archive” and carefully evaluated Soviet and Western secondary 
sources, was prepared by Nakhum Gergel and published in 1928. Sev­
eral smaller statistical studies of the pogroms have appeared, most of 
them published shortly after the revolution, but they are handicapped 
by having only partial data and in general failing to document the 
witness reports carefully.5 Gergel’s analysis, on the other hand, is dis­
tinguished in its exhaustive catalogue of the “East-Jewish Historical 
Archive” materials, held now in the Tcherikower Archive in New 
York City (see below, p. 175). It is also worth noting that Gergel’s 
estimate of the total number of Jewish dead is very conservative in 
comparison to less well-documented studies. Had Gergel wished to 
inflate his estimate of 50,000 and 60,000 by doubling or even tripling 
that number, he would have found much support in the more apolo­
getic Jewish scholarship of the day, and the fact that he refrained from 
doing so also lends credibility to his work.6 His first-hand participation 
in the autonomy organs also distinguishes his research, and in general, 
even a cursory comparison of the available historiography will immedi­
ately demonstrate the superiority of his analysis.

The pogroms must also be put into context. Anti-Jewish violence 
was often related to political upheavals—the pogroms of 1648-1649,
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1768, and 1905-1906 were secondary phenomena of larger social re­
bellions, and the attacks on Jews of 1881-1884 followed the assassina­
tion of Alexander II. With the possible exception of the 
Khmel'nyts'kyi rebellion, however, none of these upheavals came close 
to the chaos of 1917-1920. The revolutionary era was characterized by 
a prolonged absence of central authority, which encouraged anarchic 
and violent behavior. It is also worth noting that preceding these three 
years of revolution and civil war were three years of struggle with the 
Central Powers in World War I, which ravaged the western regions of 
Ukraine in particular.

The violence of 1917 was an explosion “of mass discontent—el­
emental, unpremeditated, and unorganized.”7 Unfortunately, little is 
known about the social and economic background of the pogromists 
themselves. Anecdotal evidence indicates that, at least in the initial 
period of the major pogrom wave (late 1918-earIy 1919), the instiga­
tors were from various socioeconomic backgrounds.6 The available 
biographic data are too scattered and anecdotal to posit any recogniz­
able patterns.9 The very fact that little is known about most 
pogromists, however, might indicate that they preferred to terrorize 
villages where they would not be recognized—a practical reinforce­
ment of the principled tendency to attack minorities.10

It can be argued that simple bloodlust was the common element 
behind all pogroms, regardless of perpetrator and, indeed, of victim. As 
all people like to appear righteous in their own eyes, however, some 
more honorable pretext was usually fabricated. Throughout the late 
nineteenth century in Western Europe, the concept of “Anti- 
Semitism” gained considerable popularity and even respectability; 
politicians ran as “Anti-Semitic Candidates” and in many cases won 
elections, notably in France and Austria. The term itself was coined by 
Wilhelm Marr to replace the term “Jew-hatred” (Judenhass or 
Judenfeinde), which was regarded as uncouth and boorish. Borrowing 
the term “semitic" from the language family that includes Hebrew and 
Arabic, Marr and others succeeded in making the ideological opposi­
tion to Jews frighteningly popular at the end of the century. After the 
Holocaust, the term regained its negative connotations and is properly 
spelled “antisemitism,” since there is no such thing as “Semitism.”11

It would be a mistake, however, to regard Ukrainian antagonism to 
Jews as a form of this highly developed antisemitic ideology.12 Ukraini-
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ans were in fact so unfamiliar with the term that contemporary usage 
was rare. One pamphlet referring to antisemitism defined the term in 
parentheses as “anti-Jewish."13 Motivated by greed, lust, and the simple 
craving for blood, Directory troops commonly phrased their anti-Jew- 
ish proclamations in almost exclusively political terms.14

The most common charge against Jews was that they were allied 
with the Bolsheviks,15 and the phrase “Jew-Bolshevik” was used as a 
construct in several proclamations of Directory military leaders.16 A 
synonymous term was “Jew-Commissar," referring to the Bolshevik 
predilection for the term Commissar, or more explicit phrases, such as 
“Soviet power in the Jew’s hands.”17 One proclamation asked, “Why 
do our little Jews [nas/ii zhydky] wait so for the Bolsheviks [to come to 
thej towns and townlets, and why do they agitate for the Russian 
Bolsheviks T and answered that Bolshevism “gives the Jews lordship 
[panuuannia] over our peasants and workers.”18 Some proclamations 
refer to Jews as “capitalists," but this phenomenon is less pronounced.19 
Seldom is any other charge, such as religious antipathy, brought 
against the Jews, and this is often conflated with other slurs: “the 
anti'Christian Muscovite Jews...who kill [our] brothers, fathers and 
sons.”20

As discussed in Chapter 1 (see Figure 1.7, p. 29), a small minority of 
Bolsheviks were Jews and an even smaller minority of Jews were Boh 
sheviks. History, however, is better understood as the unfolding of 
events based on perceptions rather than as the linear progression of 
facts. Jews were perceived as the driving force behind the Bolshevik 
movement, and it was not difficult to identify significant examples. In 
1917 roughly 30 percent of the Central Committee members were 
Jewish.21 Jews joked that the abbreviation of the Central Committee 
(VTslK) really stood for the Yiddish phrase vu tsen idn komandeven, 
‘where ten Jews are in command.’22 The most visible Bolshevik after 
Lenin himself was Leon Trotsky, leader of the Red Army attacking 
Ukraine. Perhaps because of their urbanization and greater literacy, 
Jews who joined the Bolsheviks rose to leadership positions at a rate 
disproportionate to their membership in the party as a whole. This 
phenomenon gained so much notoriety that Bolshevism was popularly 
understood as a Jewish movement.23 No doubt the sudden appearance 
of Jews in prominent positions of authority exacerbated this negative 
impression.24 The Bolshevik canard, however, seemed to function best
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as a sort of justification for simple plunder and mayhem. The motiva­
tion behind most pogroms seems to have been of the most basic 
variety: “to steal from the rich, to drink one’s fill of vodka, to savor the 
wild pleasures of rape and murder.’’25

Pogroms erupted as soon as the Germans began to evacuate Kyiv, 
and it was the regular Directory troops that committed most of the 
early acts of violence (see Figure 4.1). This trend continued until 
spring and then suddenly dropped off. Until July, the Directory’s affili­
ates increasingly committed pogroms. The sudden rise in violence in 
May was due to the activity of the local warlord Hryhoriïv (Grigoriev), 
while Denikin’s troops were responsible for most of the violence later 
in the summer. By late 1919, as the Red Army consolidated its control 
over much of Ukrainian territory, the pogrom wave faded, with the 
exception of the slight increase in December that accompanied 
Denikin’s retreat.26

Non-Jewish communities suffered many of the early attacks and 
indeed, it has been argued that Jews faired slightly better during this 
period. More accustomed to the pogrom phenomenon, they were bet­
ter prepared to deal with local warlords and spontaneously offered 
“contributions" to avoid violence.27 In terms of geography, the great 
majority (80 percent of some thirteen hundred recorded pogroms) 
occurred in the right-bank provinces of Kyiv, Podolia, and Volhynia, 
where roughly 80 percent of the Jewish population lived (see Map 2, 
p. 103).28 Just over half (51.4 percent) of the communities were at­
tacked more than once, and two were terrorized eleven times.29

Virtually all regular and irregular forces operating on Ukrainian 
territory were responsible for pogroms,30 but the largest number re­
corded, 40 percent of the total, were perpetrated by the Directory and 
its allies under Symon Petliura (see Figure 4.2). The Directory’s army 
consisted of roughly 100,000 troops who joined the cause of the Ukrai­
nian revolution when the Germans retreated in December

In reality, however, the peasants and Cossacks who poured into 
Petliura’s formations had little or no comprehension of the 
Directory’s political and social programs. They knew only that they 
were sick of the Germans and of Skoropadskyi’s police. They rose to 
seize the lands Skoropadskyi had forced them to return to the big 
landowners, to rid themselves of armed food collectors, to attack and 
plunder withdrawing German units, to rob stores in the cities—in 
sum, to profit in any way possible from the chaos.31
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Besides these ragtag soldiers, many local warlords declared them' 
selves allies of the Directory, although they were more motivated by 
personal gain than by patriotism. Highly opportunistic, these indepen' 
dent warlords sometimes switched allegiances as the tides of war 
changed.32 Many of them, like one Lazniuk, the self'proclaimed Com­
mandant of the Chomobyl region, and his comrade Struk, the 
self-styled “polhovnyk” (‘colonel,’ the designation for a regional mili­
tary leader in the Cossack State) of the Homostaipol' area, declared 
allegiance to the Directory but refused to leave their areas, preferring 
to terrorize Jews and demand “contributions." Indeed, failure to pro­
duce protection money was a major cause of pogroms.33 The Directory 
was unable to supply its ragtag army, and some felt that the burden of 
“financing” the war effort fell on the Jews, who were less active partici­
pants in the armed forces.34 The Nationality Secretariat studied these 
brutal warlords, whose favorite method of murdering Jews was to throw 
them into the Dnipro River and “send them to the Directory" 
downriver in Kyiv. According to their report, Lazniuk and Struk ex­
torted over 800,000 rubles from communities in their area.35 Such 
bands accounted for 31 percent of the pogroms perpetrated by the 
Directory (see Figure 4 3). In addition to the Directory, bands acting in 
its name, and combinations of the two, 3 percent of recorded pogroms 
were perpetrated by the Sich Riflemen, a unit originally formed from 
Ukrainian citizens in the Austrian province of Galicia.

Some distinctions may be made regarding the type of violence 
perpetrated by each army. Nykyfor (Matvii) Hryhoriiv’s forces were 
responsible for only fifty-two of the recorded pogroms, but they were by 
far the bloodiest, murdering 3,471 Jews, or sixty-seven per pogrom (see 
Figure 4.4). The Directory and its affiliates were responsible for the 
greatest number of confirmed deaths (16,706) but were somewhat less 
brutal, murdering thirty-eight Jews per pogrom. The Whites were re­
sponsible for twenty-five murders per pogrom, while independent 
troops, the Red Army, and the Polish army accounted for fifteen, 
seven, and four respectively (see also Figure 4.5).

Bohuslave, a regional center in the province of Kyiv, attracted 
thousands of refugees from pogroms. Their experiences were recorded 
by the Jewish Pogrom Relief Committee of the Kyiv Region 
(Evobshchestkom, Idgezkom), and the statistics gathered from this infor­
mation shed light on the nature of pogrom violence. Figure 4 6
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provides some insight into why residents fled to Bohuslave in the first 
place. A total of 59 percent of the refugees were forcibly evicted from 
their homes. Of those, the homes of 56 percent were destroyed by fire 
or other means, while another 2 percent were confiscated, and 1 
percent “requisitioned.” This indicates a high degree of destructive 
violence that was probably related to robbery and looting. On the 
other hand, 39 percent of the refugees managed to leave before 
suffering this fate: one-third had time to sell their homes, 5 percent 
abandoned them intact, and 1 percent even managed to rent them. It 
seems therefore that while destruction was rampant, there was often 
sufficient time to avoid the danger with advance planning. The life 
lived by Jews during this period was likely not one of constant 
persecution, but rather of relative normality (within the context of a 
civil war, of course) punctuated by sudden, violent attacks. It should 
also be noted that while pogroms were the principal reason Jews left 
their homes, it was certainly not the only one in such chaotic times.36 
The very fact of ending up in a refugee camp, however, indicates that 
these people left their homes under duress.

The rate of murders per pogrom varied widely, depending for the 
most part on the identity of the perpetrators. O f the refugee families in 
Bohuslave who had experienced pogroms, 19 percent had lost at least 
one family member in the violence: 14 percent had lost one member, 4 
percent—two members, and 1 percent—three members (see Figure 
4 7). Eighty-one percent of the families were fortunate enough to 
survive pogroms intact. Surprisingly, far fewer families experienced 
wounds: in 93 percent of families who escaped intact, not a single 
member was wounded, perhaps, because they fled in anticipation of a 
pogrom. These figures might imply that only a small percentage of the 
Jewish population was physically attacked in a pogrom, but once at­
tacked, a person was somewhat more likely to be murdered than simply 
wounded.

Relatively few pogroms, however, were free of murder, and only 12 
percent can be so counted. The most common number of deaths was 
between one and ten (36 percent of recorded pogroms); 88 percent 
claimed fewer than one hundred lives (see Figure 4.8). The age of the 
victims reveals some pattern, although no one was exempt: 333 per­
sons, or 3.4 percent of the recorded murders for which there are such 
data, were children under the age of seven; forty-five were infants
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under one year of age. The age group most affected comprised those 
over fifty-one (26 percent). Perhaps this is because older Jews, who 
were more established and wealthier, had homes that were more at­
tractive to looters. At the same time, because they tended to be weaker 
and in poorer health than other age groups, they were less likely to 
survive an attack (see Figure 4.9). Although pogrom survivors often 
speak of rape as a common occurrence during pogroms, no reliable 
statistical data exist because of the hesitancy of victims and their 
families to talk about the experience.

If a single pogrom stands out in the collective Jewish memory, it is 
that of February 15 to 18 in Proskuriv.37 It was not the bloodiest 
pogrom, but it was one of the earliest to be characterized by a high 
degree of murder, and became in the minds of many Jews “the symbol 
of those terrible years.”38

Early in February 1919, Ota man Semesenko, commander of the 
Petliura brigade of the Zaporozhian Cossacks, 3rd Haidamak Regi­
ment, entered the town with orders to maintain a garrison and allow 
his soldiers some rest.39 Little is known about this former farmer in his 
twenties who had risen to a command position in the Directory, al­
though soon after his arrival he summoned a doctor to examine him 
and was diagnosed with a severe case of venereal disease.40 On the 
sixth of the month, he issued a decree putting the town under maniai 
law. A 7:00 P.M. curfew was imposed, and strikes and meetings were 
forbidden. The decree also called for all storefront signs to be changed 
to Ukrainian “so that I might not see a single Muscovite sign.” Most 
ominously, under point 6 the decree proclaimed:

1 call upon the population to cease its anarchist demonstrations, for I 
am sufficiently strong to fight you. I especially warn the Jews 
(zhydam] of that.
Know that you are a people disliked by all nations, yet you cause such 
trouble to Christian people. Do you not want to live? Have you no 
pity on your own people?
So long as you are not attacked keep quiet. Wretched nation, trou­
bling poor people.41

For all his antisemitic bluster, Semesenko was at least correct in 
presuming that there was some anti-Directory activity in town, al­
though it was only minimally connected with the Jewish community.

