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ABSTRACT

The Makhnovshchina, 1917-1921: ideology, nationalism and
peasant insurgency in early twentieth century Ukraine.
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The peasant partisan movement led by the Russified anarchist
Nestor Makhno in left-bank Ukraine from 1917 to 1921 has been
claimed by libertarians as a rare example of anarchism 1in
practice. But peasant discontent in Ukraine, an area of devel-
oping capitalist agriculture, was neither ideologically mono-
lithic nor monocausal. It was differentiated both by class and
region, and while the Makhnovshchina, strongest in the provinces
of Ekaterinoslav, Kherson and the Tauride, certainly included
anarchists, it is unclear whether the ideology of the leaders was
widely shared by the rank and file. Indeed, an analysis of the
class composition of the movement is difficult empirically and
theoretically.

Ukrainian nationalists have also claimed Makhno as one of their
own. But while the partisans twice allied themselves with the Red
Army, they never moved beyond occasional tactical truces with the
various separatist Ukrainian groups which were then active. The
relatively high level of class consciousness of the leadership
may have been the decisive factor here.

Internal developments within the Makhnovshchina also present
theoretical difficulties for the libertarian viewpoint. Makhno's
highly authoritarian style was, his supporters have argued,
justified in a military leader faced with the confused circum-
stances of the Russian Civil War. But after the Makhnovists were
expelled from Russia in 1921, the debate over leadership led to
a split between anarchist fundamentalists and supporters of an
"organisational platform." This apparently obscure controversy
among exiled Russians and Ukrainians has had repercussions in
West European anarchism down to the present, and was partlcularly
important in the French student movement of 1968.
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I. THE MAKHNOVSHCHINA: PEASANT INSURGENCY IN UKRAINE

Characieristics of Ukrainian Nationalism

The story of the sustained peasant resistance to foreign inva-
sion, Bolshevism, and right-wing reaction in Ukraine during the
revclution and civil war presents problems both of narration and
of interpretation.1 This thesis focuses on one aspect of that re-
sistance, the partisan movement led by the Russified anarchist
Nestor Makhno, and centred around Guliai-Pole in left-bank Uk-

raine from 1917 to 1921.2 The Makhnovshchina began as a non-ag-

1. In his important study of the peasantry in Samara, Saratov, Simbirsk and
Penza provinces during the civil war, Orlando Figes has put forward the first
systematic analysis of the real political options open to peasants in Russia.
He argues that the "village democracy" of 1917 was too weak to resist the
"gentry reaction," and the peasantry therefore reluctantly acceded to the con-
struction of a powerful centralised state apparatus, under the pressures of a
social disintegration p.ovoked by the civil war. It remains to be seen whether
this interpretation holds for Ukraine, where the character of the peasant po-
litical economy differed significantly from that of most of European Russia
(Peasant Russia, civil war: the Volga countryside in revolution, 1917-1921
[Oxford, 1989], p.354-356).

2. The left bank of a river is on your left as you stand in the middle looking
downstream. Thus, the left bank of the south-flowing Dnepr is to the east.



gressive attempt by the local peasantry to run their own lives.3

Over four years, in response to social, military and political
pressures, it changed into a dynamic and highly organised guer-
rilla campaign against intruders of every political persuasion.
The pressures that helped to effect this change came from three
main sources, the Bolsheviks, the Whites and the Ukrainian na-

tionalists.

The particular conditions of the south-eastern periphery of the
Russian empire dictated the nature of the Ukrainian revolution.
These conditions were ideologically, as well as socially and eco-
nomically peculiar. Nationalism developed later in Ukraine than
in the rest of central eastern Europe, and possessed several spe-
cial characteristics. Among these were the late emergence of a
distinctive Ukrainian literary language and the division of
Ukrainian national territory between Russia and Austria-Hungary.
Anxious to foster national consciousness, Ukrainian intellectuals
tried to reclaim Kiev Rus from the Muscovite historical tradi-
tion, and attempted to confirm it as a Ukrainian state. They ele-
vated the Zaporozhian Sich, before its forced assimilation into

the Russian empire, to a similar status.*4

3. The Russian suffix -shchina, attached to a personal or place name, carries,
among other meanings, that of "movement" or "organisation".

4. Most non-Soviet Ukrainian historiography has remained more or less openly
nationalist in character. See, for example, M. Hrushevs'kyi, A history of the
Ukraine (New Haven, 1941); Ukraine: a concise encyclopaedia (Toronto, 1963- );
M. Antonovych, Istoriia Ukrainy, 2nd ed. (Winnipeg, 1966); O. Subtelny, Uk-
raine: a history (Toronto, 1988).



There 1is something to be said in favour of these claims to na-
tionhood, as the achievement of independence by Ukraine in late
1991 has shown. Few informed Western Europeans would now dispute
the national individuality of Ukraine, or argue that its language
is merely a "Little Russian" dialect. But in Russia at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, as now, such attitudes were found
on all sides and in the most unexpected places. Trotsky for in-
stance, grew up in Ukraine, and writes in his autobiography: "[At
school] I learned that scores of words which seemed beyond ques-
tion at home were not Russian but Ukrainian jargon."5 A later
biographer commented: "To Lyova Bronstein [Trotsky], all his
life, as is revealed in his autobiography written in 1929, the
Ukrainian tongue was no language, but a peasant 'dialect' or 'ja-
rgon'." 6 This prejudice almost certainly coloured his Jjudgement
later, when it came to dealing with the Ukrainian nationalist

movement in 1919.

In the nineteenth century it was the Imperial government which
disputed the existence cf a Ukrainian nation. The autocracy re-
pressed the emergent Ukrainian national culture, even though it
appealed only to a minority of intellectuals. At the same time,
it failed to solve Ukraine's social and economic problems, many
of which were common to the whole empire. That the population was
made up largely of broad ethno-religious groupings was to the na-

tionalists' advantage. These groups could be - and sometimes were

S. My life (Harmondsworth, 1975), p.4

6. B. Wolfe, Three who made a revolution (Harmondsworth, 1966), p.210.



- crudely interpreted as class strata, namely the Russian
pomeshchiki, the Jewish merchants, and the Ukrainian peasantry.
Modern revisionist scholarship has continued to accept this broad
equivalence of social "nationality" with economic class as a
characteristic of Ukrainian society, especially on the right
bank, where Russians were the bureaucrats, Poles were the land-
lords, Jews were the merchants and Ukrainians were the peasants
to an overwhelming degree.7 This Orthodox peasantry, the vast ma-
jority of the population, were united around a common hatred of
landowners, Polish Catholics, and Jews: these last two groups be-
ing regarded as foreign in a way in which the Orthodox fellow-

Slavs, the Russians, could never pe.8

German romantic ideas of Volkstum (national character) exercised
a powerful influence over the self-conscious Ukrainian intellec-
tuals, based mainly in Western Ukraine, who led the nationalist
movement. They attached great significance to the distinctive
costume, folk-songs, proverbs, and other ethnological parapherna-
lia of the Ukrainian peasantry. This was partly because Ukraine
lacked a distinctive bourgeois culture, and partly because na-
tionalist militants accurately perceived that their natural con-

stituency consisted largely of peasants. Their programmes were,

7. See, for example, R. Suny, "Nationalism and class in the Russian revolu-
tion: a comparative discussion,"” in E. Frankel, J. Frankel and B. Knei-~Paz
(eds.), Revolution in Russia: reassessments of 1917 (Cambridge, 1992), p.226.

8. For a harsh assessment of the political implications of this fcr Ukrainian
nationalism, see E. H. Carr, The Bolshevik revolution (Harmondsworth, 1966),
vol.1l, p.295-312.



therefore, populist and opportunist, with strong elements of
anti-Russian and anti-Jewish chauvinism, which later proved ine-

radicable.?

The Ukrainian impetus towards statehood in the early twentieth
century was defeated, temporarily as it has turned out, by a
Bolshevik revolution imported on the bayonets of the Red Army.
The national recognition implicit in the seventy years of exist-
ence of the Ukrainian SSR has proved to be, in the end, a small

and inadequate consolation. 19

Internal weakness and a failure to muster peasant support for the
nationalist project were the main causes of the collapse of the
Ukrainian governments of 1918 and 1919. If those governments, the
Rada and the Directory, had successfully coopted the atamans and
their peasant bands, or welded them into a cohesive military
force, then they might have had a chance of repulsing the Red

Army.11 Perhaps they might even have established a distinctively

9. J. Armstrong, Ukrainian nationalism, 2nd ed. (New York, 1963), p.5-9.

10. Ironically, both in Ukraine and Belarus, it was the Soviet period which
fostered cultural nationalism, especially in the 1920s. See J. Reshetar, The
Ukrainian revolution (Princeton, 1952), p.331; A. Adams, Bolsheviks in the Uk-
raine (New Haven, 1963), p.40l; O. Fedyshyn, Germany’'s drive to the east and
the Ukrainian revolution (New Brunswick, 1971), p.260; on Belarus, see e.g.
Steven L. Guthier, "The Belorussians: national identification and assimila-
tion, 1897-1970," Soviet Studies vol.29, no.l (January 1977), p.37-61.

11. Rada, "council", is the Ukrainian equivalent of the Russian sovet.



Ukrainian social democracy.12 At the least they would have freed
their troops for action against the Russians alone. In the event,
for much of the time the peasant bands waged open warfare against

the nationalists.