(text continues on p. 126)
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Proskuriv was chosen by the provincial Communist organization to 
carry out the initial uprising of a provincewide rebellion.42 Despite the 
would-be leader of the uprising’s complaint that there were too few 
workers in the town of 20,OCX) to carry it off, plans were laid for an 
uprising in the early hours of February 15, a Saturday. The other 
Socialist parties learned of it only on the thirteenth, and called an 
emergency meeting, fearing that such an uprising would result in a 
pogrom, but the Communists were not to be deterred, insisting that 
the uprising was to take all of Podolia at once.43 It is likely that 
Semesenko was apprised of all these developments, since rumor had 
been rife in the town well before the uprising, and the military parade 
that marched through seemed to be a warning of the battle'readiness 
of his troops.44

Sometime after midnight on February 14/15, Communist insurgents 
successfully convinced the 15th Belhorod and 8th Podolia regiments 
to rebel and attack the rest of the troops stationed in a series of railway 
cars near the station. But the uprising turned against the Communists, 
and loyal Directory troops easily routed the mutinous soldiers. The 
reinforcements expected by the Communists never arrived, and the 
entire rebellion was put down within two hours.45

The local population had been awakened by the heavy gunfire, and 
as one memoir put it, “the night of the holy Sabbath came upon us like 
a terrible dream.”46 The following day, however, brought a beautiful 
morning, and the fact that the violence had not spread to the city was 
taken as a good sign. A rumor spread through the town that Proskuriv 
was once blessed by a Hasidic rabbi, protecting it from any pogrom.47

Semesenko organized an impromptu celebration for his troops, and 
thereafter exhorted them to murder the local Jewish population, whom 
he saw as responsible for the rebellion. He assembled the soldiers 
together in military formation and marched a few hundred men on 
horseback down the main thoroughfare of the town, a band preceding 
them.48 At precisely 2:00 p .m . the soldiers dispersed searching for Jews, 
and the pogrom began. For their part, the Jewish victims were com­
pletely unprepared. As it was the Sabbath, many of them were at home 
asleep after the heavy midday meal. The massacre that followed was 
absolutely horrific:

The witness Shenkman gave evidence that the Cossacks killed his
younger brother in the street near his house, then entered the house
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and cut open his mother’s head. Other members of the family tried to 
hide under beds, but when a small brother of his saw his mother 
dead, he got out from under the bed and kissed the dead body. 
Thereupon the old father also came out from his hiding and was shot 
dead...
In the house of Blechman six persons were killed; one of them had 
his head broken in two halves. A girl was wounded in her buttocks, 
her dress having been lifted up for the purpose.
The house of Krotchak was visited by eight men, who began break- 
ing all the window-panes. Five men entered the house while three 
remained outside. Those in the house seized the old man Krotchak 
by his beard, dragged him to the window of the kitchen and threw 
him out of the window to the other three who killed him. Then they 
killed the old woman and her two daughters. A young woman who 
was visiting in the house was dragged by her long hair into another 
room, then thrown out of the window into the street and there 
killed. After that the Cossacks re-entered the house and inflicted 
several wounds on a boy aged 13, who became deaf in consequence.
His elder brother received nine wounds in his stomach and in his 
side, having first been placed on his mother’s dead body.49

Some Ukrainians attempted to stop the carnage. A man named 
Kocherovs'kyi ran into the street and took hold of a fleeing child, 
shouting to the pogromists, “Christians, what are you doing?" He and 
the child were killed on the spot.50 Among the pogromists was a Jew, 
who had changed his name from Rakhman to the Ukrainian-sounding 
Rakhmanenko to better fit in with his new comrades-in-arms.51 Later, 
Semesenko’s troops attacked nearby Felshtin, where some of the muti­
nous soldiers had fled, and perpetrated another horrible atrocity. Eva 
Sochin was thirteen at the time of the pogrom:

The first intimation that I had that anything was amiss was that 
three soldiers burst into our home at about 9:30 a .m . on a Monday 
morning. At the time, our family, with the exception of my father, 
who had not come home the previous night, were all at home. I 
distinctly remember this because the samovar was prepared for tea at 
the time. On the entry of the soldiers, the family dispersed in fright, 
running in different directions. I ran into the room of our tenant and 
hid in a wardrobe in his room. I heard a voice calling me to come 
out, and stepping out, was seized by a soldier who dragged me into 
the dining-room and began questioning me roughly. This soldier I 
remember as being tall and red-haired, with a forage-cap with a red 
center-piece extending down one side of the head. The soldier then
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asked me whether 1 was Christian or Jewish. I replied that 1 was a 
Christian and the tenant’s daughter. This the tenant denied, where- 
upon the soldier demanded I make the sign of the cross, saying that 
he would release me if I were a Christian child but would kill me if I 
were Jewish. In terror, I kissed his hand and called him “brother” and 
begged him to release me, but the soldier replied using the Russian 
slang term “a goose and a pig have no relationship” (gus' svme ne 
tovarishch). He then shouted, “Lie down!", but this I refused to do.
He again demanded that I lie down, and on my again refusing, struck 
me down with a blow on the head. After receiving this blow I lost 
consciousness and only remember regaining it for a few moments 
when I found myself on the floor.
In hospital 1 discovered that in addition to the wound in the head, 
my arm had been amputated to just below the elbow, [I had] a deep 
gash in the neck and several wounds on my body which had been 
stitched together. I also then discovered that my father had been 
killed the previous night in the street and his body thrown into a 
cellar where it was afterwards found. Also, that the soldiers that had 
entered our house had killed my mother, my brother aged 28 years, 
my brother aged 15 years and my sister aged 8 years, and that my 
sister Dvorah was wounded whilst hiding in an adjoining cellar as a 
result of a bomb being thrown in and having exploded. This bomb 
also killed our neighbor, his wife, and their child, and wounded 
another child. Another child was also wounded and died afterwards 
as a result of [those] wounds.$2

The pogrom at Proskuriv stopped some three hours later when a 
telegram arrived from the Directory headquarters at Kam’ianets1- 
Podil's'kyi, which had been informed of the local atrocities by a Ukrai­
nian official named Taranovych. Presented with the telegram, 
Semesenko ordered a bugle blast to be sounded as a signal for the 
pogrom to end, after which he organized a second large celebration of 
the troops’ “victory."”  Looting continued after nightfall.”

The local commandant, one Kiverchuk, was also implicated in the 
pogrom. Not only was he responsible for disbanding the student mili­
tia, which was comprised primarily of Jewish adolescents, he also re­
ceived a share of the stolen goods, some of which were collected by the 
above-mentioned Rakhmanenko.55 The Danish Red Cross report of 
the massacre indicates that he had ordered some sixty empty peasants’ 
carts brought to town from the environs, presumably to cart away 
loot.56 On February 17 he cynically issued a call for the restoration of 
order.57
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Isolated murders took place on Sunday morning. A rumor was circu- 
lating that the full-scale pogrom was to begin again in the afternoon. 
Alarmed, the local town council called Semesenko to an emergency 
meeting, demanding that the atrocities cease. Semesenko agreed, but 
issued another threatening proclamation:

In the night of February 14/15, some irresponsible men without 
honor or conscience attempted an armed rising against the authori­
ties of the district and of the town, men who, according to precise 
information that has reached me, are of the Jewish nation, wanted to 
seize power, bring confusion into the services of the State and lead 
our Ukraine, which has already suffered so much, into anarchy and 
disorder. I have taken the most decisive steps to suppress the rising 
they have attempted. It is quite possible that among the victims who 
fell by the arms of my Cossacks there were many innocent persons, 
but as nothing can be accomplished without making mistakes, such 
cases may have occurred.
1 pity the innocent victims, and common death has covered the 
town of Proskuriv, but the blood of these innocent victims will be a 
curse upon the heads of those who have acted as provocateurs and as 
adventurers, or, which is the same thing, leaders of the rising that 
failed.
1 call the whole population of the town and district to keep the peace 
and to attend to their daily avocations, and 1 give warning that if 
anybody should attempt again to bring discord into the lives of the 
peaceful inhabitants and to incite them against the lawful authori­
ties, I shall stop at nothing, and that what has happened should be a 
“memento" to all those who would try more experiments.58

Proskuriv Jewry turned to the task of burying its dead, which num­
bered in the neighborhood of 1,500, some 10 percent of the town’s 
Jewish population. Five mass graves and numerous private graves were 
dug, and the burial of all victims was not completed until 4 :0 0  a .m . on 
Tuesday morning. Looters had also come to collect what they could 
from the corpses; several women were buried without fingers, which 
had been cut off in order to remove their rings.59

In some ways the violence in Proskuriv was atypical. For one thing, 
it was exceptionally bloody, with a very high murder rate; only three 
other recorded pogroms were as bloody (see Figure 4.8). It also had a 
slightly higher incidence of murder of children than other pogroms 
(see Figure 4.9). The Proskuriv pogrom was also marked by its “disci­
plined” military execution, with a formation of soldiers acting within a



130 A Prayer for the Government

specific time frame and under clear orders from superiors. A further 
atypical element is Semesenko’s initial insistence that his troops re­
frain from robbery to dedicate themselves solely to the task of murder­
ing Jews. Several accounts record how his troops tore up offered bribes 
before they murdered Jews, although Semesenko himself later accepted 
the sum of 600,000 rubles from the Jewish community “for the difficult 
life of the soldiers.”60 It was more common for such exactions to take 
place before the pogrom, often averting violence. Occasionally re­
ceipts would be issued for such “voluntary contributions.”61

Semesenko continued to hold the population in terror for several 
weeks. On February 27 he issued yet another threatening declaration:

JEWS [ZHYDY1, it has become known to me that yesterday you 
wanted to hold a gathering in Oleksandrovs’kyi Street to discuss 
taking power into your own hands, and that in four days you will 
carry out an insurrection, just as you did on the 14-15th of this year.
I warn you that at present I have under my command 10,000 reliable 
men of the Ukrainian artillery and sufficient machine guns to 
strangle this uprising with my bare hands.62

Semesenko’s syphilis had obviously passed into the tertiary stage 
when he was finally recalled from Proskuriv by the Directory military 
command. At this point he was so weakened by the disease that he was 
required to travel in a carriage attended by a nurse.61 The pious Jewish

Semesenko Bedridden with Syphilis.
Source: Archives of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. Reproduced with permission.
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population of the town circulated another fantastic legend that 
Semesenko was visited in his dreams every night by a Rabbi in 
blood-stained funereal garb, pointing a finger at him and shouting, 
“Get out of Proskuriv!" According to the legend, Semesenko would 
wake screaming every night with the image of the Rabbi before him 
until he finally fled the town.64

One of the central paradoxes of the pogroms is the large'Scale partici­
pation by troops loyal to or acting in the name of the Ukrainian 
National Republic. At the very moment a Minister of Jewish Affairs 
sat in a government that was providing pogrom relief funds to victims 
of attacks, military and paramilitary troops were committing atrocities 
in the name of that same government. Clearly there were elements in 
the government who were actively working against the liberal policies 
it officially espoused. Historiographic debate continues to focus on the 
level at which this antisemitism existed. As an illustration, a delega­
tion of Jewish local officials met with Vynnychenko, then Prime Min­
ister of the government, to ask about who was responsible for the 
pogrom in Zhytomyr. Vynnychenko, who was himself a philosemite, 
answered testily: “What’s the use of you speaking to me about this? You 
shouldn’t be ‘convincing’ me. You would do better to speak to the 
other members of the Directory.”65

Did the Directory pursue two policies, one of developing Jewish 
national autonomy and another of wreaking pogroms on Jewish citi­
zens? It must be remembered that the Directory was not a stable 
parliamentary government with normal checks and balances and an 
established judiciary but a ragtag group of individuals, most of whom 
were inexperienced in government and who found themselves in the 
midst of a brutal civil war. At one point, the Directory was actually 
reduced to governing from a few train cars, which could be evacuated 
from place to place as the battle raged. Even during the Kam’ianets’- 
Podil's'kyi period, when the Directory was reduced to controlling only 
a small portion of the right bank, pogroms continued to be a prob­
lem.66 More important, a huge gulf loomed between the intellectual 
leaders in Kyiv and the general population. While the former were 
caught up in issues of factional dispute, the latter were concerned with 
securing a loaf of bread for their family in times of great instability. As
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Taras Hunczak put it, “indeed, this preoccupation with ideology sepa­
rated the Ukrainian leadership from the vast majority of the politically 
inarticulate Ukrainian population, for whom more tangible social, 
economic, and ethnic considerations were more understandable and 
therefore more acceptable.”67 The commitment to nationality rights 
was only one of the many policies the UNR was unable to implement, 
or even communicate, to the population at large.

The question of responsibility must be more adequately defined. At 
one level, the word implies agency: Did the Directory, or some of its 
members, order pogroms? At another level, the question of responsibil­
ity involves accountability: To what degree does the Directory have to 
be held accountable for the actions of its troops? To use a concrete 
example: a window is broken in a schoolyard. If a father threw the 
baseball, then he would certainly be responsible in terms of agency and 
would have to pay for the repairs. If his child threw the baseball, then 
he would not be responsible as an agent. Since the child is his charge, 
however, he would be held accountable for the child’s actions and 
would similarly have to pay for the window. This is true even if the 
father had warned the child repeatedly not to throw baseballs at win­
dows.