Makhno, for example, never moved closer towards such an alliance
than an edgy armed neutrality while he dealt with other enenmies.
Yet the Makhnovshchina, although never nationalist, was initially
a specifically Ukrainian response to the German and Austro-Hun-
garian invasion of 1918. The Russian-speaking Makhno thought of
himself as a Ukrainian, and there is some evidence of national
feeling among his rank-and-file.?13 Why, then, did he always turn

for help to the Bolsheviks, and never to the nationalists?
Peasant Resistance in Ukraine

When the February revolution brought down the autocracy, it re-

leased the pent-up resentments of the nationalities of the empire

against Russian political and cultural chauvinism. The Ukrainian

intelligentsia was quick to seize its opportunity.

On 7/20 March 1917, in Kiev, representatives of various parties

12. A brief opportunity occurred during the elections to the Constituent As-
sembly in November 1917, when peasant support for nationalist groups was ap-
parently at a high point: S5 percent of the rural vote in Ukraine went to the
Ukrainian SRs (the UPSR) and to the Ukrainian Peasant Union (Suny, op.cit.,
p.-228).

13. See, for instance, Yol'nyi Golos (19 February 1919), p.4.



and cultural professional groups formed themselves into the Cen-
tral Rada.l4 Although technically the Rada was not a government,
it rapidly assumed the character of a provisional administration
in Ukraine, dedicated to the establishment of an independent
Ukrainian state. None of the left-leaning parties that made up
its membership had devoted much thought to the peasants' prob-
lems. None of them had a concrete programme, or even the person-

nel to put the mildest reforms into effect.

Throughout the spring and summer of 1917 the Rada was busy with
pressing political and constitutional questions. Its First Uni-
versal, issued on 11/24 June 1917, referred in passing to the na-
tionalisation of land. It was not until 7/20 November thét the
Rada actually abolished private land ownership in Ukraine. Once
the details of the decree emerged, it appeared that the Rada was
merely capitulating to pressure from the Bolsheviks, who had

seized power on 25 October/7 November 1917.

The Rada's lack of an effective land policy did not inhibit the
peasants from taking action for themselves. From August onwards,
the peasants of Guliai-Pole with the encouragement of the anar-
chist-dominated local soviet, were organising themselves into
self-governing communes on the estates of the dispossessed

pomeshchiki. They simply ignored the Rada, its policies, and its

14. Before the calendar reform of 1/14 February 1918, Russia used the Julian
calendar, which is 13 days behind the Gregorian calendar used in the West. I
follow convention by indicating both dates.



decrees.

The Rada's relations with the Russian Bolsheviks deteriorated
steadily, and in January 1918 communist forces under the command
of Vladimir Antonov-Ovseenko invaded Ukraine. On 9/22 January the
Rada, unable to reach agreement with the Bolsheviks, formally de-
clared Ukraine's independence in the Fourth Universal. Ukrainian
forces put up some resistance to the Russian invader, but the
lack of solid popular support told against them, and on 8 Febru-

ary 1918 the Russians drove the Rada from Kiev.

Ironically, it was on 9 February that the Rada's representatives
at the peace talks taking place between Russia and the Central
Powers in the border town of Brest-Litovsk, reached agreement
with the Germans. The treaty would have been disadvantageous to
the Ukrainians even had they been in effective control. Having
just been expelled from their capital, they inevitably became
German puppets. On 1 March 1918 German troops occupied Kiev, ex-
pelling the Bolsheviks and returning the Rada to power. By the
end of the month the Germans and Austrians, with a little help
from Rumania, had informally partitioned Ukraine, dividing the

spoils of occupation between them.

Most of Ekaterinoslav province fell within the area allotted to
Austria, whose main concern was to remove as much grain as possi-
ble. The Central Powers took control of Ukraine with speed and
efficiency, and drove out both Bolsheviks and anarchists. The

rapaciousness of their policy towards the peasants caused them



considerable extra difficulty. The Germans soon tired of the
woolly socialism of the well-meaning Rada. On 29 April, in a
bloodless coup d'etat, they restored the mediaeval Ukrainian mon-
archy in the person of Hetman Pavlo Skoropadskii, a former tsar-

ist officer with German family connections.

By the summer of 1918 the Ukrainian peasantry was in a fighting
mood, and armed bands were roaming the countryside. The Germans,
who had long-term plans for their Ukrainian satellite, had been
unable to prevent the former landlords from revenging themselves
on the peasants. Nor could they ensure that Austrian grain-requi-
sitioning proceeded at a tolerable pace. Fighting was breaking

out in many different areas.

In Guliai-Pole Makhno had to choose, consciously or unconscious-
ly, between organising a guerrillavforce or abandoning his plans
for an anarchist revolution on the left bank. Despite the theo-
retical problems of reconciling anarchist individualism with

military effectiveness, he chose to fight.

Meanwhile, the fate of Ukraine was resolved, riot in Kiev or Ber-
lin or even Moscow, but on the western front. Germany's defeat by
the Allies, and the hurried evacuation by the Central Powers of
their occupied eastern territories left a military and political
vacuum in Ukraine. On 14 December 1918 the forces of the Directo-
ry, a reincarnated Rada, occupied Kiev and brought down the Het-

" manite monarchy of Skoropadskii.



Unfortunately the Directory suffered from the same fatal flaws of
policy and administration as the Rada had done, and eventually
succumbed for much the same reasons. The Directory's army swept
into Kiev on a massive wave of popular support. It lacked the
land policy and the cadres to ensure that the basis of that sup-
port, the poor peasants, remained loyal. United only in their op-
position to the Hetman, the Directory's activists and most of its
soldiers melted away once it had seized power. In addition the
nationalists split disastrously into a centrist group, with Pet-
liura the dominant figure, and a leftist faction that differed

from the Bolsheviks only on the national question.

While the Directory was consolidating power in the northwestern
Ukraine, other forces were gathering, ready to move into the
areas abandoned by the Germans and the Austrians. In the south-
east Krasnov's Don Cossacks and Denikin's Volunteer Army were
poised in the Caucasus. There, they threatened to invade the Do-
nets Basin, with its iron and steel mills, its manganese and its
coal. In the north, in Russia itself, were the Bolshevik forces.
Once more under the command of Vladimir Antonov-Ovseenko, they
were preparing to march into Ukraine for the second time, in sup-
port of Ukrainian communism. In the centre of Ekaterinoslav prov-
ince, in control of a large area of rich steppe farmland, was
Makhno's Insurgent Army. Battle-hardened against the Austrians,
these partisans were already making contact with Denikin's for-

ward patrols.



After a first clash between the Makhnovites and the Directory in
Ekaterinoslav in late 1918, both sides withdrew into armed neu-
trality, to deal with more immediate threats. The Bolshevik ad-
vance into northern Ukraine in early 1919 was swift and success-
ful, and on 5 February the Directory evacuated Kiev and retreated
to the northwest. Simultaneously, the Bolshevik left flank made
contact with Makhno. His forces extended along a thin line run-
ning northeast from the Sea of Azov, and an alliance was clearly

in his interest.

By early spring~1919, the insurgents had agreed to be incorporat-
ed as a brigade into the Red Army. After some initial success in
pushing Denikin back, the Makhnovites began to find Bolshevik po-
litical interference increasingly irksome. They were running
short of ammunition and other supplies into the bargain. In the
middle of May Denikin launched a counter-attack in the sector
where Makhno's brigade secured the right flank of the 13th Red
Army. On the first day of the offensive the Whites broke through,
and in ten days had pushed the insurgents back for 100 kilome-
tres, exposing the 13th Army's flank and rear. By the end of May
the Bolsheviks were in full retreat northward along the whole

front.

Recriminations for the disastrous collapse of the front flew back
and forth between the Bolsheviks and the Makhnovites. On 29 May
Makhno withdrew from the Red Army and returned to Guliai-Pole to

convene a peasant congress. The Bolsheviks banned the congress

- 11 -



and attacked and destroyed the anarchist communes; they launched
a campaign of vilification against Makhno, calling him a traitor
and a counter-revolutionary. By July Denikin was driving hard to-
wards Moscow, and Makhno was still retreating westwards across
Ukraine. His retreat continued through August in a series of in-
conclusive engagements with the Whites, who continued to pursue

and harass the exhausted insurgents.

In late September Makhno's column reached Uman' in northwest Uk-
raine, which was still in the hands of the remnants of the Direc-
tory. Handing his wounded over to the nationalists, Makhno turned
near Peregonovka and fought a pitched battle against the Whites,
routing them and breaking through to the east. Eleven days later
he had covered the 660 kilometres from Uman' to Guliai-Pole, and

his units began to harass Denikin's rear.

Denikin had underestimated Makhno, a misjudgement that some writ-
ers have claimed cost him Moscow and victory. First, Denikin's
forces were defeated near Uman'. Then, the Makhnovites destroyed
the White artillery depot at Berdiansk. Last, he lost his tenuous
hold on the cities and villages in his rear. All this decisively
weakened Denikin's forward momentum. The Red Army held its defen-

sive line before Moscow, counter-attacked, and eventually, by the

end of 1919, bottled Denikin up in the Crimea.

In December 1919 the Bolsheviks ordered Makhno's Insurgent Army,

still operating in its home territory and badly hit by a typhus

epidemic, to the Polish front. Makhno, well aware that if he




evacuated Guliai-Pole yet again he stood little chance of rees-
tablishing a basis of popular support, refused point-blank to

obey the command.

The newly-independent Poles felt that the Whites under Denikin
and Kolchak, with their ideas of a great and indivisible Russian
empire, were a greater threat than the Bolsheviks. Relations be-
tween Soviet Russia and the new Polish republic were strained,
but not seriously so. But once it became obvious that Denikin
could not win, the Poles could restrain themselves no longer and
marched into Ukraine, an area that they had coveted for cen-
turies. They advanced rapidly, and by 6 May 1920 they were in

Kiev.