In terms of agency, then, did the Directory order its troops to 
commit pogroms? Leaving Symon Petliura aside, since his case will be 
dealt with in greater detail, was there any explicit or implicit order 
from the Directory calling for pogroms? No such document has been 
preserved. On the other hand, there was a tendency in some circles, 
even in official bulletins, to issue inflammatory statements that may 
have acted as incitements. This was particularly true of the military 
and its publications.68 Typical is this statement from Ukraïns'ka stavka 
(January 19): uln whose hands are Ukrainian lands, rivers, factories 
and so on? In the hands of wealthy Russians, Jews, and Poles. Who 
always argues against an independent Ukrainian National Republic? 
Russians, Jews, and Poles.”69 Besides the military, even the official 
organ of the Directory, the “Information Bureau of the Ukrainian 
National Republic,” published inflammatory statements,70 which must 
be contrasted with other articles published by the very same organs 
condemning pogroms.71 Ukraïns'ka stavka also printed antipogrom ar­
ticles and other pro-Jewish materials, such as the lengthy and sympa­
thetic discussion of “Jewish Democracy at the Present Moment” (De-
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cember 29, 1918).72 Furthermore, the Directory earmarked funds and 
maintained commissions of inquiry into the violence.73

Such contradictions indicate varying policies within the Directory. 
If there was a political will for pogroms, however, the most likely 
candidate seems to be Opanas (Panas) Andriievs'kyi (1878-1955), 
representing the fiercely nationalist Socialist-Independentist party 
(UPS1) and a member of the Directory.74 Reputed to be an alcoholic,75 
Andriievs'kyi was nevertheless regarded as one of the principal holders 
of power in the Directory.76 He was the immediate supervisor of Colo­
nel Paliienko, leader of the infamous Battalions of Death (Kurin' 
smerty), the executive arm of the Verkhovna slidcha komisiia designed to 
root out Bolshevik agents active in Ukrainian territory.77 Paliienko 
and his underling Mykhailo Kovenko were responsible for the first 
organized pogroms perpetrated against Jews after the retreat of the 
Germans.78 Other members of the Directory, Vynnychenko and 
Volodymyr Chekhivs'kyi in particular, attempted to shut down this 
operation, but Andriievs'kyi consistently blocked these efforts, despite 
the fact that Paliienko’s guilt was evident.79 Vynnychenko and 
Chekhivs'kyi’s pressure was sufficient to secure Paliienko’s arrest, but 
he was released shortly thereafter, given possession of the documents of 
the prosecution against him, and asked only to respond to Petliura 
concerning these charges.80

It is difficult to blame the Directory as a whole with agency in the 
pogrom waves. Nonetheless, the question of accountability must be 
considered. For the Directory to be absolved of the charge of account- 
ability, it would have to be shown that it took energetic and decisive 
action against the pogroms, arresting perpetrators and issuing strongly 
worded condemnations of the violence. Although it is true that several 
such condemnations were issued, actions taken against the perpetra­
tors were insufficient. Paliienko’s “arrest” is a case in point, and even 
the fate of the notorious Semesenko is in dispute. While the sources 
indicate that he was indeed arrested several months after the massacre, 
the reasons are unclear, as is his final punishment. Some sources 
indicate that he was freed, others that he was executed.81

This lack of decisive action is especially disturbing in terms of the 
trends in the pogrom wave. During the first few months after the 
departure of the Germans, the pogroms were a phenomenon strongly 
associated with regular Directory troops. Between December 1918 and
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April 1919 alone, nearly 60 percent were perpetrated by these soldiers. 
If the affiliated bands were slow to pick up on this trend, by May they 
had overtaken the Directory in number of pogroms committed, and 
this remained the pattem for the rest of the period (see Figure 4.1, 
p. 114 above). What this seems to indicate is that while the Directory 
was able to exercise greater control over its own troops in the late 
spring of 1919, the local warlords who had declared themselves on the 
side of the UNR were influenced by the earlier behavior of the regular 
troops, and proceeded to attack Jewish communities at will.

The actions taken by the Directory to control pogroms will be 
discussed in greater detail in the next chapter, since this topic is 
intrinsically linked with internal Jewish politics. The initial déclara' 
tions and sanctions against pogroms, satisfactory in many ways, were 
not followed up with consistent measures. Had the Directory acted 
with greater resolve, perhaps the local warlords would not have com­
mitted atrocities to the same degree. Had they seen regular troops 
consistently punished for their attacks on civilians as well as repeated 
declarations from the Directory condemning pogroms, perhaps the 
destruction would not have been so severe. These measures would 
have been difficult to achieve in times of such chaos, but these are the 
types of measures required to absolve the Directory of the charge of 
accountability.

<8>
Much of the debate over responsibility has focused on one man: 
Symon Petliura. He occupies a tragic place in Ukrainian-Jewish histo­
riography, revered by Ukrainians as a fearless national leader and hated 
by Jews as a vicious antisémite. In this capacity, Jewish historical 
memory links the name of Petliura with those of Bohdan 
Khmel'nyts'kyi, leader of the 1648 rebellion, and Ivan Gonta of the 
1768 Haidamak uprising. Although the issue of Petliura himself is 
somewhat more narrow than the otherwise broader focus of this study, 
the sheer amount of debate on this question requires some treatment of 
what Ukrainians sometimes call the “Petliura era” (Petliurivshchyna).

It would seem that Petliura, as head of state, could have imple­
mented orders to eliminate the pogroms. This, however, was far from 
the truth. While it is true that Petliura’s name acted as a rallying point 
for patriotic Ukrainians, his government was bereft of effective power,
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Volodymyr Vynnychenko
From die Bohdan Krawciw Collection at die Research Library of the Harvard Ukrainian 
Research Institute.

Symon Petliura
From the Bohdan Krawciw Collection at the Research Library of the Harvard Ukrainian 
Research Institute.
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with no communication network to speak of and very little energy to 
enforce such discipline on its troops. Desertion was rampant, and 
troops often switched loyalties over what was most profitable at the 
moment.82 Perhaps the clearest indication of Petliura’s tenuous control 
over his troops is their rapid abandonment of the UNR. Petliura 
succeeded in drawing some one hundred thousand troops to his cause 
in December 1918, but, faced with the Red Army’s invasion, by the 
end of January 1919 only 21,000 had not deserted.83 The Red Army, by 
way of comparison, lost about 50 percent of its army to desertion, but 
this still left some three million troops over the entire period of the 
civil war. According to Trotsky, of these, some five to six hundred 
thousand were useful in combat: “This hastily improvised, poorly struc­
tured, and socially fluid force would hardly have been a match for a 
regular European army...[b]ut it was enough to fend off the equally 
improvised, less ideologically motivated, and even more fluid White 
armies” and even more so the Directory troops.84

Several pieces of anecdotal testimony, usually provided in the con­
text of the emotionally charged 1926-1927 trial of his assassin, Samuel 
Schwartzbard, tend to ascribe antisemitic views to Petliura. In his 
memoirs, Vynnychenko referred to Petliura’s resentment of Jews for 
their low level of participation in the army—a fairly widespread senti­
ment.83 As another example of Petliura’s reported antisemitism, one 
Israel Dines of Buenos Aires testified that when Petliura passed 
through a certain town, the Jews asked him to protect them from 
pogroms. Petliura replied, “Well, this is nothing, the soldiers must 
amuse themselves.’’86 Other anecdotal evidence contradicts this image 
of an antisemitic Petliura. One Alexander Dotzenko, for example, 
claims he heard Petliura publicly say things like, “1 have decided to 
have my entire army shot if it is going to drown the nascent Ukrainian 
Republic in Jewish blood.”87 Such conflicting testimony, of which 
there is an ample supply, is at best inconclusive and at worst com­
pletely unreliable.

There is no conclusive evidence to prove that Petliura himself held 
antisemitic views. On the contrary, all the documentation indicates 
that he was relatively friendly to Jews well before the revolution.88 In 
1907, for example, he wrote the foreword to a Ukrainian translation of 
Evgenii Chirikov’s play The Jews:
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The suffering of Nakhman [a Jewish character] in Chirikov’s The 
Jews will arouse deep sympathy from all, even those who do not 
belong to that nationality, who have suffered historically and have 
been forced to cany a heavy cross of oppression and persecution...
This play has much significance in that it evokes in the hearts of the 
members of the audience deep love and sympathy for that oppressed 
man, while inspiring hatred and contempt for the regime, under 
which it is possible for such rapacious tortures Jkhyzhats'ki 
znushcfumnia] of innocent victims to occur.89

In another publication, Petliura criticized Jewish colonial agents for 
attracting Ukrainian emigration to America, but he also spoke out 
against antisemitic tendencies in the European press.90 Petliura even 
defended the Jewish population against charges that they were, as a 
whole, pro-Communist. Individual Jewish Communists, he wrote, 
were branded with the “mark of Cain” by their own communities for 
abandoning Jewish traditions.91 Articles signed by Petliura well after 
the revolution reinforce this interpretation of his personal views.92 
More convincing is the support Pelliura gave to Jewish self'defense 
groups, even when the Jewish socialists disapproved (see Chapter 3). 
The evidence seems to indicate that Petliura himself would have 
disapproved of pogroms on ethical grounds.

Some scholars cite a mysterious telegram to Semesenko that is 
attributed to Petliura, which implies that he was the hidden hand 
behind the brutal Proskuriv pogrom. Certainly this would be the most 
damning piece of evidence against Petliura, and if reliable, much of the 
preceding discussion would be unnecessary. Yet the history of this 
telegram and the scholarship based on it is as mysterious as the tele­
gram itself. Tsvi Tseker, a Jewish Communist, claims to have discov­
ered the telegram after the Directory abandoned Proskuriv. When 
Directory troops advanced on the town again in June, Tseker gave it 
for safekeeping to a friend, who subsequently destroyed it in a fire, 
fearing its discovery. Thus, the telegram itself no longer exists. Tseker’s 
political background should be borne in mind at this point, since it 
may have colored his recollection of the contents of the alleged tele­
gram, reducing its value essentially to that of anecdotal evidence. The 
thesis that Petliura acted secretly to organize pogroms rests on the 
assumption that he was a committed antisémite. Given Petliura’s con­
sistent published record against pogroms, the account of the telegram 
has limited credibility.93 Writing in the context of the Schwartzbard
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trial, Avraham Revutsky, the former Minister of Jewish Affairs, wrote 
that “they search, therefore, for public calls to pogrom violence 
\pogrom-oifrufen] signed and authorized by Petliura, but such decrees 
will not be found, and this work is in vain.”94

It has been shown that troops nominally under Petliura’s supervi­
sion, including the notorious Semesenko, committed pogroms.95 It 
should be remembered, however, that little control could be exercised 
over the military, including Chevkhivs'kyi’s attempt to shut down the 
Kurin' smerty, which provoked a prime ministerial resignation. On the 
other hand, precious little was done to punish pogromists, and many 
offenders were allowed to remain at their posts even after the most 
brutal pogroms.96 Why did Petliura tolerate these offenders? The most 
obvious answer is that Petliura was hesitant to take such action, de­
spite his conscience, because he was afraid of desertions in the army.97 
We have seen how fragile his control over the troops was, and the 
punishment of popular leaders might have resulted in mutiny.

There was a crucial period in |Jre pogrom wave when Petliura did 
not act decisively, with either condemnation or other measures. This 
period was between January 1919, when Vynnychenko issued his con­
demnation, and April 1919, when Martos issued his.98 With hindsight, 
it is possible to see that this gap, between January and April, repre­
sented a turning point in the pogrom wave. Several of the most brutal, 
particularly the Proskuriv-Felshtin massacres, occurred without elicit­
ing a response from the Directory. As has been argued above, the lack 
of response sent a signal to the myriad warlords across Ukraine indicat­
ing that pogroms could be committed with impunity.99 Why did 
Petliura not act?

Recalling the context of the war, one must remember that the 
Directory was in retreat throughout much of January and lost Kyiv to 
the Bolsheviks on February 4- The Directory had been actively seeking 
military aid ftom the French, who had landed in Odesa, but without 
success. Vynnychenko resigned on February 1, and the Directory was 
forced to board a train, “fleeing from station to station and having the 
appearance of a gypsy band rather than that of a government.”100 With 
all this turmoil, and the constant threat of desertion from his rapidly 
shrinking army, Petliura chose not to antagonize his troops by taking 
measures against the pogroms. Arnold Margolin, a Jewish participant 
in the Ukrainian movement, wrote in 1926:
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A careful study of all the available data leads one to the conclusion 
that the Directory during the first three months of its rule failed to 
show sufficient determination in combating Jewish pogroms. In its 
enthusiasm for the main object of the struggle—for national self- 
determination and independence—the Directory was bent primarily 
on the formation of a powerful army, without any restrictions as to 
the type of recruits. The result was that there were found in the ranks 
of that army, side by side with genuine, fine Ukrainian patriots, quite 
a few elements of the most undesirable Black Hundred type and even 
criminal and other dangerous characters.101

It is worth noting, however, that the declarations against pogroms 
did have some impact, at least on those perpetrated by regular Direc­
tory troops. The January condemnation, which decried violence but 
simultaneously reinforced the notion of “Jewish Bolshevism,” was in­
appropriate and therefore had only a small effect (see Chapter 5). The 
April proclamation, however, seems to have had a strong impact: 
recorded pogroms dropped by 37 percent in April and by 85 percent in 
May (see Figure 4.1, p. 114 above). The pogroms slowly picked up 
again until the August declarations, which were followed by a 56 
percent decrease. The proclamations seem to have been of use in 
stopping the violence, unlike similar proclamations issued by the 
White Army.102 The failure to issue them more consistently and force­
fully adds to Petliura's guilt.

<8>
In conclusion, then, what can be said about Petliura’s personal respon­
sibility.7 It cannot be proved that he had the responsibility of agency; 
indeed, all available evidence indicates that he was in no way the 
“architect" of the pogroms. On the other hand, as head of state he must 
be held accountable for the actions of his army, despite his relative lack 
of control over them. Petliura failed to chastise his troops adequately, 
particularly in the critical period between January and April 1919, 
when it might have had some impact on the independent warlords. 
Furthermore, he maintained relations with known pogromists and 
punished few. This behavior can be attributed to his fear of losing the 
loyalty of his disintegrating army—his inexperience in governing led 
him foolishly to accept compromises that were at odds with his per­
sonal political leanings, and for this he bears responsibility.103 The



140 A Prayer for the Government

Jews, Mennonites, and other minorities bore the brunt of his hésita' 
tion. As Revutsky wrote years later:

So this is the historical tnith. And this truth makes it clear for us the 
guilt of those persons, such as Petliura, even if they did not directly 
execute pogroms. As human beings, with pretensions to socialism 
and national heroism, they should have utilized all their strength to 
ensure that the murder and slaughter of innocent people would not 
occur. Yet this they did not do, and they directly or indirectly built 
their political careers on allowing themselves to let the pogrom 
instinct of the wild masses run its course. In our eyes they are 
guilty.104



Chapter Five 

The End of Autonomy

Shortly after the Directory took power in December 1918, measures 
were put in place to re-establish links with the Jewish community 
through national-personal autonomy.1 The first proclamation included 
the following passage, as recalled by Avraham Revutsky in his mem­
oirs:

Jews are our friends. They are our fellow travellers. No agitation 
against them is permitted and anyone guilty of such agitation will be 
considered a counter-revolutionary, trying to create confusion in 
people’s minds in order to reestablish the power of landlords and 
capitalists.2

On December 10, a temporary Ministry was set up under Solomon 
Goldelman of the Poale-Tsion, and on January 24 the Law of 
National-Personal Autonomy was officially reinstated.3 Russians and 
Poles, however, were no longer included in the provisions of the Law, 
because, according to Revutsky, of Polish and Russian hostility to the 
Ukrainian movement.4 Goldelman recalls a conversation with 
Vynnychenko on this topic:

“We will immediately renew autonomy,” Vynnychenko then said to 
me, “we shall invite into government a Minister for affairs of the 
Jewish minority, but the representation by the...Russians and Poles 
can wait. This is because the experience of a former period has 
shown that the...Russians in Ukraine consider themselves the natu­
ral representatives of Russian state interest, and not ordinary and 
loyal citizens of our own state. As regards the Poles, we should leam 
beforehand if the rights of the Ukrainian minority in an independent 
Poland shall be regulated...The case of the Jews is different: no 
foreign power stands up for the Jewish minority in Ukraine, none of 
her neighbors consider themselves obligated to protect the Ukrai­
nian Jews and stand up for their troubles. Thus there remains to
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them one possible solution: orientation on the Ukrainian state, in 
which there must be a Jewish minister, who must represent them in 
all their national matters.’’5

Vynnychenko was somewhat optimistic in his logic, given the rapid 
decline in relations that followed as more and more Directory troops 
were implicated in pogrom activity. In the first few weeks, however, 
the Jewish community was relatively open to the Ukrainian proposal, 
and the isolated pogroms that did occur were considered tragic yet 
unavoidable in the atmosphere of war and anarchy.6 The Fareynikte 
and the Bund officially welcomed the return of the Directory (the 
Poale-Tsion was already working in it),7 and even the Zionist-clerical 
Nationality Secretariat greeted the Directory with much enthusiasm:

The historic fate, which placed the Ukrainian people with the Jew- 
ish, dictates an earnest attempt at working together with all our 
strength and ffom all sides, together, both peoples, in the building of 
the state and its economy, for the betterment of all Ukraine. The full 
realization of national-personal autonomy is the best guarantee of 
continuing friendly coexistence of the peoples of the Ukrainian 
republic.8

The Zionists immediately entered into negotiations with the Direc­
tory on the issue of the post of Minister of Jewish Affairs, which they 
hoped to fill as a State Secretary. As the democratically elected repre­
sentatives of the Jewish population, they felt entitled to take the post, 
and requested that it be turned over to them along with all records of 
the Ministry of Jewish Affairs.9 The Directory, however, clearly pre­
ferred a socialist candidate. In a meeting with the Fareynikte, 
Vynnychenko related his earlier conversation with the Zionist delega­
tion: “Our (the Directory’s) program is the merciless stmggle with the 
bourgeoisie, nationalizing the rail system, sugar and banking industry, 
state control and so on—do you have a candidate with this pro- 
gram?”10 Vynnychenko knew full well that the more conservative 
Zionists could never sanction such upheaval. His preference was for a 
candidate approved by the Jewish socialist parties.11

Solomon Goldelman was chosen as acting Minister, primarily be­
cause of his prior involvement with the Directory in the Ministry of 
Labor.12 Although the Directory would have been happy to make him 
the Minister of Jewish Affairs, he did not wish to take the post without 
the explicit approval of the Central Committee of his party, the Poale-
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Tsion, nor did he feel that his Jewish ethnicity alone made him par­
ticularly competent in the area of Jewish matters; he preferred to 
remain in the fields where he had some expertise. He also had personal 
difficulties with Vynnychenko’s leftist political views. Goldelman pro­
moted instead the candidacy of Avraham Revutsky, who had a much 
higher position in the Poale-Tsion.11

Among the Socialist parties, there was considerable conflict over 
who should lead the Ministry. The Bund was rapidly losing confidence 
in the Directory. While still in favor of participating in the govern­
ment, the Bund argued that the Ministry should be managed by a 
committee consisting of two Bundists, one Fareynikte member, and 
one Poale-Tsion member, rather than a Minister. The Fareynikte was 
against this proposal, and although they initially indicated that they 
would support a Poale-Tsion candidate, they secretly entered into 
negotiations with the Directory for a candidate of their own.14 The 
Poale-Tsion party had the least internal dissention over the issue, and 
given Goldelman’s position in the Directory, Vynnychenko eventually 
decided on the candidacy of Revutsky as the third Minister of Jewish 
Affairs.15 The Nationality Secretariat protested the decision as a 
breach of democracy.16 Thus the Jewish community was represented by 
two parallel, rival institutions: the Zionist-dominated Nationality Sec­
retariat, a product of the recently held elections, and the Ministry of 
Jewish Affairs under Revutsky, supported fully by only the Poale Tsion, 
yet having the sanction of the Directory.

Almost immediately after Revutsky took office, pogroms became a 
major issue in Ukrainian-Jewish politics.17 Numerous Jewish delega­
tions protested to the Directory, insisting that it take immediate steps 
to control the violence.18 Symon Petliura had previously issued orders 
to the army to maintain discipline but did not specifically refer to 
violence against Jews.19 The Nationality Secretariat, despite their ob­
jections to Revutsky’s Ministry, nevertheless took the Directory at its 
word and issued a proclamation saying that “the Directory has prom­
ised to take energetic measures” against the pogroms and urging for 
calm.20 This confidence was inspired by the Directory’s promise to 
issue an immediate condemnation of the pogroms, which appeared on 
January 11:

In certain parts of Ukraine isolated groups of Cossacks are commit­
ting acts of violence against Jews. It has been ascertained that the
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Cossacks have been instigated to this by provocateurs—followers of 
the Hetman, White Army troops and persons calling themselves 
“Bolsheviks.” This has been done in order to stain the fair name of 
the Ukrainian Republican Army, in order to excite hatred against 
the Ukrainian Cossacks among the people, in order to provoke 
disorder and crime, and through these methods to reinstate the old 
Empire of the landlords and bourgeois.

Some of these provocateurs and pogrom - mongers have already been 
arrested and shot; others will be tried by court-martial.

The Directory calls upon the Cossacks of the People’s Army and 
upon all honest citizens to arrest any such provocateurs and all those 
who incite to violence and to bring them immediately before a 
court-martial.

The Directory warns all the Hetman’s counter-revolutionaries who 
hide under the mask of “Republicans” that anybody daring to lift his 
hand against the honor of the army of the Ukrainian laboring revo­
lutionary people will be punished most severely.

The Directory calls upon the whole of democratic Jewry to fight 
energetically those individual anarchist-Bolshevik members of the 
Jewish nation who behave as enemies of the working people of 
Ukraine and of the State. For it is these elements who enable the 
Hetman’s men and mass of Jewry which is non-Bolshevik and who 
involve the Ukrainians, the true defenders of all workers, in grave 
misunderstandings with the Jewish democracy, which is not anar­
chist or Bolshevist, and is true to the Ukrainian state democracy.

The President of the Directory: V. Vynnychenko

The Members: Shvets, Petliura, Andriievs'kyi, Makarenko.21

The Directory’s condemnation of pogroms was indeed strongly 
worded, but it was deemed highly unsatisfactory by the Nationality 
Secretariat. The declaration decried the pogroms as the work of en­
emies of the Ukrainian revolution, yet it also reinforced the notion 
that the Jews were closely allied with the Bolsheviks, the most com­
mon* argument of the pogromists themselves. In the same breath that 
the Directory declared that the “mass of Jewry... is non-Bolshevik,” it 
also demanded that the Jews “fight energetically those individual 
anarchist-Bolshevik members of the Jewish nation who behave as 
enemies of the working people of the Ukraine." Even if this formula­
tion might have been technically correct—as there were a growing 
number of Jews who opposed the Ukrainian revolutionary move-
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ment—it was a political miscalculation on the part of the Directory to 
openly refer to a connection between Jews and Bolshevism.

Revutsky went to see Vynnychenko shortly before the proclamation 
was issued. When Vynnychenko showed him a copy, Revutsky was 
tempted to resign after reading the passage about Jews and Bolshevism, 
but the Prime Minister rejected the interpretation that the Directory 
was insinuating anything negative about Ukrainian Jewry. Revutsky 
asked that the passage be removed from the document. Vynnychenko 
refused, saying that the military demanded its inclusion, and defended 
the passage on the grounds that the soldiers were bombarded with 
antisemitic propaganda, and the issue had to be addressed in this way. 
Revutsky’s impression was that while Vynnychenko did not feel the 
passage was offensive, he was unable to make significant changes in the 
document because of other elements in the government.22 Revutsky’s 
decision to resign was forestalled by the much stronger declaration 
issued to the military by Otaman Andrii Melnyk:

Just as the legal organs are pursuing a distinct struggle with the 
internal enemies of the Ukrainian National Republic, I order all 
social and military organizations to fight against unauthorized house 
searches, arrests, and shootings, which are used as provocations by 
those who hate the Ukrainian National Republic.

I will give (offenders] over for court-martial without mercy, that they 
might be punished with the most serious of penalties.

The Ukrainian National Republic is engaged in a serious struggle for 
their independence and freedom, and therefore can deeply 
identify...with the freedom of other peoples. Therefore I will pros­
ecute decisively any provocateurs who argue that it is permissible to 
undertake Jewish pogroms and similar agitation. They will be given 
over to courts-martial, all criminals of the Ukrainian National Re­
public.

For unauthorized house searches two Cossacks have already been 
shot: Mykhailo Bolotnyi and Mykola Ivaniv.

For pogrom-agitation (the following] were shot: Stanyslav 
Polians'kyi and Nikanor Savel'ev.23

The twenty-five-member Lesser Jewish Nationality Assembly (the 
parliament of which the Nationality Secretariat was the executive), 
however, issued the following protest:
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Having heard the report of the National Secretariat on the steps 
taken by it concerning the pogroms, and having heard the communi­
cation of the delegation of the Jewish Community of Berdychiv on 
the recent events there,

And whereas acts of violence against Jews continue to be committed, 
notwithstanding the reassuring promises of the authorities, so that 
the pogrom wave is spreading and raging more violently than ever in 
the towns and townships inhabited by Jews,

The Lesser Jewish National Assembly declares:

...That these acts [of violence] constitute a mortal danger not only 
to the Jewish population, but to the very existence of the young 
Ukrainian State...

That the declaration of the Ukrainian Directory on the subject of 
the pogroms is absolutely unsatisfactory from the point of view of the 
State, and is calculated to increase and not to allay the anxiety of the 
Jewish population...

That the Jewish population repeats its demand that the authorities 
take urgent and decisive steps immediately to stop the pogrom wave 
throughout the country...

That the Jewish National Assembly calls upon the entire Ukrainian 
Democracy to raise its voice against the monstrous crimes committed 
against the Jewish population.24

Noteworthy in the Assembly’s protest is the conviction that the 
Directory was not responsible for causing the pogroms, and that despite 
its “absolutely unsatisfactory” declaration, the government still mer­
ited appeals from the Jewish population. This attitude seems to have 
held sway at least until the Proskuriv-Felshtin pogroms, when Jewish 
opinion shifted away from the Directory as a possible source of law and 
order.

The Directory was rapidly losing hold of its territory, and in early 
February was forced to evacuate Kyiv ahead of another Bolshevik 
advance. What followed was a period of unparalleled chaos in 
Ukraine. Between the fall of the tsar in March 1917 and February 
1919, for example, Kyiv had had ten different governments (the Tsar, 
the Provisional Government under Kerenskii, the Central Rada, the 
Bolsheviks, again the Rada, then the Rada with the Germans, the 
Hetman with the Germans, the Hetman with the Whites, the Direc­
tory, and then again the Bolsheviks).25 The town of Proskuriv had
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sixteen governments between March 1917 and January 1921, eleven of 
them after the Germans departed (Directory, Bolsheviks, Directory, 
Bolsheviks, Directory with Galicians, Denikin, Poles, Ukrainians with 
Poles, Bolsheviks, Directory, Bolsheviks).26 After their retreat from 
Kyiv in February 1919, the Directory was reduced by the end of March 
to working in a small region of western Podolia.27 In the pandemo- 
nium, no serious measures were taken to control pogroms until the 
Directory issued another anti-pogrom decree on April 12:

To preserve the peace and to maintain public law and order—as the 
first condition of a free life for all citizens of the Ukrainian National 
Republic—the government will fight with all its power against viola­
tions of the public order, will strike the brigands and pogrom instiga­
tors with the severest punishment and expose them publicly.

Above all the Government will not tolerate any pogroms against the 
Jewish population in the Ukraine, and will employ every available 
means for the purpose of combating these abject criminals, danger­
ous to the State, who are disgracing the Ukrainian people in the eyes 
of all the civilized nations of the world.

The Government of the Ukrainian National Republic is certain that 
the Ukrainian People—who themselves have suffered national sla­
very through many years and are conscious of the worth of national 
freedom and therefore proclaimed before all things the national- 
personal autonomy of the minorities in the Ukraine—will support 
the Ukrainian government in eliminating completely these pogroms 
from the dark elements of society.