The Ukrainian nationalists made an alliance with the Poles, but
only succeeded in losing much of their remaining domestic sup-
port. The Polish attack had aroused strong patriotic feeling
among both Russians and Ukrainians: former tsarist officers
flocked to join the Red Army. The Poles guickly lost the initia-
tive after their early successes, and by August the Red Army had
pushed them back to the gates of Warsaw. It seemed as if the
revolution was on its way westwards to Germany. This see-saw
struggle had little effect on Makhno in left-bank Ukraine. At the
beginning of the year the Soviet authorities declared him an out-
law. Through the spring and summer he fought fiercely against
their Lettish and Chinese detachments, selected to prevent fra-

ternisation and further infection of Red troops with the germ of

- 13 =



partizanshchina.

The communist drive on wWarsaw was a failure, and the Poles pushed
the Red Army back in its turn. The Russians and Poles signed an
armistice agreement at Riga on 12 October 1920. The end of hos-
tilities meant the end of the hopes of the Ukrainian national-
ists. They had shown themselves to be irredeemable opportunists
by attempting to align themselves with any likely source of for-
eign support. These included the Germans in 1918, the French,
whose navy had occupied the Black Sea ports in December 1918, and
from whom the Petliurists sought help in January, and the Poles,
traditional foes of Ukrainian independence, in 1920.15% After the
Directory's remaining troops made a couple of sorties across the
border from Poland, their former allies in Warsaw disarmed and

interned thenm.

The Russo-Polish war gave the Whites in Crimea the opportunity to
regroup. The Bolsheviks regarded the White front as secondary,
but they had to keep troops stationed there that they badly need-
ed in Poland. At the beginning of June, Wrangel, who had replaced
Denikin as White commander, took advantage of Soviet weakness and
mounted a successful drive into the northern Tauride. After his
three sea-borne descents on the Kuban to the east all failed, he

decided to try to push further northwestwards across the Dnepr.

15. For a detailed analysis of the French role, see T. L. Smart, "The French
intervention in the Ukraine, 1918-1919," (Ph.D. dissertation, University of
Kansas, 1968). See also J. Rakowsky, "Franco-British policy toward the Ukrain-
ian revolution, March 1917 to February 1918," (Ph.D. dissertation, Case West-
ern Reserve University, 1974).



His objective was to join the Poles, who were still advancing. He
also sent cavalry patrols northeastwards, well into Ekaterinoslav

province.

Makhno was still operating independently, and in June he indig-
nantly rejected an offer of cooperation from Wrangel, hanging the
unfortunate messenger. He was in a precarious position, as White
troops controlled parts of his territory, and he was fighting on
two fronts against greatly superior numbers. In October he again
accepted the integration of his force into the Red Army, under
the command of M. V. Frunze. On 28 October the communists went on
the offensive, smashing Wrangel's forces and driving them back
into the Crimean peninsula. By 11 November the Red Army had
stormed the narrow Perekop isthmus that connects the Crimea to
the mainland. The White cause was a lost one. From the wreckage
of his army Wrangel managed to evacuate 145,000 people by sea,

including many civilian refugees.

The Bolsheviks immediately turned on Makhno, simultaneously at-
tacking his troops in the Crimea and his territory in Ekaterinos-
lav. They executed several members of his staff. The Cheka began
to arrest anarchists in the Ukrainian cities, although many of
them had nothing to do with the Makhnovshchina. The remnants of
the Insurgent Army, now faced with a single and determined enemy,
began a series of raids all over southern Russia and Ukraine.
They covered vast areas, ranging from Kursk to the Don, harassing

in particular the grain requisition detachments. The peasants had
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reached the limits of their endurance. Many were starving and few
were willing to join a cause that all could see was hopeless.
Gradually Makhno's forces dwindled, his raids became more desper-
ate, his escapes from encirclement more costly. In August 1921,
with about 250 men, he retreated across the Dnestr into Rumania,
where the authorities promptly interned him. He was to spend the

rest of his life in exile.

It is now widely accepted that the revolution of 1917 took place
in the context of an emerging grass-roots political culture that
was both radical and broadly democratic, in a populist sense. The
expression of Russia's political pluralism was effected mainly
through the mechanisms of the soviets and the factory committees
in the towns and cities, and through rural soviets and village
committees in the countryside, and these political structures
reached their high point, in terms of independent activity and
influence, in late 1917 and early 1918. With the outbreak of the
civil war, however, the grass-roots structures were gradually
weakened, and the centre of power shifted decisively to the or-
gans of an increasingly dirigiste state framework, characterised

guite early on by its highly bureaucratic nature.

It is relatively easy to see how this process took place, and
even to argue that the conditions of the civil war made such a
process, if not inevitable, at least necessary for the short-term
survival of the Soviet government. But a key question remains
whether the autocratic nature of the post-civil war political

system, and especially of Stalinism, was a result of the experi-



ence of war conditions, or whether it was rather a logical conse-
guence of the Marxist and later Marxist-Leninist ideological po-
sitions espoused by the Bolshevik party.16 It was not only the
political system as a whole which changed from relative openness
in 1917 to authoritarianism. The Bolshevik party itself, which
despite Lenin's prescriptions in What is to be done? (1902) was
not in 1917 a particularly well-disciplined or centralised organ-

isation, was well on the way to becoming so by 1921.17

Interestingly, the Makhnovshchina also displayed this character-
istic pattern of change, starting with the anarchists' active
participation in the Peasant Union, the Committee for the Defence
of the Revolution, and the Obshchéstvennyi Komitet in 1917,
through to the establishment of the free communes in February
1918. As Orlando Figes has pointed out in connection with the
Volga region, such committees and assemblies enabled the peasant-
ry to articulate their grievances and aspirations in a focused

way. Their functioning taught the peasants how to "do politics"

16. This gquestion has exercised many historians since it was first raised in
an explicit form by Roger Pethybridge in 1974. See especially S. Fitzpatrick,
"The civil war as a formative experience,"” in A. Gleason, P. Kenez and R.
Stites (eds.), Bolshevik culture: experiment and order in the Russian revolu-
tion (Bloomington, 1985), p.57-58. Fitzpatrick also asks whether the Bolshe-
viks may not have in some sense chosen to provoke the civil war, as an exten-
sion of class warfare which they welcomed, and the socio-economic costs of
which they may have been willing to bear (ibid., p.74).

17. For an overall account of this process, see R. Service, The Bolshevik par-
ty in revolution, 1917-1923: a study in crganisational change (New York,
1979); and the two earlier and pioneering local studies by A. Rabinowitch,
Prelude to revolution: the Petrograd Bolsheviks and the July 1917 uprising
(Bloomington, 1968); and The Bolsheviks come to power: the revolution of 1917
in Petrograd (New York, 1976).



at the local level in the vacuum left by the collapse of the
Tsarist state. They were also able to seize the political initia-
tive in many areas, and to organise and legitimise the Chernyi
Peredel, the seizure of private lands from the landlords and its
redistribution through the village communes.!® Something like
this was clearly happening in Guliai-Pole and its environs until
the arrival of the occupying Austro-Hungarian forces in March

1918 put an abrupt end to the process.

This study will show that the increasing militarisation of the
Makhnovshchina throughout 1919 and 1920 was accompanied by spo-
radic attempts to return to some sort of grass-roots political
process, which was often incompatible with the urgent strategic
needs of the moment. These attempts may also have been, at least
partly, a result as much of the influence of urban anarchist in-
tellectuals on the movement as of a desire by poor peasants to
implement democratic practice. It is difficult to estimate the
real influence which the various Makhnovite conferences and con-
gresses actually had, despite the fact that the movement obvious-
ly retained significant popular support among peasants well into
1921.19% But as Barrington Moore Jr. warned in the 1960s:

Naturally the peasant movement will not find its allies among the

elite, though it may draw upon a section of it, especially a hand-

ful of discontented intellectuals in modern times, for its lead-
ers. The intellectuals as such can do little politically unless

18. Figes, op.cit., p.40.

19. Figes terms Russian peasant traditions of social organisation "quasi-
anarchist.” In that case, loyalty to such traditions might have been a factor
in the Makhnovshchina's popularity (op.cit., p.355).



they attach themselves to a massive form of discontent. The discon-
tented intellectual with his soul searchings has attracted atten-
tion wholly out of proportion to his political importance, partly
because these searchings leave behind them written records and
also because those who write history are themselves intellectuals.
It is a particularly misleading trick to deny that a revolution
stems from peasant grievances because its leaders happen to be
professional men or intellectuals.

Figes argues that the later peasant revolts of the Volga region
aimed for the most part to restore the "localised village democ-
racy of the [1917] revolution, which had been lost as a result of
the civil war and the emergence of the Bolshevik state."2l But it
is unclear whether this explanation, with its emphasis on democ-
racy, so much as, for example, hatred of the grain requisition
detachments, was the main motive force behind such revolts as An-
tonov's in Tambov Province in 1921, or the Ukrainian uprisings of

Grigor'ev, Zeleny, Struk and Angel'.

Within the Makhnovshchina increased militarisation led inevitably
to increased authoritarianism, in an ironic parallel to the proc-
ess undergone by the both the Bolshevik party itself and the nas-
cent Russian and UKkrainian states. But just as a return to the
autonomous countryside of 1917 was inpossible in the circum-
stances of civil war, so the survival of the militarised Makh-
novshchina after 1921 was inconceivable. The huge and battle-
tested Red Army, once it turned its full attention to the small

groups of Makhnovite partisans, was impossible to defeat strate-

20. Barrington Moore Jr., Social origins of dictatcrship and democracy (Har-
mondsworth, 1966; 1973 repr.), p.480.

21. Figes, op.cit., p.322.



gically, however many tactical victories the guerrillas might
gain. With the retreat from war communism in 1921, peasant antip-
athy towards the Bolsheviks weakened significantly, and with it
the strength of support for Makhno. It may be, as some historians
have argued, that the real achievement of the Makhnovshchina and
other peasant revolts all over Russia, Ukraine and Siberia was
precisely to have helped to force the end of war communism and
the introduction of NEP.22 But the defeat of the semi-anarchist
Makhnovshchina was nevertheless, just as much as similar peasant
defeats in Siberia, on the Volga, and in Tambov, a defeat for
traditional peasant aspirations towards autonomy, and a victory
for the centralised and authoritarian state which was emerging

from the "formative experience" of the civil war.