Boris Martos

President of the Cabinet Council of the Ukrainian National Repub­
lic28

As in January, Melnyk also issued a strong order to troops to desist 
from pogrom activity, which read in part:

Anarchy is more dangerous than the armed enemy who moves upon 
us from all sides. Remember, Cossacks, that through the pogroms 
may perish our power, for the death of innocent victims will provoke 
wrath against us and the numbers of our enemies will multiply. The 
Cossack’s task is to conquer the enemy, whomsoever he may be, not 
to fight women, children, old men, against whom you are being 
incited by our enemies, in order that our people and our sovereignty 
may be smirched in the eyes of the world. Henceforth I command 
you to arrest all persons who will be discovered conducting pogrom
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agitation among the Cossacks, and to bring them before the Extraor­
dinary Tribunal. Suppress on the spot all attempts at pogrom agita­
tion in the military detachments.29

The Minister of Jewish Affairs sent out a telegram reinforcing this 
message.30 Several commissions were also set up to deal with the prob­
lem of pogroms in general and in specific locations such as Proskuriv.31 
Many regarded the commissions critically. Joseph Schechtman, a Zi­
onist, referred to this campaign as a “paper fight versus pogroms,” and 
pointed out that one law setting up such a commission was passed on 
May 27, for example, but was not published in the official state journal 
of laws (Visnyk derzhavnykh zakoniv) until the middle of July.32 On the 
other hand, when monies were made available, the victims were usu­
ally persuaded to accept. Proskuriv Jewry initially refused aid from the 
Directory, holding it responsible for the violence, but eventually re­
lented.33 By May the pogrom activity of Directory troops had slowed 
considerably, but by and large the damage was done. Jewish support 
had eroded beyond repair.

<8>
Revutsky’s Ministry was doomed from the start, yet in the few weeks he 
was in office he struggled to make a positive contribution to Ukrainian 
Jewry.34 Revutsky assumed the position amid considerable partisan 
conflict, and this contributed to the difficulties in finding adequate 
personnel for the Ministry. Nakhum Gergel, a former Deputy Minister, 
was prevented from participating by his party, the Fareynikte, which 
had lost its bid to have one of their own members appointed to the 
post.35

Immediately after his appointment was confirmed in early January, 
Revutsky was embroiled in the pogrom controversy, as news of 
Directory-perpetrated pogroms came in from Zhytomyr and other loca­
tions. Although Revutsky fought the pogroms actively, his abrupt 
resignation in early February is often erroneously thought to be a 
protest against the Directory’s mismanagement of the situation. In his 
memoirs, however, Revutsky explained that his resignation was due to 
the foreign policy of the Directory, most specifically in its negotiations 
with the Entente.36 He followed the Poale-Tsion party line, which was 
opposed to working with the Western powers. In a resolution dated
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February 8, 1919, the Poale-Tsion protested that the Entente was 
imperialist, reactionary, and generally against the interests of the 
working class.37

The Jewish socialist parties and their allies disintegrated in the 
growing anarchy of the pogroms, much to the dissatisfaction of their 
Ukrainian allies.38 The parties began to reconcile themselves more and 
more with the Communists, a trend that was also evident among some 
of the Ukrainian socialist parties.39 The Jewish socialist parties, while 
in bitter rivalry with the Communists vis à vis their policies on Jewish 
nationality, looked with envy on the rapid successes of the Red Army 
and the seeming historical inevitability of the Communist vision. 
More left-leaning members of the various parties began to argue for 
abandoning their platforms on the Ukrainian experiment and joining 
the Communists, in some cases claiming that their presence would 
mitigate some of the more radical positions taken by the Communists 
on issues of Jewish nationality politics. Already in the fall of 1918 
three wings had emerged in the Bund on the issue of which power the 
party should ally itself with; in February the party split formally, the 
larger portion forming the Kombund, an acronym for “Communist 
Bund.”40 The Kombund issued a statement on February 19:

The social revolution has come and we have to reorient ourselves, 
purge ourselves of all the ideas which have grown as responses to the 
needs of the day, to the demands of another epoch.. .It was not easy 
for us to take the step of a military alliance with the Bolsheviks 
against the Directory...41

The Fareynikte soon followed suit, also splitting into three wings. 
The right wing, under Moshe Zilberfarb, the previous Minister of 
Jewish Affairs, was anti-Bolshevik. The left, under Mikhail Levitan 
and Yehuda Novakovskii, was strongly pro-Bolshevik. The center was 
under Moshe Litvakov, who took the position that since the Bolshe­
viks were going to become the new rulers, the party must find a modus 
vivendi with them, despite their opposition.42 The Center-Left opinion 
was finally accepted in March. The leftist Fareynikte and Bund fac­
tions discussed uniting, which was eventually accomplished by creat­
ing the Jewish Communist Union.43 Later this Union, some of whose 
members were the early champions of autonomism, explicitly and 
thoroughly rejected national-personal autonomy as a bourgeois institu­
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tion.44 A Communist faction developed within the Poale-Tsion, de­
spite Revutsky’s participation in the Directory.45 As early as January 
elements in the Poale-Tsion publicly argued that Jews should join the 
Red Army. The party attempted to bridge this inconsistency by claim­
ing that it supported the Central Rada in Ukraine and the Commu­
nists in the Russian Republic.46

In fact, this call was quite successful, and a groundswell of popular 
support for the Red Army grew in the Jewish community. In contrast 
to Directory pronouncements, the Communist anti-pogrom measures 
had been very effective.47 The Communists mounted a comprehensive 
propaganda campaign aimed at discrediting the Directory by drawing 
attention to pogroms committed by its troops.48 Motivated for the 
most part by revenge and the desire for self-protection, Jews joined the 
Red Army in large numbers and in many cases requested to be sent to 
the front lines.49 In 1919 a recruitment section, the Evreiskaia Voennaia 
Sektsiia, or Jewish War Section, was set up to absorb them into the 
Communist forces. This section was specifically charged with assisting 
the Yiddish-speaking men (most of whom had never touched a weapon 
in their lives) with the task of adapting to Red Army conventions.50 
As Peter Kenez observed, “[ujltimately the Jews realized that Soviet 
Rule, in spite of its economic policies and in spite of the occasional 
pogroms carried out by ill-disciplined troops, offered the best chance of 
survival.”51

Newspaper articles appeared frequently in the Jewish press discuss­
ing the issue of Communism in general and, in particular, urging Jews 
to join the Red Army.52 The Communist wing of the Fareynikte issued 
a circular on April 26 that was typical, arguing that “the Jewish worker 
has in this situation no choice: either fall, as silent victims, or fight, as 
heroes, to the last drop of blood.”53 The Red Army was involved in the 
coordination of propagandizing Jewish workers; on April 16 a secret 
letter to this effect was sent from the People’s Commissariat for War 
Affairs to the Jewish socialist parties in Ukraine.54 Antisemitic ten­
dencies in the Red Army were countered with internal propaganda. 
One lengthy proclamation addressed to soldiers of the Red Army in 
Ukraine attempted to dispel anti-Jewish attitudes by discussing Jewish 
oppression under the tsars.55
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Certainly the motive of revenge for the pogroms was prominent 
among the new Jewish recruits. A memoir from the period records how 
a Red Army soldier began to decapitate wounded Directory soldiers:

A Jewish soldier from Berdychiv ran amok. He would wipe his bayo­
net in the grass to remove the blood and with every head he cut off 
he screamed, “This is payment for my murdered sister, this is my 
retribution for my murdered mother!" The Jewish crowd...held its 
breath and kept silent.56

Of perhaps greater significance to the growing antagonism, Jews 
became particularly prominent in the dreaded Cheka, precursor to the 
NKVD and KGB.57 The extent of Jewish membership is unclear; it is 
not impossible to imagine that revenge for the pogroms motivated 
some Jews to join the Cheka. This growing Jewish support for the 
Communists reinforced antisemitic attitudes among Ukrainians, “[fjor 
the most prominent and colourful figure after Lenin was Trotsky, in 
Petrograd the dominant and hated figure was Zinoviev, and...anyone 
who had the misfortune to fall into the hands of the Cheka stood a 
very good chance of finding himself confronted with and possibly shot 
by a Jewish investigator.”58 Statistics for Cheka membership, while 
fragmentary and limited, support this contention. Roughly 75 percent 
of the Kyiv Cheka in 1919 were Jews, a figure that most likely declined 
sharply in the twenties with the influx of new members.59

<8>
The collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in late 1918 also pro­
vided the Ukrainians living in eastern Galicia with the opportunity for 
state-building. Demographically, the Ukrainian-Jewish situation in 
eastern Galicia was broadly similar to that in the territories immedi­
ately to the east with one exception: instead of a Russian presence, 
there was a significant Polish population. In 1910 Jews constituted 
approximately 11 percent of the total Galician population, Poles num­
bered 47 percent, and Ukrainians 42 percent.60 The Polish population 
was concentrated in western Galicia (west of the San river), where 
they constituted 89 percent of the population. The Ukrainian and 
Jewish presence was most pronounced in eastern Galicia, where they 
represented, respectively, 63 percent and 12 percent; Poles were in the 
minority with only 25 percent of the population. The occupational
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distribution of Ukrainians, Jews, and Poles in eastern Galicia also bears 
a striking similarity to the situation in the territories to the east. 
Ukrainians in Galicia were involved overwhelmingly in agriculture 
and forestry, with less than 7 percent in other occupations. Jews were 
somewhat more involved in agriculture than their co-religionists else­
where, some 14 percent making their living directly from the land, but 
the majority of the population was involved in trade and industry. The 
Polish occupational structure was more diversified than the Ukrainian, 
yet still predominately agricultural.61

Fundamental distinctions should be made between the Ukrainian 
experience in the Austro-Hungarian Empire and in the Tsarist Empire. 
Unlike the repressive and reactionary tsars, the Austro-Hungarian 
monarchies were comparatively benevolent and sometimes even pro­
gressive with regard to questions of religion and ethnicity. Joseph II 
(ruled 1780-1790), for example, had issued the famous Patent of Tol­
eration, extending considerable rights to Jews as citizens and eliminat­
ing the ghettos.62 Although the emperors were Catholic, tolerance was 
also extended to Protestants, as institutional church power was lim­
ited.63 This was particularly significant for Galician Ukrainians, the 
majority of whom were members of the Uniate Church, the result of a 
late sixteenth-century agreement between the Catholic and Orthodox 
Churches. The Uniate Church became part of the Catholic hierarchy 
but retained certain distinctive features of the Orthodox, including a 
married priesthood. In 1774 the Uniates were officially given status 
equal to the much larger Roman Catholic Church; also, they were 
referred to as “Greek Catholics” to reflect both their Orthodox origins 
and their Catholicity.64

For Ukrainians, the conflict over statehood was not so much with 
the Austrian government as with their Polish neighbors. Polish na­
tionalist sentiment regarded Galicia as an integral part of the Polish 
homeland. Despite the predominant Ukrainian presence in eastern 
Galicia, cities such as L'viv (Lwöw in Polish, Lemberg in German) 
were considered essential parts of historic Poland. The Austrian gov­
ernment, as one of the parties in the eighteenth-century partitions that 
cynically removed Poland from the map, understood Polish animosity 
and often favored Ukrainian national aspirations to blunt the edge of 
Polish demands.65
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Galician Jews had little affinity with Ukrainian causes until the 
beginning of the twentieth century. As in the eastern territories, 
Galician Jewish representatives in the Diet tended to be far more 
acculturated to Polish and/or Austrian society in contrast to the pious 
masses of traditional Orthodoxy, and most Galician Jews remained 
untouched by the political activities of the few Jews who sat in the 
parliament in Vienna.66 In 1905, however, the Ukrainian Iuliian 
Romanchuk made an open call for an alliance with the Jews in a 
speech in the Diet, arguing that Jews had a right to be recognized as a 
nationality.67 Romanchuk’s speech provoked uproarious laughter in 
the Diet, but the Jews were listening, and an alliance was eventually 
formed that resulted in a signficant increase of Jewish members elected 
to the subsequent Diet.68 Bringing the Jews over to a Ukrainian orien­
tation was a significant coup, since this damaged the Polish position in 
the Diet.69

Soon after its surrender in October 1918, the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire collapsed. The Poles scrambled to take L'viv and declare it part 
of a resurrected Poland, but by November 1 eastern Galicia was in 
Ukrainian hands as part of a secret agreement between the former 
Austrian governor of Galicia and the Central Rada. The territory, 
including northwestern Bukovina and Sub-Carpathian Rus', was 
named the Western Ukrainian National Republic (WUNR).70 War 
soon broke out between the Poles and the Ukrainians, and the WUNR 
was forced to abandon L'viv for Stanislaviv (modern Ivano- 
Frankivs'k). Early in 1919 the WUNR proclaimed union with the 
UNR to the east.

Jewish organizations coalesced to form local “Jewish National 
Councils" to express communal concerns, a development characteris­
tic of postwar German and Austrian territories.71 A general Jewish 
National Council (JNC) was cobbled together to act as an umbrella 
group for the Jewish population of eastern Galicia, although local 
JNCs continued to operate.72 Elections held later in 1919 confirmed 
Zionist dominance.73

The general JNC was divided on how to deal with the Polish- 
Ukrainian conflict over eastern Galicia. The Zionist delegates were 
traditionally polonophiles, but the Ukrainian movement had made 
significant overtures to the JNC.74 After a conference in which both 
pro-Polish and pro-Ukrainian views were aired, a decision was taken to
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adopt a position of neutrality in the conflict, while nevertheless de­
manding national-personal autonomy.75 The WUNR was not enthusi­
astic about the declaration of neutrality, but it nevertheless recognized 
the JNC and invited it to send representatives to the newly formed 
government in Stanislaviv.76 The JNC refused, fearing that open par­
ticipation in the WUNR would impugn its declaration of neutrality.

Nevertheless, both the Poles and the Ukrainians considered Jewish 
neutrality as implicit support for the Ukrainian cause.77 The Poles 
considered the Ukrainian claim to eastern Galicia to be much weaker 
than their own, and viewed Jewish reluctance to support the Polish 
position with hostility. Occasional tensions arose between Ukrainians 
and Jews as well, the former charging that the Jewish community 
allowed more polonized Jews to fight in Polish ranks, thereby breaking 
the principle of neutrality (as if the JNC had such power over indi­
vidual Jews).78 One popular rumor claimed that Jewish families had 
poured hot gruel (in another version, boiling water) down on Polish 
soldiers fighting in the streets below them.79 The JNC-sponsored Jew­
ish militia was often cited as violating neutrality, usually in favor of the 
Ukrainians. Although the JNC asserted its strict adherence to neutral­
ity, the Jewish militia often found itself fighting off attacking Polish 
troops.80

Polish troops perpetrated widespread pogroms, particularly in No­
vember 1918.81 The bloodiest pogrom occurred when the Ukrainians 
were driven out of L'viv on November 22. Although this pogrom was 
mild compared to the devastation that was to occur in the eastern 
regions in coming months, the death toll of over seventy had a tremen­
dous impact on Galician Jewry.82 Neutrality was maintained on an 
official level, but it was clear that the JNC was squarely within the 
Ukrainian camp. Isolated pogroms committed by Ukrainians did not 
change this attitude, despite the fact that the JNC was not entirely 
satisfied with WUNR anti-pogrom declarations.83

The Ukrainian orientation was championed by Dr. Israel 
Waldmann, editor of the influential Lemberger Zeitung.M Over a period 
of several months, the JNC moved closer and closer to abandoning 
neutrality and declaring open support for the WUNR. In lieu of the 
Ministry of Jewish Affairs that operated in the UNR, a Department of 
Jewish Affairs was set up in Stanislaviv. This allowed the JNC to 
maintain the fiction of neutrality while at the same time exercising a



Five: End of Autonomy 155

large role in the regulation of Jewish affairs in the WUNR. Waldman 
was appointed its Commissioner.85 In a secret meeting in March, the 
JNC resolved that it was time to formally drop the declaration of 
neutrality and ally with the WUNR, once hostilities between the Poles 
and Ukrainians had ceased.86 By the time hostilities finally did cease, 
however, circumstances were no longer favorable to such an alliance. 
The Poles were successful in their conquest of eastern Galicia and the 
destruction of the WUNR, and the possibility of Jewish autonomy in a 
Ukrainian government was removed.

Throughout this period, a Minister of Jewish Affairs continued to 
operate in the Ukrainian territories of the former Tsarist Empire ruled 
by the Directory. Pinkhos Krasny, a member of the Folkspartey, took 
the position immediately upon Revutsky’s resignation.87 His candidacy 
was not supported by any Jewish political body; he merely requested 
that Revutsky allow him to take over the post:

“I hear [said Krasny] that you are resigning from the Ministry. Why 
are you doing this? Don’t you think that with the prolonged develop' 
ment of national autonomy and the fight against pogroms, you 
should remain?..."

“If, however, you think [replied Revutskyl that the pogrom question 
will be solved even in the cunent political situation in the Directory, 
and if the alliance with the Entente is possibly in the interest of the 
Jewish masses—then come and take my office. My party considers 
the current platform as shameful and will basically not work with the 
Directory. The place, however, is free for another.”

Krasny immediately answered:

"Good, I agree. I consider it my duty to rescue the national au- 
tonomy. But how can ‘the cat cross the water?’” (vi kumt di kats ibem 
vasser, i.e., how can 1 win this post without popular support?]

“Very simple. I will appoint you as a member of my council, and 
immediately upon my resignation you will be given the provisional 
administration of the Ministry."88

This characterization of Krasny as an opportunist is corroborated by 
a former prime minister of the Ukrainian National Republic, Serhii 
Ostapenko. Apparently Krasny had approached Ostapenko asserting 
that without a Jewish minister, “Europe will not talk with you...if you
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like, friend, I will be the minister.”89 Krasny’s actions were condemned 
by several Jewish political parties, including his own. At the initiative 
of Wolf Latsky, former Minister of Jewish Affairs, the Folkspartey 
issued a statement revealing that Krasny had earlier been thrown out 
of an organ of that party for disciplinary reasons.90

Krasny’s Ministry has been characterized as a “Jewish Red Cross” 
mainly involved in pogrom relief.91 Although most of Krasny’s activi­
ties were in the traditional realm of shtadlones, or “intercession” with 
more powerful figures, Krasny attempted to keep the Jewish schools 
running as well, although with limited success.92 His politics were 
highly partisan, and in one declaration he sent out a circular remind­
ing all kehiles that the use of Hebrew in their protocols was strictly 
illegal; these documents were to be recorded in only Yiddish and 
Ukrainian.93 Krasny also attempted to hold new elections in the 
kehiles, demanding detailed voters’ lists from all communities.94

Krasny’s tenure coincided with the Kam’ianets'-Podil's'kyi period of 
the Directory, roughly June to November 1919, when the Ukrainians 
held with some security a small triangle of territory in west-central 
Ukraine. The fragments of the socialist parties that had not adopted 
Communism continued to support Krasny’s ministry with much hesita­
tion, despite their earlier protests and the Directory’s steady movement 
to the right.95 While Krasny was decried by the Jewish political parties 
and many communities, some still sought his aid in pogrom defense.96 
Besides his activity as the “Jewish Red Cross," Krasny also produced 
some extremely optimistic legislation organizing the kehiles.97

In the summer of 1919, however, the Directory was increasingly 
implicated as a major perpetrator of the anti-Jewish violence. With the 
Great War over, the attention of the world turned to the ongoing civil 
war in Ukraine. A major demonstration held in New York City drew 
roughly half a million protestors, including 25,OCX) U.S. and British 
soldiers wearing black bands as a sign of mourning.98 The U.S. Secre­
tary of State received a delegation protesting the pogroms,99 and a 
public letter of protest in France was signed by numerous dignitaries.100 
Campaigns to aid the pogrom victims were organized all over Europe 
and North America, with such slogans as “Our boys FREED them, 
won’t you FEED them? Jewish War Sufferers.”101 One interesting 
American poster was specifically directed at Christians:
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Because Christ Commands It

WE URGE EVERYONE TO HELP THE JEWISH SUFFERERS 

Because they need it. Because we believe in paying our debts. 

Humanity Owes Much to The Jews

Moses gave us the Moral Law; David voiced every cry of joy or 
sorrow of the human heart to God; Christ, after the flesh, bom a 

Jew, taught in the Good Samaritan story—

THAT WHO NEEDS MY HELP IS MY NEIGHBOR

So for Christ’s sweet sake, help the Jewish sufferers overseas with an 
open hand. In the U.W.W. [United War Work) campaign the Jews, 

knowing they would only get three million dollars out of the 
contributions, gave about twenty million dollars, and the Y.M.C.A. 
and the Red Cross were the beneficiaries of their liberality to about 

seventeen million dollars.

If not for sweet charity’s sake, at least not to be put to shame, let us 
help those who, while giving to ours, never before have asked to 

give to theirs.

We Urge all Methodists to Give in the Name of Christ Bom of the 
House of David

—First Methodist Church102

The Directory, no doubt influenced by world opinion and threat­
ened with an increasingly successful Red Army, began to respond by 
stepping up the campaign against antisemitism. To improve its image 
abroad, the Ministry of Press and Information sought out materials on 
the Ministry of Jewish Affairs to publish in the West.l0} Minutes of 
meetings with Jewish delegations were published, and stronger 
antipogrom decrees were issued, many signed by Petliura himself.104 
Two in particular bear quoting at length. The following one was issued 
to the Directory forces:

Officers and Soldiers!

It is time for you to realize that the Jews, together with the majority 
of the Ukrainian population, have recognized the evil of the Bolshe­
vist-Communist invasion, and know already where the truth lies.
The most important Jewish parties, such as the Bund, Fareynikte, 
Poale-Tsion and Folkspartey, have decidedly placed themselves on 
the side of the Ukrainian independent state and are working to­
gether hand-in-hand for its good.104
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It is time for you to understand that the peaceful Jewish population, 
their children and women the same as ourselves, have been op- 
pressed and deprived of national freedom. They can not be alienated 
from us, they have of old been always with us and they have shared 
with us their joys and sorrows.
The gallant army which brings brotherhood, equality, and freedom 
to all peoples of Ukraine should not be lending an ear to various 
adventurers and provocateurs who long for human blood. Likewise, 
the Army should not be a party in bringing a hard lot on the jews. 
Whoever is guilty of permitting such a heavy crime is a traitor and 
enemy of the country and must be thrust out of human society.

Officers and Soldiers! The whole world cannot but admire our heroic 
deeds in the struggle for freedom. Do not stain those deeds—not 
even accidentally—by disgraceful actions and do not bring down 
burning shame upon our state in the face of the whole world. Our 
many enemies, external as well as internal, are already profiting by 
the pogroms; they are pointing their fingers at us and inciting against 
us, saying that we are not worthy of an independent national exist' 
ence and that we deserve to be again forcefully harnessed to the yoke 
of slavery.
1, your Commander- in-Chief, tell you that this very moment the 
question of to be or not to be for our independent existence is being 
decided before the International Tribunal. 106
Officers and Soldiers! The judgment on this question rests in your 
hands, so decide it by showing an armed fist against our enemies, 
remembering always that a clean cause demands clean hands. Be sure 
that a severe and lawful punishment by a people’s court will overtake 
all enemies of our country; but remember also that vengeance— 
often the result of want of careful consideration—is not the way of 
the Ukrainian Cossacks. I most positively order that all those who 
are instigating you to pogroms be thrust out of the army, and as 
traitors to the fatherland be handed over to the court. Let the court 
punish them according to their crimes by giving them the severest 
lawful penalty.
The Government of the Ukrainian National Republic, recognizing 
the harm done to the state by the pogroms, has issued an appeal to 
the whole population of Ukraine to withstand all attempts of the 
enemies who might arouse it to anti-Jewish pogroms.
I command the whole army to obey this appeal and to provide for its 
widest possible dissemination among comrades-in-arms and among 
the population.
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Tliis Army Order is to be read to all divisions, brigades, regiments, 
garrisons, and squadrons of the Dnipro and Dnistr armies as well as 
the partisan detachments.

The Commander in Chief 
Petliura
The Chief of Staff of the Supreme Commander 
Junakiv107

Another proclamation was issued to the population at large: 

Soldiers of the Ukrainian Army!
The Ukrainian Republican People’s Army of the Dnipro and Dnister 
territories, now united into one army, is advancing victoriously, is 
crushing the enemy, gaining each day new territories of the Ukraine 
to liberate them from the Bolshevist brigands, bringing them with 
freedom to the Ukrainian people as well as the certainty of happy 
days of living in a peaceful and orderly state.
The Bolshevist anarchy and maladministration, the horrible Red 
terror, the tyranny of the extraordinary inquiry commission [Cheka] 
and of other criminals for whom there is nothing sacred in life— 
have sapped our people's strength to the utmost and have flooded our 
steppes with human tears and with streams of blood of the innocent.

Amidst a peal of church bells, with bread and salt,106 with flowers 
and tears of joy the weary, oppressed and pillaged Ukrainian people 
are greeting you, their valiant warriors, as liberators from the yoke 
and from Bolshevist atrocities, as flesh of their flesh and blood of 
their blood...
Our enemies, however, are not sleeping but only watching our every 
step in order to sow discord among us in one way or another, and 
thus to frustrate the immediate realization of our people’s efforts.
The Bolshevists themselves consider Ukraine Moscow’s inherit- 
ance—with the difference that formerly it was the heritage of a black 
Moscow, now of a Red one.

They see that the end of their rule in the Ukraine is already ap­
proaching because the Ukrainian people themselves have risen 
against them: but they do not give up yet their hope of subjugating 
the Ukrainian masses. By provocations for which they are spending 
enormous sums of money they want to divide us from within, hiring 
criminal elements who are inciting our soldiers to all sorts of outrages 
and pogroms against the innocent Jewish population; in this way 
they want to stamp our soldiers as pogrom-mongers, although these 
soldiers are bringing liberty to all peoples of Ukraine.
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Our enemies intend thus to split the Ukrainian and Jewish laboring 
masses whose ways, in fact, have been bound together by three 
hundred years of Russian tsarist yoke.
Our national army must bring equality, brotherhood and freedom to 
the Ukrainian as well as the Jewish citizens who are also supporting 
actively the government of the Ukrainian National Republic. All 
their parties, i.e., the Bund, Fareynikte, Poale-Tsion and Folkspartey 
are standing on the principles of the independence of Ukraine, and 
are participating in the reconstruction of the republic.
1 know myself how the representatives of the Jewish population have 
helped our army and supported our legal republican government...
1 have the highest esteem for the sacrifices made during this war 
upon the altar of the fatherland by the Jewish population.
From the reports by the commanders of our brave divisions and corps 
as well as from reports by State Inspectors I have already learned that 
the Jewish population brought help to our wounded and sick soldiers, 
in the hospitals which had been built hastily 3-5 kilometers behind 
the battlefronts.109
I have been touched deeply by tears of thankfulness in the eyes of our 
soldiers for the loving care and human aid given them by the Jews, 
and I have noted with satisfaction how the soldiers of our army were 
standing guard at the shops and stores of Jews in order to protect 
them against plunderers.
The restoration of a bridge at Starokonstantyniv—which had been 
destroyed by the Bolshevists—by the Jewish population in an ex­
ceedingly short time, as well as their help with foodstuffs and under­
wear testify also to the loyal conduct of Jews in relation to our 
army...110
Officers and soldiers of the Ukrainian army! The Ukrainian-Jewish 
laboring masses see in you their liberation, and future generations 
will not forget your services rendered to them; history will with pride 
record on its pages your achievements in this struggle. Beware of 
provocations, and have no mercy on provocateurs or on those who 
execute pogroms, or incite the weakest among you to this action.
Let the death sentence overtake the perpetrators of pogroms and 
provocateurs. I demand the strictest discipline from you so that not 
even a hair of an innocent’s head be touched.
Bear in mind that you are the elite sons of your great nation which 
wants to live its independent life and to be subjugated by no one, and 
therefore keep an unflinching watch on its interests as well as on the
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interests of all those who help you and are well-disposed to you and 
to the liberation of your people.

Those who are guilty before the Ukrainian nation and before the 
republic, no matter what their nationality, shall suffer the severest 
punishment according to law prevailing in the territory of the Ukrai­
nian republic; to the innocent, however, you must bring liberation 
from the hated Bolshevist yoke.

The Republic's and my own cordial thanks to and high esteem for 
your maniai bravery, devotion, and self-sacrifice which you offer 
upon the altar of the fatherland, while liberating our Ukraine and 
the nationalities living there— including the Jews—from the Bolshe­
vists.

May God help us in the great and sacred cause of liberating the 
nations from the heavy yoke of the Bolshevists!

August 27, 1919
Commander in Chief: Petliura111

The pogrom wave subsided after the issuance of these declarations, 
and it is reasonable to assume that they had a significant effect on 
troops loyal to Petliura. Other factors, such as the increasing consoli­
dation of Ukrainian territory under the more organized Soviet control, 
the war-weariness of the population, and the formation of local Jewish 
self-defense groups certainly reduced the level of community violence 
in Ukraine. Petliura later forged an alliance with the Poles and staged a 
massive counterattack, but the Soviets drove the Ukrainians westward 
again.112 The Ukrainian revolution had failed, and its leaders went 
into exile.