22. Figes supports this view (ibid., p.354). But caution is needed: the appli-
cation of NEP measures in Ukraine did not begin until the autumn of 1921, that
is to say after the defeat of the Makhnovshchina, so the process could not
have been a linear one of cause and effect (Istoriia Ukrains’'koi RSR [Kiev,
1967], vol.2, p.178).
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II. THE LITERATURE OF THE MAKHNOVSHCHINA.

In the forty years or so from the end of the Second World War un-
til the mid-1980s, Soviet history was a terrain contested largely
between a quasi-Stalinist orthodoxy on one side, and a Western
"Sovietology" on the other, which assumed as a "given" the total-
itarian nature of the system with which it was dealing. For pér-
ticipants in this latter enterprise, as Sheila Fitzpatrick has
pointed out, "the two key questions were how did the totalitarian
system work and what were the origins of totalitarianism."? In a
kind of reverse teleology, these scholars discovered the roots of
the assumed totalitarian system first in early Leninist ideologi-
cal constructs (principally the 1902 volume What is to be done?),
and second in a particular interpretation of the events after
1917. In this view, since the Bolsheviks were following an ideo-
logical schema of their own, the emergence of the Stalinist dic-

tatorship was inevitable, and questions regarding such issues as

1. S. Fitzpatrick, "The legacy of the civil war,” in D. Koenker, W. Rosenberg
and R. Suny (eds.), Party, state and society in the Russian civil war: explo-
rations in social history (Bloomington, 1989), p.385. This article is a de-
tailed discussion of the general historiography of the civil war up to the
mid-1980s, with an excellent summary of the "totalitarian" and "revisionistr
models.
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the nature of early Soviet democracy were by-and-large irrele-

vant.

But as more detailed research on the Bolsheviks before the revo-
lution and in 1917 got underway in the 1970s and later, it became
increasingly clear that this "totalitarian model" was both overly
deterministic and conceptually inadequate. Scholars argued that
the early Soviet state manifested at least two major and contra-
dictory tendencies - the dictatorial face of War Communism and
the Civil War, and the propitiatory face of pragmatism in the NEP

period.2

In this way, the civil war became historiographically ﬁuch more
significant. It was no longer merely an extension of the seizure
of power by the Bolsheviks, nor an interlude before they could
get down to the serious business of constructing a monolithic
power system. On the contrary, revisionist scholars began to look
to the civil war for explanations of subsequent developrments - to

search, indeed, for the origins of Stalinism there.

At the same time, the war began to attract the attention of a
generation of Western social historians -~ including some Marxists
- searching for answers to their own type of questions about the
dynamics of social change in the Soviet system after 1917. De-

tailed research results on the Communist Party itself, on factory

2. Ibid., p.386. Fitzpatrick points to Stephen Cohen, Moshe Lewin and to a
lesser extent Robert C. Tucker as leaders of this new interpretative trend.
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committees and their workings, on labour policy and most recently
on the peasantry have all showed that the hitherto conventional
picture of the revolution as instigated by a disciplined group of
professional revolutionaries was far too static. The Bolsheviks
were as often controlled by events as vice versa, and in vast
areas of Russian life were only able to exert a gradual and un-

certain influence.

In this context, the old historiography of the civil war seen as
in some sense a purely military and political event above socie-
ty, in which an all-powerful party apparatus is projected back-
wards into the past, has been largely discarded. But although it
can be argued that the broad outlines of the military history of
the war are indeed now established, it is much less obvious that
thié is the case in the borderlands. The fighting between the
Whites and the Reds is a well covered terrain, but much work re-

mains to be done on local wars, peasant revolts and the like.3
Problems with Earlier Accounts

In the context of much of this new historiography, the literature
of the Makhnovshchina looks distinctly old-~-fashioned. Despite
claims for Makhno's historical importance from his ideological

supporters, who have included libertarians and anarchists from

3. See for example O. Figes' detailed summaries of the revolts on the Volga in
his path-breaking Peasant Russia, civil war: the Volga countryside in revolu-
tion, 1917-1921 (Oxford, 1989), p.321-353.
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various countries, the most balanced serious account has, until
recently, remained the thirty-year-old politico-military essay by
the British historian David Footman.? The publication in the late
1980s of two new synthetic military histories of the Civil War as
a whole, by the American historian W. Bruce Lincoln and the Brit-
ish scholar Evan Mawdsley, raised expectations that the Makhno
movement might at last receive the serious treatment that it de-
serves.> These hopes were disappointed. Mawdsley devotes only a
page or two to the subject, and Lincoln's treatment, while long-
er, also fails to raise or to deal with the major historiographi-
cal and ideological questions of the Makhnovshchina - leave alone

social history in general.

From the mid-1920s onwards a series of articles and books about
Makhno's exploits appeared in the emigre Russian and Ukrainian
press, including some self-serving contributions by Makhno him-

self.® At least one serious full-length study was also published

4. Civil War in Russia (Londcn, 1961), p.245-302. For examples of the mytholo-
gising line of analysis, see Max Nomad, Apostles of revolution (Lcndon, 1939);
and D. and G. Cohn-Bendit, Obsolete communism: the left-wing alternative (Bar-
mondsworth, 1969). See also my comments below on the books by Palij, Malet and
Skirda.

5. W. Bruce Lincoln, Red victory: a history of the Russian civil war (New
York, 1989); E. Mawdsley, The Russian civil war (Boston, 1987). Before these
two useful studies were published the only recent general treatment of the war
as a whole had been J. Bradley's extremely sketchy Civil war in Russia, 1917-
1920 (London, 1975). A new Russian account also appeared in the 1980s: N. N.
Azovtsev et al. (eds.), Grazhdanskaia voina v SSSR (Moscow, 1980-1986), 2
vols.,

6. See, inter alia, the three volumes of autobiography, Russkaia revoliutsiia
na Ukraine (Paris, 1929), also available in French as La révolution russe en
Ukraine (Paris, 1970); Pod udarami kontr-revoliutsii (Paris, 1936); and Uk-
rainskaia revoliutsiia (Paris, 1937), the last two published posthumously.



in the Soviet Union in this period,as well as several shorter
memoirs in historical and popular journals.7 The two key volumes
in the creation of the Makhno myth were produced in exile by Petr
Arshinov and Volin, both former members of his entourage. These
works are available in English and French, as well as other lan-

guages.®

No other partisan or insurgent movement in Ukraine - or in Russia
- has received a fraction of this attention. The peculiarity of
Makhno's movement was that as an anarchist, with contacts among
the anarchist circles of Moscow dating back to his prison days,
he could attract intellectuals to his cause. Both Arshinov and
Volin joined him in Ukraine from Moscow. These same intellectu-
als, in the closed world of exile politics, began to use their
experiences with Makhno to create the epic history with which we

have become familiar.

After a minor resurgence of interest in the 1970s, two more-or-

less well-documented studies of the Makhnovshchina appeared in

7. M. Kubanin, Makhnovshchina: krest'’ianskoe dvizheniia v stepnoi Ukraine v
gody grazhdanskoi voiny (Leningrad, 1927).

8. P. Arshinov, Istoriia makhnovskogo dvizheniia 1918-1920 gg. (Berlin, 1923),
available in English as History of the Makhnovist movement, 19168-1921, trans-
lated by L. and F. Perlman (Detroit, Chicago, 1974); Volin, La révolution in-
connue (Paris, 1947 and reprints), available in a partial English edition (of
Book 3) as The unknown revolution (Kronstadt 1921, Ukraine 19168-21) translated
by H. Cantine (London, New York, 1955).



the early 19805.9 But none of these clarified the more conten-
tious issues concerning Makhno. The publication of Michael Ma-
let's doctoral dissertation had been awaited with interest by
those still concerned with this particular episode of Soviet
revolutionary history, but in the event it was far from being the
definitive account. Similarly, the French text of Alexandre Skir-
da posed some serious problems to a proper understanding of Makh-
novshchina. Both Skirda and Malet were sympathetic to Makhno's
beliefs, in some instances almost romantically so. Skirda writes,

for instance, that

{...])] the struggles and exemplary actions conducted by Makhno and
the Ukrainian insurgents - trying to maintain the gains of the
revolution of 1917 - have shown, for the first time in contempo-
rary history, the validity of the libertarian communist project
and represent by virtue of this a precious contribution for the
international revolutionary inheritance.

Malet also declares his "sympathy with Makhno and his ideals."1?
Their partisanship, unfortunately, reinforces a tendency in both
authors to accept unsupported evidence from interested parties as

fact. More seriously, their moralistic problematic avoids gquesti-

9. In the early 1970s a Canadian scholar published an interesting study making
extensive use of interviews with Ukrainian emigrés in North America (V. Pe~-
ters, Nestor Makhno [Winnipeg, 1970]). M. Palij, The anarchism of Nestor Makh-
no, 1918-1921 (Seattle, 1976) was the first study in English to fully exploit
Ukrainian published sources. Michael Malet, Nestor Makhno in the Russian civil
war (London, 1982) is based on a doctoral dissertation; see also Alexandre
Skirda, Nestor Makhno, le cosaque de l'anarchie: la lutte pour les soviets
libres en Ukraine, 1917-1921 (Paris, 1982).