The Jewish Ministry simply fizzled out sometime at the end of 1920. 
Like a forgotten relative, its passing was not significantly remarked 
upon. In November 1920, the Ukrainians were finally driven west of 
the Zbruch river by the Red Army’s advance.113 The Ministry appar­
ently continued to operate after November, sporadically producing an 
amateurish mimeographed newsletter entitled “Bulletin of the Jewish 
Press Bureau of Ukraine,” which listed Krasny as a “representative" 
until 1922.114 After the consolidation of Red Army control over the 
region, Krasny remained in Soviet Ukraine, and later wrote a treatise 
condemning Petliura and the Ukrainian movement.113
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<8>
The year 1919 marked the end of the Ukrainian-Jewish experiment. 
The resurgent Ukrainian National Republic renewed the Ministry of 
Jewish Affairs almost immediately after the German retreat, but the 
pogrom wave had largely discredited the Directory in Jewish eyes. That 
year also saw a groundswell of Jewish support for the Red Army, whose 
troops were much more effective in maintaining order. This was ac­
companied by upheaval within the Jewish political parties as most of 
them split with their left wings joining the Communist movement. A 
Minister of Jewish Affairs continued to operate in the Directory for 
months after the Proskuriv-Felshtin massacres, organizing some at­
tempts at pogrom relief and acting as a consultant to the Directory on 
Jewish issues. The military tide, however, had turned against the 
Ukrainian movement. The Red Army successfully pushed the Direc­
tory westward, ending the Ukrainian attempt at statehood. The Minis­
try of Jewish Affairs had its true end in the spring of 1919, when the 
Jewish parties fractured and the wave of pogroms made it impossible 
for them to fully support the Ministry. Although it limped on for 
nearly two more years, it was never regarded as anything but a shadow 
of the potential it once held. The Ukrainian-Jewish experiment had 
come to an ignoble end.



Conclusion

With the fall of the tsar, Ukrainians and Jews attempted to establish a 
noble experiment in human rights, but despite good will on both sides, 
the experiment was a disastrous failure. There are several reasons for 
this. First, the stratum of society that participated in the rapprochement 
was too thin; it was not well grounded in the population at large. The 
Jewish socialist parties, the primary architects of Jewish autonomy, 
were simply too divorced from ordinary Ukrainian Jewry to adequately 
represent its needs. Most Ukrainian Jews were devoid of political 
inclinations, and those who had such sensibilities were more tradition' 
ally inclined. The election results, although partial, indicate that when 
Jews expressed their political will it was mainly Zionist and/or reli­
gious. The average Jew was mistrustful of the grand schemes for social 
reform advanced by the socialists. The pogrom waves influenced a 
significant portion of Jewish youth to move further left, but the shift 
was abrupt and far more radical than the moderate Jewish socialist 
leaders could handle.

More serious was the chasm that separated the Ukrainian political 
leadership from the peasantry. The Ukrainian peasant could under­
stand the struggle against Russian domination and the reassertion of 
local rights of self-rule. More sophisticated ideas, such as autonomy for 
minorities, were considerably less important than the satisfaction of 
more immediate demands such as land reform. As the Great War 
dragged into revolution, foreign occupation, and again revolution, the 
unrest and disorder provided an opportunity for hooligans and crimi­
nals to terrorize the population. These thugs—whether in military 
uniform or not—found minorities to be an attractive target. Political 
pretexts for attacks were concocted, and as it became apparent that 
there was no greater authority checking the violence, the pogroms



164 A Prayer for the Government

multiplied. The Ukrainian revolutionary movement failed to commu' 
nicate its position on minorities adequately to the population at large, 
and even to its own troops. With some exceptions, there is little 
evidence to suggest that the Directory leadership actively instigated 
the anti'Jewish violence, yet it must bear responsibility for not taking 
sufficient measures to stop the carnage. It is possible to argue that in a 
period of anarchy and confusion, such an attempt would have been 
pointless—a mere waste of energy. Analysis of the pogrom waves, 
however, suggests that this was not the case, since declarations against 
the pogroms had some impact. Furthermore, on a more idealistic level, 
it is relevant to recall the words of Symon Petliura in his August 1919 
proclamation cited in Chapter 5: “a clean cause demands clean hands.”

The Jewish political parties, however, must share some responsibil­
ity for the violence, since their quarreling prevented them from taking 
measures early enough to allow adequate self-defense. The Zionist 
boycott of the Jewish Nationality Council and the later socialist boy- 
cott of the Nationality Secretariat were great obstacles to effective 
representation of Jewish interests and to coordination of self-defense 
efforts in the Jewish community. Most serious perhaps was the socialist 
rejection of the December 1918 Zionist demand for self-defense units.

Nevertheless, even if these obstacles had been overcome, the prog­
nosis for Jewish autonomy in Ukraine was poor. The political situation 
was simply too unstable for such complex schemes to be instituted, 
particularly in a young state confronted with belligerent neighbors. 
Even if the Jewish parties had not been hesitant to support the Ukrai­
nian declaration of independence proclaimed in the Fourth Universal, 
it is unlikely that their allegiance would have had any impact on the 
eventual success of the Red Army’s conquest of the region. Likewise, 
even if the events described here had turned out in favor of the 
Ukrainian movement, the experience of other Jewish autonomy plans 
does not support the idea that this one would have survived the 
increasingly intolerant atmosphere of the interwar period. Lithuania, 
Latvia, and Estonia all instituted Jewish autonomies of various types, 
but with limited success.

For example, the Jews comprised almost 8 percent of the population 
of the emerging Lithuanian state and had a long and active history in 
the region.1 In particular, Jews made up one-third of the population of 
Vilnius, a city at the center of a fierce border dispute between
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Lithuania and neighboring Poland.2 Lithuanians hoped to win the 
Jews over to their side, certain that Jewish influence at the Paris Peace 
Conference would be decisive in granting Vilnius to the Lithuanians.3 
As in Ukraine, Jews were over-represented in the commercial sphere 
and other urban professions, while Lithuanians were primarily rural 
agriculturalists. Lithuanians hoped to forge a workable alliance for the 
economic health of their young state.4 Finally, the fact that the 
Lithuanians wanted to preempt any developing Jewish sympathy for 
German, Polish, or Russian self-identification also was analogous to 
the Ukrainian situation.3 A Polish pogrom against Jews in Vilnius 
accelerated the process, and Jews participated in the Lithuanian gov­
ernments from the earliest days of the new state.

Lithuanian leaders at the Paris Peace Conference issued a formal 
statement in August 1919 expressing their strong support for the prin­
ciples of Jewish autonomy and for a structure and competency broadly 
similar to the Ukrainian model.6 Since the preceding December, a 
Ministry of Jewish Affairs had been functioning in the Lithuanian 
government, organizing a congress of kehiles that elected a Jewish 
National Council.7 By January 1920, a law was passed making the 
decisions of this body binding on members of the Jewish community.8 
Jewish autonomy grew in leaps and bounds for a few years, then en­
tered a period of steady decline. Lithuanian enthusiasm for the experi­
ment waned as Jewish support failed to deliver Vilnius from the Poles. 
Furthermore, Lithuanians made great strides in the commercial sector, 
and the Jewish role in the economy grew less pronounced. In 1922 
Lithuania issued a declaration to the League of Nations guaranteeing 
the equal rights of all its citizens but failed to make any mention of the 
institutions of Jewish autonomy, and in subsequent legislation the 
autonomy was also ignored.9 The Ministry of Jewish Affairs was pro­
gressively eliminated, and by 1924 the Lithuanian government was 
passing discriminatory legislation and using police to break up clandes­
tine meetings of the dissolved Jewish National Council.10 The kehiles 
were similarly undermined with legislation that allowed Jews to set up 
rival kehiles in a single community and to remain outside of the mem­
bership and control of any kehile. In March 1926, after a struggle with 
the existing Jewish leadership, the kehiles themselves were declared 
illegal and ordered to disband.11 Jewish autonomy in Lithuania was 
finished.
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Latvia, with its smaller Jewish population, showed similar initial 
promise for Jewish autonomy. The early Latvian state guaranteed Jew­
ish autonomy in late 1918, and Jewish delegates represented Jewish 
interests in the parliament.12 By December 1919 legislation enshrined 
a Law of Autonomy for the Minorities that dealt almost exclusively 
with education.13 More comprehensive authority for the Jewish au­
tonomy was not considered, particularly within a constitutional frame­
work, possibly out of the concern that potentially hostile neighbors 
such as Germany or the Soviet Union might cite Latvian failure to 
observe the legislation as a pretext for invasion. The so-called “minor­
ity treaties” imposed on several postwar states were viewed with much 
distrust and animosity; in general they were accepted only grudgingly, 
and compliance with their stipulations was increasingly lax through 
the interwar period.14 A diverse network of Jewish schools teaching in 
Hebrew, Yiddish, Russian, and German flourished until 1934, when 
the liberal constitution that supported it was abolished.15 A remnant 
of this system nevertheless continued to function without the Law of 
Autonomy until the Soviet period under the control of the Agudas 
Yisroel.16

Estonia’s Jewish population was tiny, and a good portion of these 
Jews were veterans of the Tsarist army or their descendants who were 
allowed to live in this territory outside the Pale of Settlement. These 
veterans, commonly known as lumtonisten, were often taken from their 
homes as children and forcibly inducted into the army for decades; 
typically they had little formal Jewish education but retained a strong 
attachment to the Jewish nationality.17 Although Jewish religious 
parties were not especially strong in Estonia, which might suggest a 
lukewarm attitude toward Jewish ritual, fully 97 percent of Estonian 
Jews declared themselves “Jewish" by religious persuasion in 1934-18 
Unlike Lithuanians and Latvians, Estonians had little reason to ac­
tively court an alliance with their small Jewish population. Although 
their economic profile was similar to their southern neighbors, there 
were simply too few Jews (4,566, or 0.41 percent of the population in 
1922)19 to make a critical difference to the national economy.

Jewish autonomy disappeared from Lithuania in the late twenties 
and from Latvia and Estonia in the next decade. It seems that the idea 
was not in harmony with what were to be the major trends of the
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twentieth century. The notion of Jewish autonomy was simply too 
close to medieval corporatism to survive in a changing social climate.

<8>
The first-century Rabbi Hanina, the Deputy High Priest of the 

Temple in Jerusalem, said, “Pray for the welfare of the government, for 
were it not for the fear of it, people would swallow each other alive” 
(Avot 3:2). Fortunately, the dissolution of empires is not always intrin­
sically connected with communal violence, as the closing decade of 
this century has demonstrated. The so-called “Velvet Revolution” in 
Czechoslovakia and the fall of the Berlin Wall serve as examples. 
These are felicitous occasions in which humanity, for one reason or 
another, abstained from bloodletting, but they remain the exceptions 
that prove the rule. The more common pattern of human behavior 
remains amply evident throughout the world. One abomination is 
exchanged for another as Satan “wanders the earth, strolling about” 
(Job 1:7). The planet we share has not become a better place since the 
beginning of the century; indeed, it has arguably become worse. The 
Talmud records a sobering debate between the Schools of Hillel and 
Shammai (Eruvm 13b) on the question of whether or not the creation 
of humanity had a positive or a negative impact on the universe. After 
two and a half years of inconclusive argument, they uncharacteristi­
cally held a vote to decide the issue. The majority opinion ruled that 
humanity would have been better off not having been created at all, 
“but now that we have been created—one should scrutinize one’s 
actions.”
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Top: Invitation to Petliura’s Funeral. Bottom: Schwartzhard’sTrial. (Schwartzhard 
is circled; the public prosecutor, Mr. Campinchi, is standing to the left; Henri 
Torrés is seated in front of the accused.)
Source: ( Both) Tokarzcwski-Karaszewicz Archives at the Research Library of the Harvard 
Ukrainian Research Institute. Bottom photo originally published in Le Monde Illustré, 
October 29, 1927.
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On the 25th of May, 1926, at 2:15 p.m., Rue Racine, several meters 
from Boulevard Saint-Michel, a man came out of a restaurant as 
another passed him going in the opposite direction, bare-headed and 
wearing a white shirt.
The man in the white shirt looked at the first man, then, turning 
round, approached him and said:
"Pan Petliura!”
The first man ignored him and continued on his way, so the second 
asked a second time:
“You are Monsieur Petliura!"
At the same time, he withdrew a revolver from his pocket. Without 
answering, the first man raised his cane in an instinctive gesture of 
defense. The man in the white shirt fired five times, crying:
“Assassin.' This is for the massacres! This is for the pogroms!”2

Symon Petliura died several hours later in a Paris hospital. His assassin 
was Samuel Schwartzbard, a Jew from Bessarabia with a colorful past.3 
The case came to trial amid considerable publicity—the murder itself 
made the front page of the Netu York Times4—with the well-known 
attorney Henri Torrés defending Schwartzbard. Torrés adopted a 
clever line of argument at the trial. Rather than deal with the issue of 
Schwartzbard’s guilt or innocence, Torrés focused on the murdered 
Petliura, contending that Schwartzbard was driven to an act of revenge 
for the pogroms that Petliura had orchestrated during the revolution, 
and that his act should therefore be seen as a crime of passion, an 
understandable expression of righteous indignation.

Historians with pro-Ukrainian sympathies have traditionally consi­
dered this a clever ruse and have followed the argument of the pro­
secution, which viewed Schwartzbard as a secret agent sent from Mos­
cow to damage the Ukrainian anti-Communist movement. Current
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Top: Drawing by Marc Chagall for a Cover to a Planned Commemorative 
Volume on the Shalom Schwartzhard Trial, 1927. The text on the Torah 
scroll reads “Schwartzhard.” Bottom: Title Page from Shalom Schwartzhard’s 
Memoir In’m loif fun yam.
Source: (Top) Archives of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. Reproduced with 
permission. (Bottom) Author's collection
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research in French archives is confirming the extent of his Communist 
ties, but Schwartzbard seems to have had a sufficient motive to 
engineer the murder without any provocation.5 Torcés’ line of defense 
dominated the proceedings, which captivated Paris for over a year. The 
trial concentrated on the guilt or innocence of the victim Petliura 
rather than on the accused, and Torrés brought scores of witnesses 
forward to testify concerning the pogroms of 1917-1920.