10. Skirda, op.cit., p.427.
11. Malet, op.cit., p.ix. Much of the analysis that follows is based on the au-

thor's review essay, "The myth of Nestor Makhno," Economy and Society vol.l4,
no.4 (1985), p.524-536.



ons of class struggle and political economy as much as possible.
Both authors, for instance, refer to the Zaporozhian Sich to
clarify the rebelliousness of the Ukrainian peasantry in 1917,
when the growth of capitalist relations between rural classes

provides a much more convincing local explanation.12

Both authors present, in essence, three claims about the nature
of the Makhnovshchina and the character of its leader, two of
which need to be carefully examined; the third is not an his-
torical question in quite the same way. The first two claims are
that the anarchists in power were able to organise communes for
agricultural production, providing an object lesson in practical
anarchism; and that the economic, social and military decisions
of the movement were taken according to a coherent revolutionary

ideology which the Makhnovites maintained in a principled way.

What the third claim amounts to is that Makhno was an honourable
revolutionary twice betrayed by an unscrupulous and ruthless op-
ponent, the Bolshevik party. It is almost impossible to adjudi-
cate such a argument in moral terms, since it arises out of a
subjective view of abstract ethical questions. However, it is

possible to demonstrate, at least, whether the factual basis on

12. Colin Darch, "Nestor Makhno and peasant anarchism in southern Russia during
the revolution and civil war, 1917-1921," (Paper presented to the History
Dept. Seminar, University of Dar es Salaam, 1978), p.15.
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which such a perception is based is sound or not.13 Let us exam-

ine these claims one by one.

The collapse of civil administration and the chaos of military
occupation and civil war gave the Makhnovshchina a couple of
brief intervals in which to try to organise productive communes
along anarchist lines. The first of these opportunities occurred
in February 1918, when a system of communes got under way for a
few weeks, before the Austro-German invasion destroyed for the

time being all hope of social revolution.

Makhno's writings contain little information on the organisation
of the communes, despite their centrality to anarchist claims
that he made a peasant revolution. Nobody would maintain that
Makhno was an important anarchist theoretician; the importance of
his military role in 1919 is undeniable.l? But if Makhno is to be
studied as anything more than a guerrilla leader, his anarchist

practice must be taken into account as well.

In this first period of experimentation little can have been done
before the arrival of the Austrian invaders. In the only descrip-
tion we have, Makhno makes far-reaching claims. The redistribu-
tion of livestock and farming equipment was undertaken by demobi-

lised soldiers, under the supervision of a committee of anar-

13. Subjective evaluations of individual motive need to be based on some kind
of concrete evidence of the actor's state of mind and intentions. Such evi-
dence, in Makhno's case, is lacking.

14. Arshinov, op.cit., p.231-232.
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chists.1® The goods were placed in a communal fund, but the dis-
possessed kulaks were generously left with two pairs of horses,
one or two cows, and a plough, a mower, a seeder and a pitchfork,
and land to work as well; this in an area where the kulaks al-
ready owned over 90 per cent of the mowers, and about half the
land under crops. The former landlords' estates (which in this
area averaged four times the size of those in Russia), were occu-

pied by groups of peasants.

On the internal organisation of the communes, Makhno unfortunate-
ly concentrates on the eating arrangements. Apparently the kitch-
ens and dining rooms were communal, but individuals or families
who wanted to eat separately could do so. Similarly, anybody
could absent themselves from communal work simply by notifying
his or her colleagues. Management was in the hands of a general

meeting of the members of the commune, which assigned tasks.

Makhno claims that there were four communes within 15 kilometres
of Guliai-Pole, and others in the district, each one consisting
of ten households, or 100 to 300 individuals. He alleges that
there was at least some conflict over the division of livestock

and equipment between the communards and other local peasants.16

15. This is interesting in itself. The Black Redistribution of 1917 normally
involved land, but specifically not livestock or equipment. See M. Dobb, Rus-
sian economic development since the revolution (London, 1928), p.340.

16. Makhno, Russkaia revoliutsiia na Ukraine, p.173-175.
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Malet guotes selectively from this passage, but omits the princi-
pal details of organisation, such as they are.!? He concludes
that "the Makhnovist movement is proof that peasant revolution-
aries can put forward positive, practical ideas." They certainly
can, but missing from this account, as from others of the later
period, is any indication that this was a process of produc-
tion.1® There is nothing on social relations of production, on
the division of labour, on crop selection, on the labour process,
on marketing, on the distribution of surplus; simply three hun-
dred undifferentiated anarchists and peasants in a communal can-
teen, taking a day off whenever they felt like it. These few
weeks 1in spring were to serve as the basis for a social revolu-

tion.

Makhno's second, and more prolonged opportunity to set up agrar-
ian communes came when the Central Powers, defeated on the West-
ern front, began to withdraw their forces of occupation from Uk-
raine in late 1918. The Russian communists had signed an agree-
ment with the Ukrainian nationalist government in Kiev, promising
non-interference in the affairs of the Ukrainian republic. In the
complex political and military situation of late 1918 and early
1919 the agreement broke down, and the Ukrainian Directory de-
clared war on Soviet Russia, hoping for support from French
forces in Odessa. The French conditions for assistance were so

humiliating that agreement was never reached, and the Bolshevik

17. Malet, op.cit., p.120.

18. Arshinov, op.cit., p.85-86.



armies occupied Kiev.

The fall of the Directory offered the Makhnovshchina another
relatively calm period in early 1919. There was peaceful coexist-
ence with the Bolsheviks of Ekaterinoslav, and the Red Army was
busy occupying major urban centres in northern Ukraine. The Di-
rectory itself no longer had a military presence in the south-
east.1® The peasants started to return to the system of communes
that they had adopted in 1917-1918. Anarchist commentators are
careful to distinguish these working or free communes, from the
traditional obshchina or from Bolshevik communes, but do so in
the vaguest of terms.

"These were real working communes of peasants [...]" wrote Arshi-

nov, "[...]) each founrnd there whatever moral and material support

he needed. The principles of brotherhood and equality permeated

the communes. Everyone - men, women and children - worked accord-

ing to his or her abilities [...] It is evident that these com-

munes had these traits because they grew out of a working milieu
and that their development followed a natural course."

Again, there were few of these communes. One was named after Rosa
Luxemburg, and grew from a few dozen members to about 300, but
was finally broken up by Bolshevik forces in June 1919, after the
split between Makhno and Trotsky.21 Similar communes were scat-

tered about near Guliai-Pole, in a radius of perhaps twenty

19. Makhno, Ukrainskaia revoliutsiia, p.l168.

20. Arshinov, op.cit., p.85-86; translation by L. and F. Perlman, from the
English edition (Detrcit, Chicago, 1974).

21. Volin, op.cit., p.543.



kilometres; yet the sketch map of Makhno's area of operations
printed by Arshinov claimed for the "central Makhnovite area" a
radius from Guliai-Pole of about 120 versts, or 128 Xilometres.?22
Skirda repeats this description of the Rosa Luxemburg commune
without comment, in a brief discussion of the agrarian policy of

the Makhnovites.23

Malet is even less convincing on the vexed question of the class
composition of the Makhnovite movement. He accepts at face value
the conciliatory Makhnovite line that "given time, the kulaks
would be won over to the equalitarian [sic] redistribution of the
land brought on by the revolution in general."24 In attempting to
argue against the idea put forward by Soviet analysts that the
Makhnovshchina relied on the support of the kulaks and richer
peasantry, Malet fails to consider the specific class structure
of the region where Makhno's operations were based. He is aware
that Ukraine and southern Russia were areas in which peasant
capitalist relations were highly developed, but his brief and un-
nuanced account of the late nineteenth century political economy
of Ukrainé is not called on in his discussion, over 100 pages
later, of the nature of peasant support for Makhno's "united vil-
lages."25 It is easy to see why richer peasants might prefer a

movement that proposed that "the ways and means of the new method

22. Arshinov, op.cit., p.84-85.
23. Skirda, op.cit., p.115.
24. Malet, op.cit., p.118.

25. Malet, op.cit., p.xvii-xx and p.117-125.



of land organisation should be left to the completely free and
natural decision and movement of the entire peasantry," to the
Bolsheviks with their emphasis on the sharpening of class con-

flict at the expense of the rural bourgeoisie.26

In discussing Makhno's attitude to workers, Malet falls back on
the defence that Makhno "genuinely believed" in the worker-
peasant alliance, but did not occupy any towns long enough to es-
tablish good relations.?? It does not seem to have occurred to
him that systematic commodity exchange between industry and agri-
culture is the economic basis for the alliance, and that this
cannot be established by bartering train-loads of grain whenever

the peasants happen to have a surplus.28

The problem is precisely
that it is the kulaks who are most likely to benefit from such an
exchange, since it is they, with their large-scale capitalist
production, who regularly dispose of sufficient marketable sur-
plus to take part in such an arrangement on a contractual

basis.29

26. Ibid., p.118, quoting Kubanin, op.cit., p.112. This is a complex issue. If
the Black Redistribution of 1917 included, in Makhnovite areas, reallocation
of livestock and equipment, then kulak support for the Makhnovshchina would be
surprising. No libertarian writer seems to have spotted this point.

27. Ibid., p.125.
28. Ibid., p.119-120.

29. This is a another complex gquestion. Poorer peasants marketed surpluses,
and a distinction needs to made in the terminology between surplus over con-
sumption (which the kulaks disposed of); marketed surplus at the expense of
consumption, and surplus in the strictly Marxist sense of the economic re-
sources necessary to reproduce given production relations. Even this last type
of surplus may be disposed of at the cost of consumption.



Turning to the second claim, the idea that the anarchism of the
Makhnovites was a coherent political ideology, we confront simi-
lar problems. The inherent contradictions of anarchism have been
amply dealt with by thinkers from Marx onwards, and there is no
need to rehearse them here. Anarchist theorists such as Bakunin
and Kropotkin could and did, nevertheless, think and act in a co-
herent way politically. By contrast, both in theory and practice,
the ideology of Makhno and his followers generally was confused

and inchoate.

There is as little concrete information on Makhnovite political
administration as there is on the communes. The role of the sovi-
ets was defined in a draft basic statute on the free workers'
Soviet, and Skirda translates another document on the Makhnovite
concept of the soviets.30 According to the first of these texts
the soviet should be non-partisan, egalitarian and should include

only workers. The soviets should not have executive power.31

The document printed by Skirda is a speech given at a meeting of
the "free soviet of Guliai-Pole." It defines the free workers'
soviet as free because it is independent of central authority,
and as a workers' soviet because it includes only workers, serves

their interests, and allows of no other political influence. The

30. Volin, op.cit., p.542; Arshinov, op.cit., p.176. Skirda, op.cit., p.471-
473.

31. volin, op.cit., p.542; Arshinov, op.cit., p.80.



speaker continues, revealingly:

In other, calmer circumstances, one must believe that this same
movement would have led finally to the laying of the foundations
for a truly free workers' society.

But to our regret, these are currently only dreams, for the hard
reality presents a very different aspect.

It is this tendehcy to blame adverse conditions for the failure
of the anarchist dream that gives the game away. In other circum-
stances we should have done better; if we could only have occu-
pied the towns for longer we should have won the workers over; if
the war had not destroyed the communes, we would have convinced

the kulaks.

Makhno was a dreamer in precisely this sense, as he reveals in an
extraordinary theoretical work that was published in German under

the title "The ABC of the Revolutionary Anarchist":

Anarchism is not the teaching of a theory, nor of programmes arti-
ficially built on the basis of such a theory to undertake the at-
tempt to conceive of and grasp the life of man as a whole. Anar-
chism is a teaching of life, real life, in all its healthy mani-
festations, of a life that which grows beyond and will not be
pressed into artificial norms [...] What is unchangeable in scien-
tific anarchism is its natural being, which basically expresses
itsel§3in the negation of all chains and every enslavement of man-
kind.

At all levels of policy except the military, Bat’ko Makhno showed

32. Skirda, op.cit., p.473.

33. Das ABC des revolutiondren Anarchisten (Berlin, 1926), p.l. The Russian
original of this work is not known to me. I am grateful to Gottfried Wellmer
for the translation from German.



himself ill-equipped to deal with practical problems. He declared
all currencies, Red or White, Ukrainian or Russian, to be legal
tender, and distributed the contents of banks to the population.
Malet charitably describes this as "blissful ignorance of [...]
the vicious cruelty of high-rate inflation."34 There was no at-
tempt to impose price controls, and when the Makhnovites occupied
a town food and money were distributed without guestion until
they ran out. Transport questions, industrial relations, finan-
cial policy - any economic problem above the level of family ag-

riculture - were treated in the same cavalier fashion.

For Malet and Skirda, these are not crippling weaknesses. Malet
concludes that if the Makhnovites '"helped to create confusion
[...] they also alleviated it by generous grants to those in

need, with a minimum of red tape [...]"35

Skirda quotes with ap-
parent approval the remark made by Volin that "the anarchists are
not seeking power, [...] the 'masses' must act on their own ac-
count.[...]"36 Volin also claimed that the Makhnovite partisans
exerted no pressure on the peasants, but confined themselves to
propaganda in favour of free communes.>’ Thus the Makhnovites de-

stroyed the existing economic structures of their region, and

disclaimed responsibility for the consequences.

34. Malet, op.cit., p.1l12.
35. Ibid., p.113.
36. Skirda, op.cit., p.394.

37. Volin, op.cit., p.544.
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The idea that Makhno was an honourable revolutionary betrayed by
less scrupulous opponents has also played an important part in
the building of his historical image. Unhappily, like other ele-
ments in that image, it is compounded of a mixture of half-
truths. A case in point is the question of Makhno's break with
the Red Army in late May 1919, which showed at least a certain

lack of responsibility on his part.

On 14 May the 2nd Red Army, which included Makhno's brigade, and
the 8th and 13th Armies, began a long-expected attack on the Don-
bass, and liberated Lugansk.38 Units of these Armies also moved
deep into the White rear, capturing Kuteinskovo railway station.
In reply Denikin moved Shkuro's cavalry corps from ﬁhe front of
the Red 9th Army to face the 13th Army.39 He aimed the blow at
the sector where the Makhnovites held the right flank of the 13th
Army. Makhno's forces had been enfeebled by the campaign against

Grigor'ev, a partisan rebel. 40

In the days between 16 and 19 May Shkuro's cavalry broke through

Makhno's sector. On 22 May Shkuro took three wvillages from Makh-

38. The Donets River Basin, or Donbass, was an important industrial centre
with factories and mines in eastern Ukraine on the border with the Don Cossack
region.

39. Grazhdanskaia voina na Ukraine 1918-1920: sbornik dokumentov 1 materialov
[hereafter GVU] (Kiev, 1967), vol.2, p.786.

40. Both Malet and Skirda deal with Grigor'ev at some length (Malet, op.cit.,
p-138ff.; skirda, op.cit., p.161ff.)



no. Initial attempts to counter-attack failed.4! In the space of
one day the White cavalry advanced 45 kilometres. The Whites ex-
ploited their success against the Makhnovite partisans, and with-
in three days opened a gap 35 kilometres wide and 100 kilometres
deep in the sector. By the end of the month the Makhnovite rout
had exposed the right flank and rear of the 13th Army and thrown

the whole front into retreat.%2

The abandonment of the front by the Makhnovites, and the subse-
guent loss of Ukraine to the Bolsheviks remains controversial.43
Some anarchist accounts claim that Trotsky, who had arrived in
Ukraine in mid-May, made it hard for the anarchists to defend
themselves, both by disseminating propaganda, and by starving
them of supplies and equipment. Although Malet does not make much
of this argument, Skirda rehearses it with some bitterness. %4
Certainly Trotsky's dislike of the insurgent groups led him at
times to express himself in violent terms. He called for the

"radical and merciless liquidation" of the partisan movement, and

appointed a new commander to the 2nd Army, sending reinforcements

41. GvU, vol.2, p.786.

42. See GVU, vol.2, p.786; and A. I. Denikin, Ocherki russkoi smuty (Paris,
Berlin, 1921-1926), vol.5, p.104. Arshinov, op.cit., p.124, says the break-
through occurred on Makhno's left flank. Malet, op.cit., p.37, refers to
another Soviet source which allegedly confirms this, but without citing it.

43. See variously Cohn-Bendit, op.cit., p.222-223; D. Guerin, Anarchism from
theory to practice (New York, 1970), p.l10l1. Compare E. Yaroslavsky, History of
anarchism in Russia (New York, 1937), p.69-71: "Makhno retreated far into the
rear, where his men spent their time disarming, robbing and murdering Red Army
men."

44. Skirda, op.cit., p.120-125.



from Khar'kov to help control Makhno's troops. This was to be
done by removing the commanders and disciplining the rank-and-

file.43

Makhno's anarchism was only kulak banditry in fancy dress, be-
lieved Trotsky; he is alleged to have told his commanders that it
would be better to lose Ukraine to Denikin than to Makhno.4®
While these political attacks continued, Trotsky's field command-
ers tried to plug the gap, ordering infantry and artillery rein-
forcements to take over Makhno's former position.47 Nonetheless,

on 27 May the Red Army was forced out of Lugansk, which it had

captured only two weeks earlier.

Skirda follows Arshinov and other anarchist writers in suggesting
that the Bolshevik commanders deliberately starved the insurgents
of weapons so that they might be more easily neutralised; but
they had not realised how strong the Volunteer Army actually was,
and were not expecting such a heavy attack. Skirda argues that
"this supplying by drip-feed [was] premeditated"; Arshinov cites
the unfulfilled promise by a visiting Bolshevik in early May to

have ammunition sent from Khar'kov forthwith.48

45. J. M. Meijer (ed.), The Trotsky papers [hereafter cited as TP] (The Hague,
1964-1971), vol.l, p.460-463.

46. The sources for this are all anarchist: Volin, op.cit., p.562; Arshinov,
op.cit., p.124; A. Berkman, The Bolshevik myth: diary 1920-1922 (London,
1925)., p.189.

47. GVU vol.2, p.78-79.

48. Skirda, op.cit., p.121; Arshinov, op.cit., p.115-117.
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The case remains hard to prove. The Red Army’ did not have an
adequate supply system or a clear chain of command; a Bolshevik
failure to deliver supplies in these circumstances is unsurpris-
ing. The repeated calls for reinforcements in Makhno's sector,
from Bolsheviks to Bolsheviks, belie any particular desire to see
the Insurgent Army annihilated. The Bolsheviks simply did not
trust the Makhnovites, and both sides seized on any excuse to

justify the lack of trust.

On 29 May the Makhnovite headquarters sent the commander of the
front a telegram announcing that they had decided to create an
independent army, led by Makhno. Arshinov fails to mention this.
On the same day the Bolsheviks ordered Makhno's arrest.4? If the
Bolsheviks did indeed order Makhno's arrest on 29 May, the date
of his resignation becomes an academic question, unless the mo-
tive for the arrest order was Makhno's intention to create his
own army. But if the arrest was a preventative measure, then "be-

trayal" by the Bolsheviks may not be too strong a term.