In a judgment that caused considerable elation in Jewish circles and 
great consternation in the Ukrainian world, the French jury acquitted 
Schwartzbard after only twenty-four minutes of deliberation. As an 
added insult, Petliura’s widow and brother-in-law were ordered to pay 
the court costs, while Schwartzbard was required to pay them each 
only one franc in damages.6 It is possible that the Paris jury was 
unconsciously influenced by the trials of Alfred Dreyfus thirty years 
earlier, in which an innocent Jew was shamefully treated by French 
justice, and sought somehow to right this wrong by acquitting a Jew 
who was clearly guilty of the crime of which he was accused. Ukraini­
ans and Jews had received, in the verdict, yet another reason to per­
petuate their traditional animosities. Fourteen years later, the Nazis are 
reputed to have engineered a pogrom in L'viv called Aktion Petliura 
intended as “revenge” for the slaying of the Ukrainian leader.7

The Schwartzbard affair is of great relevance to the historiography 
of the revolutionary era, since both Ukrainian and Jewish historical 
scholarship were mobilized to provide evidence at the trial. Works 
published before Petliura’s assassination tend to grapple with the issues 
in a forthright and reasonably balanced fashion, but many of those 
published after 1926 have followed, in the main, the arguments pre­
sented by either the prosecution or the defense instead of carefully 
examining the historical record. Recent historiography, however, has 
shown an encouraging trend toward an honest réévaluation of the 
polemics of earlier generations. The following is a brief review of the 
more important works on this topic.

In the immediate aftermath of the failed revolution, the major issue 
of concern to most scholars of Ukrainian Jewry was not the pogroms or 
the question of Petliura’s personal responsibility for them. A political 
issue was of far greater import to these early researchers—the nature of 
the split between the Socialist and the Zionist blocs in Ukrainian 
Jewry in the debate over doikeyt, a Yiddish term meaning “here-ness.”8
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The Zionists argued that the ultimate expression of Jewish nationalism 
could only be realized in a Jewish state in Palestine. The socialists held 
that Jewish national aspirations must also be pursued in the Diaspora, 
with or without a Jewish state. This debate had several implications for 
the Jewish response to newly independent Ukraine. The socialists 
argued that Jews should take complete advantage of Ukrainian offers of 
national-personal autonomy, including the creation of the Ministry of 
Jewish Affairs, while the Zionists hesitated, feeling that the deeper the 
involvement in the fledgling Ukrainian state, the more energy would 
be diverted ffom the building of the Jewish homeland in Palestine.

Nevertheless, all shades of Jewish political opinion agreed that some 
form of participation with the Ukrainian government was desirable, 
and fixed organs of Jewish representation in the Ukrainian parliament 
were established soon after the fall of the tsar. Until the spring of 1919 
these organs were led by members of the more moderate Jewish social' 
ist parties, who have left a considerable memoir literature about their 
experience. The first significant work of this nature was published by 
Moshe Zilberfarb, who was active in Ukrainian'Jewish politics ffom 
the founding of the Central Rada until the resignation of the 
Vynnychenko government in January 1918.9 Zilberfarb concerned 
himself for the most part with the struggle for leadership among the 
Socialist and Zionist blocs, and how political compromises were nego­
tiated over the composition of the various governing bodies. The 
subject of antisemitism in the Ukrainian government in particular, 
and within the population in general, is treated only sporadically. The 
few pogroms during Zilberfarb’s term of office were committed mainly 
by demobilizing Provisional Government troops on the Western front, 
making them a cause of concern, but not crisis, for Ukrainian-Jewish 
politics. Wolf Latsky-Bertholdi briefly became Minister for Jewish Af­
fairs shortly after Zilberfarb’s resignation; however, his memoir deals 
less with the experience of the Jews in the Ukrainian revolution per se 
than with the pogroms perpetrated by the White Army.10

The memoir of the third Minister of Jewish Affairs, Avraham 
Revutsky, is useful for understanding the relationship between Jews 
and the Ukrainian government.11 Although Revutsky was active in 
the Ukrainian government mainly in late 1918 and early 1919, he 
provides an interesting account of the months since Zilberfarb held the 
position. The issue of pogroms perpetrated by Ukrainian forces became
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especially important in February 1919, and Revutsky devotes several 
chapters to the Proskuriv-Felshtin violence and its aftermath,12 but his 
focus is primarily the internal Jewish political concerns of the day. 
Finally, the memoirs of Eliyohu Gumener, a local official of the 
Kam’ianets'-Podil's'kyi Jewish community, complete the treatment of 
the Jews in the Ukrainian government with an account of the final 
period of the Directory’s activity in that region.13

The Zionist opposition was not silent during this period and in 1920 
published a major work criticizing the socialist bloc’s policy of heavy 
involvement with the Ukrainian government.14 This work reproduced 
many decrees implicating Ukrainian government forces in pogrom 
activity, particularly in relation to the Proskuriv-Felshtin massacres 
perpetrated by Otaman Semesenko. It is crucial to note, however, that 
despite this evidence, the Zionist bloc did not condemn the Ukrainian 
government as a whole and still argued for Jewish participation in the 
Ukrainian revolutionary movement. The major point on which the 
Zionist bloc and the socialists differed was that, while the socialists 
accepted the position of a Minister of Jewish Affairs, the Zionists 
argued for a senior civil servant who would perform essentially the 
same functions. By not sitting in the cabinet, this “State Secretary" 
would not be so heavily involved in national, non-Jewish political 
issues. This debate is also reflected in the few writings on Jewish 
autonomy in Western Ukraine, which was also deeply concerned with 
the issue of neutrality in the Polish-Ukrainian conflict.15

With the rise of Ukrainian participation in the growing wave of 
pogroms during the spring of 1919, cooperation between Jewish and 
Ukrainian political parties came to an end. The Zionists moved further 
away from the government while the socialists contended with the 
growing success of communism. All the Jewish socialist parties split 
over the controversy, their left wings joining the Communist move­
ment.16 The Soviets welcomed Jewish socialists who had left the 
Ukrainian movement and were willing to repent in print; several 
prominent figures, such as Moshe Rafes of the Bund, published mem­
oirs critical of the Ukrainian revolution under Soviet auspices.17 Other 
socialists, who had not joined the pro-Communist factions of their 
parties, notably Solomon Goldelman and Arnold Margolin, continued 
to publish pro-Ukrainian works in the West. Although the works of 
Goldelman and Margolin are not as informative as other sources, such
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as Zilbeifarb and Revutsky, they have enjoyed considerable popularity 
among Ukrainian researchers, not only because of their staunch 
pro-Ukrainian interpretations but also because they were published in 
other European languages besides Yiddish.18

The most significant center of scholarship on the topic was in 
Western Europe, where the noted scholar Elias (Eliyohu) Tcherikower 
had emigrated. Tcherikower, one of the editors of the pro-Zionist 1920 
collection Di idishe autonomie un der nationaler Sekretariat in Ukrayne, 
had amassed a considerable volume of documents while working in 
Kyiv, including a large collection of papers from the Ministry of Jewish 
Affairs and a wide assortment of newspaper clippings from the 
short-lived periodicals of the day. Tcherikower set up the “Eastern 
Jewish Historical Archive” and continued to collect eyewitness reports 
of pogroms, intending to embark on an ambitious multi-author study 
under the title History of the Pogrom Movement in Ukraine, 1917-1921 
which was to include these seven volumes:

1. Elias Tcherikower, Antisemitism and Pogroms in Ukraine in the 
Years 1917-1918 (On the History of Ukrainian-Jewish Relations), pub­
lished in 1923.19

2. Elias Tcherikower, The Ukrainian Pogroms of 1919, published 
posthumously in 1965.20

3. Joseph Schechtman, The Pogroms of the Volunteer Army in 
Ukraine, published in 1932.21

4. Nakhum Shtif, “The Pogroms of the Rebels (The Year 1920 in 
Ukraine—Civil War and Pogroms),’’ extant only in manuscript.22

5. Jacob Lestschinsky, "The Results of the Pt)groms (Statistical- 
Economic Enquiry),’’ never completed.2'

6. Nakhum Gergel, “The Pogroms in the Ukraine in 1918-1921," 
published as an article in 1928.24

7. “Materials on the History of Self-Defense," never completed.2,1
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The series is generally critical of the Ukrainian revolutionary move' 
ment, in part because of the moderate Zionist approach of most of the 
authors, but it is more balanced than most publications that appeared 
after World War 11. This is particularly evident in Tcherikower’s first 
volume, which treats the activity of the Jewish political parties in the 
Ukrainian governments in great detail, and discusses pogroms perpe­
trated by all forces in Ukraine rather than focusing exclusively on 
those perpetrated by pro-Ukrainian forces.

The assassination of Petliura and TorTés’ line of argument that 
Schwartz bard was acting out of revenge created a need for a new body 
of supporting scholarship, and a group of scholars, including 
Tcherikower and Schechtman, quickly assembled a publication that 
argued for Petliura’s complicity in the pogroms. Issued in both English 
and French, the work published by the “Committee of the Jewish 
Delegations” proved to be both highly influential and highly effec­
tive.26 Not only was Schwambard acquitted, but the work’s argument 
has colored decades of Jewish scholarship and even the popular view of 
Jews and Ukrainians during the revolution.

The Committee publication relied heavily on both Tcherikower’s 
Andsemitizm un pogromen m Ukrayne and the earlier Di idishe avtonomie 
un der nationaler Sekretariat in Ukrayne, reproducing many documents 
from those volumes in English and French translation. Several docu­
ments were edited, however, to support Torrés’ argument that Petliura 
was the architect of the pogroms. Other documents that might have to 
some degree exculpated Petliura were not included.27

For the next sixty years, most published works that ostensibly dealt 
with the history of the Jews in Ukraine during the revolutionary years 
were in fact concerned more with condemning or upholding the 1927 
Paris verdict. Soviet and Western Jewish scholars found common 
ground in their critique of Ukrainian nationalism, and most publica­
tions lacked the moderation present in the better works of the 
pre-Schwambard era. Even Pinkhos Krasny, the last Minister of Jewish 
Affairs in Petliura’s government, published a stinging attack on Ukrai­
nian nationalism that included an open letter to Schwartzbard’s judges 
in Paris urging a decision in his favor.28 This historiographic trend, 
which tended to ignore the positive activity of Jewish representatives 
in the Ukrainian government and to emphasize the pogroms commit­
ted by troops ostensibly loyal to that same government (often also
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ignoring pogroms committed by other forces such as the Whites and 
the Red Army), was given renewed vigor after the Holocaust, when 
Jewish historians examined Ukrainian complicity in war crimes. The 
Hebrew language journal He’avar marked the fiftieth anniversary of 
the 1919 pogroms by devoting two issues to this trend in the historiog' 
raphy.29 Petliura had become, in the popular mind, only one in a long 
line of Ukrainian national leaders and rabid antisémites stretching 
back to Bohdan Khmel’nyts'kyi. The most vivid example of this popu- 
lar view in the West is Saul Friedman’s polemic Pogromchik: The 
Assassination of Simon Pediura.w

Ukrainian researchers were slow to defend their cause. Some impor­
tant material had already been published on this issue by Batchinsky, 
Lewitzkyj, and Specht, and there were important general works by 
Khrystiuk and later by Doroshenko, but no new significant publication 
on Jews in Ukraine during the revolution appeared until well after 
World War 11.11 Two small collections relied heavily on previously 
published material.32*

In 1969 an important article by Taras Hunczak in Jewish Social 
Studies, a respected Jewish journal, signaled the beginning of a new 
phase in the debate.33 Although Hunczak did not uncover any impor­
tant new sources, nor did he advance any radically new arguments, he 
moved the level of debate to a higher plane as he eloquently presented 
the case for a “reappraisal of Symon Petliura and Ukrainian-Jewish 
relations.” In the spirit of adversarial scholarly debate, the journal 
invited the rebuttal of Zosa Szajkowski, a long-standing proponent of 
the Jewish interpretation.34 Szajkowski’s impassioned article identified 
several major flaws in Hunczak’s argument, but it preferred inflamma­
tory language to the generally more academic tone of Hunczak. In the 
subsequent volume of Jewish Social Studies the debate regressed to 
increasingly bitter personal attacks.3S

As this work was going to press, Drs. Patricia Kennedy Grimsted and Yaroslav 
Hrytsak brought to my attention Volodymyr Serhiichuk's recent collection of docu­
ments from Ukrainian archives, Pohromy v Ulcraïni: 1914-1920, vid shtuchnykk 
siereotypwdo hirkoipravdy, prykhovuvanoi v radians'kykh arkhivakh (Pogroms in Ukraine: 
1914-1920, from Artificial Stereotypes to the Bitter Truth, Hidden in Soviet Ar­
chives] (Kyiv, 1998). Despite the rather sensationalist subtitle, this work is quite 
useful, particularly in presenting documents from regional archives. Serhiichuk’s 
analysis of the pogroms, however, is limited by the fact that he makes very little use of 
the significant research and primary sources available in non-Slavic languages.
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In recent years, a new generation of scholars examined Hunczak's 
argument with renewed interest. Most Ukrainian researchers did not 
have the linguistic training to evaluate the documents adequately, and 
it took scholars with training in Yiddish and Hebrew to complete the 
task.36 Recent scholarship has de-emphasized Petliura and examined 
the period from a broader perspective.37 The pogroms perpetrated by 
Ukrainian forces are not ignored; rather, they are placed in the context 
of the brutal violence of the era as a whole. Furthermore, the activity 
of Jewish politicians in the Ukrainian parliaments is taken seriously as 
a bona fide attempt, however unsuccessful, at a rapprochement between 
these nationalities. The center of this revisionist approach to 
Ukrainian'Jewish relations was in Israel, where the scholars Matityahu 
Mintz (Mine) and Arie Zaidman produced significant works challeng' 
ing the post-1926 traditional Jewish interpretation.30 Similar research 
was presented at a 1983 conference on Ukrainian-Jewish history held 
at McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario, which significantly 
advanced the state of scholarship on this topic.39 My own research on 
this topic, first published in a 1991 article and culminating in the 
present monograph, represents my contribution to this trend of syn­
thesizing Ukrainian and Jewish historiography of the revolutionary 
years.*0
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