At this point it is interesting to compare Skirda and Malet, for
the chronology of events becomes important. Malet prints a chro-
nology in which he gives the date of Makhno's resignation as 9

June, although in his text he writes that the first telegram was

49. V. A. Antonov-Ovseenko, Zapiski o grazhdanskol voine (Moscow, 1924-1933),
vol.4, p.307-308.
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sent in late May.50 The Bolsheviks knew of Makhno's resignation
by the 30th at the latest.®! If Makhno did split away from the
Red Army in May, then subsequent Bolshevik actions can hardly be
seen as treacherous. Malet wisely skirts around this issue, but
Skirda is not so cautious: he writes that "up to this point the
insurgents [had] scrupulously respected the military alliance
which had been concluded," and that the Bolsheviks wanted to

"prevent the revolutionaries from making the revolution!"32

In the meantime, the insurgents decided to call an extraordinary
congress for 15 June to discuss the White breakthrough and the
crisis in relations with the Reds. The call which was issued was
addressed to all the districts of two provinces, to all insur-

gents, and provocatively to all Red Army troops in the area.>3

The Bolshevik reaction was harsh. The Whites had captured Bakh-
mut, north-east of Guliai-Pole, on 1 June. The Bolsheviks accused
Makhno of seeking the protection of the Soviet flag, and of then
attacking the political organisation of the Red Army and the
Soviet government, while trying to consolidate his power. On 4
June Trotsky issued Order No.1824, a document Arshinov prints as

proof of Bolshevik perfidy. Skirda also quotes the provisions, if

50. Malet, op.cit., p.xii.
51. TP vol.l, p.486-487.
52. Skirda, op.cit., p.l146, 153.

53. Arshinov, op.cit., p.117-118.



not the preamble.54 In the circumstances, the order was reasona-
ble; it banned the Congress as an incitement to another anti-

Soviet revolt and the further opening up of the front.

Despite the exaggerated claims made by Makhno's admirers, two
things should be said about Nestor Makhno and his followers, mod-
est points in their favour that are clear from the evidence, and
tell us something about the kind of political movement we are
dealing with. The first is that the leadership twice allied it-
self with the Red Army to fight the counter-revolutionary forces
of Denikin in 1919 and Wrangel in 1920; they refused to contract
any such alliance with the counter-revolution against the Bolshe-
viks for tactical advantage. This shows at least a rudimentary
understanding of the class forces at play in those critical
years. Secondly, and all the serious writing about Makhno is
unanimous on this, the accusation of systematic anti-Semitism
against the Makhnovshchina is a canard. Both Malet and Skirda are
right to emphasise that Makhno struggled to eliminate anti-Semi-
tism at all levels among his followers, with considerable suc-

cess. 55

Historiography and Ideology

The writing of the history of the Makhnovshchina has been largely

left to historians of libertarian or Ukrainian nationalist lean-

54. Skirda, op.cit., p.151.

55. Malet, op.cit., p.168-174; sSkirda, op.cit., p.395-402.



ings. But the central point of interest, apart from military his-
tory, is arguably the failure of the Bolsheviks to mobilise the
poor peasantry effectively in precisely that part of the country
most heavily exploited by capitalist export agriculture, and bor-
dering on the Donbass, a major industrial area. The history of
the Bolshevik suppression of Ukrainian peasant resistance raises
theoretical issues not only regarding the nature of Ukrainian na-
tionalism today, in the post-Soviet period, but may well also
carry implications for theories of relations between the state
and the peasantry in the Third World in the 1990s.°% It is not
the intention of this thesis to explore such issues explicitly,
but rather to allow them to emerge in the course of the narrative

and its argument.

Students of rural revolt in the Third World have long debated
whether classical Marxist political theory provides an adeguate
framework for the analysis of national revolutions made by the

peasantry.>’

The Russian and Ukrainian green movements provide a
fascinating early case-study of peasant revolt, and of the ori-

gins of late Marxist-Leninist attitudes towards the worker-peas-

56. The working class in eastern Ukraine today, for example, remains largely
Russian-speaking: patterns of support on the independence issue in 1991 did
not, however, reflect simple language categories.

57. See, for example, E. Wolf's now classic comparative study on Peasant wars
in the twentieth century (London, 1971).
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ant alliance in practice.58

These rebellions have not received the kind of attention that
they deserve from the left. This is partly because of methodolog-
ical difficulties. Although the basic source material for the
history of the Civil War is becoming accessible, it will be years
before it can be fully assimilated. The reworking of such a
wealth of primary source material in order to produce an histori-
ography reflecting the preoccupations of the late twentieth cen-
tury - towards a gender-conscious history of the Civil War, for
example - will take some time.3? Meanwhile, the documents and
memoirs that are already available in published form are as po-

lemical and unreliable as the ordinary run of historical sources.

A libertarian historiography has largely staked out this terrain

and is reflected in a mystified version of the specific history

58. This use of "green" to characterise peasant insurgencies has nothing to do
with the use of the term in modern ecological politics. In the context of the
struggle between "Reds" and "Whites", it seems that peasant bands were either
called "green" (zelényi in Russian) because cf their habitat in the fcrest, or
as a punning reference to the name of the Ataman Zeleny, who operated mostly
in Kiev and Poltava provinces (A. Berkman, The Bolshevik myth: diary 1920-:922
[London, 1925), p.161; W. Allen, The Ukraine: a history [Cambridge, 1940],
p.-314). "Greens" was also the nickname of Tsarist frontier-guards along the
Polish border, because of the colour of their badges (J. Pilsudski, The memo-
ries of a Polish revolutionary and soldier [London, 1931), p.49).

59. A shift of emphasis away from the military and political and towards the
social history of the civil war - and indeed of modern Russia - has been tak-
ing place since the late 1980s, and this has included work on gender issues.
See, for example, B. Farnsworth, "Village women experience the revolution," in
A. Gleason, P. Kenez and R. Stites (eds.), Bolshevik culture: experiment and
order in the Russian revolution (Bloomington, 1985), p.238-260; and B. Evans
Clements, "The effects of the civil war on women and family relations," in D.
P. Koenker, W. G. Rosenberg and R. G. Suny (eds.), Party, state and society in
the Russian civil war: explorations in social history (Bloomington, 1989),
p-105-122.



of these revolts that has gained wide acceptance. Thus we see re-
peated as fact in the footnotes to which histories of the Russian
revolution and Civil War consign the atamanshchina, a series of
claims about Nestor Makhno, for example, which can at best only

be considered unproven.

The consensus among Western historians at least, has been that
Makhno's movement is important for four reasons. %0 First, al-
though bourgeois intellectuals attached themselves to the move-
ment in its middle stages, they were never leaders or contributed
anything more than advice. The Makhnovshchina, therefore, might
have been a genuine example of a spontaneous uprising of the
toiling masses. Second, in 1917 and 1919 Makhno tried to put his
social and economic ideas into practice in the region that he
controlled. This is a rare example of anarchism in practice.
Third, Makhno was an outstanding guerrilla leader, and in Septem-
ber 1919 played a decisive role in the defeat of Denikin's ad-
vance on Moscow. Fourth, his movement, directed by and consisting
almost entirely of toilers, genuinely represented the Russian
peasants and their aspirations, in a way that other movements did

not.

These claims are open to several objections. There is no conclu-

sive proof that the movement's membership consisted mainly of

60. See, inter alia, Footman, op.cit., p.245; W. Chamberlin, The Russian revo-
lution (New York, 1965), vol.2, p.232-239; E. H. Carr, The Bolshevik revolu-
tion (Harmondsworth, 1966), vol.l, p.307-310; J. Reshetar, The Ukrainian revo-
lution (Princeton, 1952), p.249-252; M. Nomad, op.cit., p.302-341.



al
poor peasants. There are grounds for supposing that a principke

motive behind the Makhnovshchina was the highly develéped sense
of property among the Ukrainian rural population. If this is the
case, then the Soviet charge that the movement was a kulak one
might be partly justified.61 Similarly, Makhno's "anarchism" was
unorthodox, and his leadership was at times authoritarian in the
extreme. To what extent the anarchist ideology of the leaders and
fellow-travellers permeated the rank-and-file of the movement re-
mains an open question. It is sometimes difficult to distinguish
what might be termed "self-conscious anarchism" from.the peas-
ant's nostalgia for the mythical past, when he was master of his
affairs. Makhno's success as an outstanding guerrilla fighter de-
pended on a well-developed tactical instinct, and countless
tricks and ruses. He lacked strategic sense, and relied on a sin-
gle base, Guliai-Pole, in the middle of the open steppe. He often
banked heavily on luck and the goodwill of temporary allies. For
much of the time he was not fighting guerrilla warfare at all,
62

but a conventional war of movement with cavalry and tachanki.

His victory at Peregonovka was a regular action.

Last, the Ukrainian peasants during the first quarter of this
century differed from their Russian counterparts not only lin-

guistically and ethnographically but also economically. In Uk-

61. Bol'shaia Sovetskaia Entsiklopediia, [hereafter cited as BSE], 2nd or 3rd
eds., s. v. "Makhnovshchina™, "Makhno".

62. The tachanka is a horse-drawn cart. Makhno mounted Lewis machine-guns on
them and used them as mobile gun-platforms.



raine commercial farming was dominant, and the system of reparti-
tional tenure was not in widespread use. The contrast between
rich and poor peasants was more sharply marked than in Russia.
Generalisations about the aspirations of the peasantry of the
Russian empire are unlikely to withstand examination, if they de-
pend solely on the behaviour of the Ukrainian partizanshchina. In
1905, peasant uprisings were most violent in provinces where re-
partitional tenure was dominant. This pattern fails to predict
such persistent unrest in those parts of Ukraine where it was

sustained in 1917-1921.%3

To contemporaries and to historians alike the Makhnovite movement
offered and still offers a wealth of opportunities for controver-
sy. Outside the former Soviet Union there is little surviving
documentation - a few proclamations and newspapers of unknown
provenance scattered across Europe and America.®4 pPublished docu-
ment collections from the Soviet period must be used with cau-
tion, for they probably represent only a fraction of the material
in the Russian archives. The specialist in any historical period
must tfeat his sources with respect. Yet the student of the Rus-
sian Civil War probably encounters more than his share of polemic
and self-serving reminiscence. Many of the participants in the
Civil wWar, and their descendants, considered all their lives that

the issues that they fought over years ago were still in dispute.

63. G. T. Robinson, Rural Russia under the old regime (Berkeley, 1960), p.153.
64. The Institute for Social History, Amsterdam, The New York Public Library,

and the Bibliotheque de Documentation Internationale Contemporaine, Nanterre,
all contain relevant materials. See Bibliography for details.
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It is necessary to allow for these tendentious versions of the
story of the Makhnovshchina when evaluating primary or secondary
accounts. The main polemical versions may be characterised as the
Ukrainian nationalist interpretation, the Soviet interpretation
of the Stalin period, and the anarchist interpretation. The White
guards, although active participants in the events described
here, were always weak at political analysis. They appear to have
devoted little effort to discovering the causes of peasant oppo-
sition. At any rate, no significant statements about the Makhno-

vite movement emerged from the defeats of either Denikin or Wran-

gel.®3

Many Ukrainian nationalists hold the view, for which there is

something to be said, that

"Makhno's primary failure was his unwillingness to coordinate his
activities with other partisan groups, or with the Ukrainian armed
forces in fighting common enemies during such a critical period of
Ukrainian history."

His lack of a positive goal "either as a Ukrainian or as an anar-

n67

chist, and his isolation from the national revolution were

contributory factors in his downfall. Only by accepting the uni-

65. The only White theorist of any stature was the proto-fascist P. B. Struve.
See 5. Utechin, Russian political thought (London, 1964), p.270-271.

66. M. Palij, "The peasant partisan movement of the anarchist Nestor Makhno"
(Ph.D. dissertation, University of Kansas, 1971), p.339.

67. Idem.



fied leadership of the nationalists, to continue this line of ar-
gument, could Makhno have participated in the setting up of a
Ukrainian state independent of Russia. Makhno's courage and mili-
tary prowess were not enough: he did not become "a constructive

national factor in the Ukrainian national revolution."68

Makhno possessed a limited awareness of nationalist currents,
conditioned by his long stay in prison in Russia, by his igno-
rance of the Ukrainian language, and by his anarchist outlook.
This last factor reflected the views of the Russians Bakunin and
Kropotkin. Despite his lack of knowledge of the positions adopted
by nationalist figures such as Hrushevs'kyi and Vynnychenko,
Makhno regarded himself as a Ukrainian. He regretted his inabili-
ty to speak the language properly, and would have published his
memoirs in Ukrainian had he been able.®? He objected to the use
of the term "south of Russia," and accused the Bolsheviks of
chauvinism in using it in preference to "Ukraine."?9 Ukrainian
nationalism found expression on the right-bank in the movement
led by Petliura and Vynnychenko. According to this interpreta-
tion, it was channelled on the left bank into the partisan move-
ment, fighting the same enemies. As the ranks of Makhno's army
filled with nationalists, the ideological character of the move-

ment changed.

€8. Ibid., p.340.
69. N. Makhno, La révolution russe en Ukraine (Paris, 1970), p.16.

70. Makhno, Pod udarami kontr-revoliutsii (Paris, 1936), p.-132.



One source of pressure on Makhno to adopt a more explicitly na-
tionalist outlook may conceivably have been his wife Halyna
Kuz'menko. A former teacher of Ukrainian, she maintained an in-
terest in cultural questions.71 She became an active member of
the Association of Ukrainian Women Teachers when she and Makhno
were internees in Poland. It is unclear how much weight Makhno
attached to his wife's views. Kuz'menko was apparently both emo-
tionally and politically unstable. The long scar that Makhno bore
in later years on his right cheek, running almost to the corner
of his mouth, allegedly resulted from her attempt to kill him in
his sleep during their stay in Poland. At the time she was the
mistress of a Petliurist officer. In 1926 she applied for permis-
sion to return to the USSR, but this was refused. During their
exile Makhno repeatedly separated from her. She was "at heart a

Petliurist, and not a revolutionary."72

The main objection to the nationalist line of analysis is Makh-
no's record of vigorous hostility to the Rada and the Directory.
He maintained this position from the beginning of his political
activity, and repeatedly expressed a complete lack of interest in
the idea of a Ukrainian state. The only example of anything ap-

proaching cooperation with the nationalists was in September

71. E. Goldman, Living my life (New York, 1970), vol.2, p.150. Both Palij.
op.cit., p.154, and Peters, op.cit., p.103, advance this argument.

72. Ida Mett, "Souvenirs sur Nestor Makhno," ([Paris), 1948), p.3-4. An alter-
native and more probable explanation for the scar is that it resulted from a
bullet wound sustained on 22 August 1921, during Makhno's escape to Rumania
(Arshinov, quoting a letter of Makhno's, op.cit., p.200).
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1919. Just before the battle of Peregonovka, Makhno handed his
wounded over to the Petliurists for treatment. He found Petliu-
ra's opportunism and anti-Semitism repellent, and objected to any
form of state authority on principle. Both the nationalists and
the anarchists had other enemies to deal with. The armed neutral-
ity that existed between them, and Makhno's recognition of his
national background, hardly seem sufficient grounds for supposing

him to have been a Petliurist manqué.

Makhno is, of course, something of a hero to anarchists, many of
whom have made extravagant claims on his behalf. To many of the
French student rebels of 1968, the soixante-huitards, for exam-
ple, "Makhno's defeat spelled the defeat of the Revolution; Trot-
sky's victory, the victory of the bureaucratic counter-revolu-
tion."7’3 To an earlier admirer he was a gifted general, a fiery
agitator, an experienced military organiser, a leader and theore-
tician of the peasants, a fearless warrior, a steadfast anar-
chist, a knight surrounded by an aura of romance, a legendary
hero, and a publicist. By his strength of will and loyalty to his
ideas he saved Moscow. He brought anarchism to life iﬁ the minds
of millions, and set an example of selfless and heroic struggle

for liberation from laws, property and government.74

Not all anarchist writing about Makhno is so frankly hagiographi-

73. Cohn-Bendit, op.cit., p.224.

74. A. Nikolaev, "Kratkaia pamiatka o Nestore Makhno," Probuzhdenie no.76-77
(1936), p.31.



cal. Even Arshinov and Volin, the "official" historians of the
Makhnovshchina, permit themselves the occasional word of criti-
cism. There have been several attempts by anarchists or their
sympathisers to interpret the Makhno revolt using a three-stage
periodisation of the Russian revolution and Civil War. The first
of these stages, from February to October 1917, limited itself to
simple objectives - the overthrow of the autocracy, an end to the
war, the provision of enough food. The second stage, beginning
with the Bolshevik coup in October, began with the failure of the
Provisional Government to provide land, peace, or bread. The
third revolution, a stage that the Bolsheviks repressed by force
of arms, was an attempt to carry out a revolution against the
parties. It was initiated by the masses, in pursuit of their
class objectives. The historical manifestations of this revolu-
tion were the Makhno movement in Ukraine, the Antonov rebellion

in Tambov province, and the revolt at Kronstadt.75

The best-known of these is undoubtedly the Kronstadt revolt. The
expression "the third revolution" appeared in the Kronstadt mani-
festo Za chto my boremsia (What we are fighting for) in March
1921.76 The rebels demanded new elections to the Soviets, the
rights of free speech and a free press, the liberation of politi-
cal prisoners, and an authentic policy of land to the tiller.

Much of the content of the Kronstadt programme can be attributed

75. I. Mitchell, "Thoughts on the third Russian revolution," Anarchy no.72
(February 1967), p.60-64.

76. P. Avrich (ed.), The anarchists in the Russian revolution (London, 1973),
p.160.
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to anarchist agitation capitalising on Bolshevik incompetence; in
1921 material conditions in Russia were bad. There is little evi-
dence of social experimentation at Kronstadt, apart from some co-
operative market gardening and recycling of metal waste in 1917;
the fortress was under heavy military pressure in 1921, and there

were no opportunities for reorganisation.

The Antonov rebellion in Tambov province consisted of limited
terrorism and the sharing out of land among the peasants. The re-
volt was at its height only from January until April 1921, when
it was crushed.’? Makhno had more time and more space to experi-
ment in, and he attempted more. He set up communes in Guliai-Pole
and its environs, printed manifestos and programmes, established
contact with urban workers, sent grain to the cities in exchange
for manufactured goods, tried to establish a libertarian school
system, and held conferences and congresses to plan for the fu-

ture.

The crisis of the left cpposition to War Communism came in March
1921, during the 10th Congress of the Communist Party. Fractions
within the party put forward no fewer than seven programmes, in-
cluding the syndicalist Workers' Opposition platform. Peasant in-
surgency was then at its height, not only in Tambov, Ukraine and
Kronstadt, but also in Daghestan and western Siberia. Yet these

manifestations of opposition lacked both coordination and a sin-

77. Chamberlin, op.cit., vol.2, p.437-439.



gle programme. One by one the Soviet government dealt with them,
and by the end of August the crisis was over. Antonov was dead,
the Kronstadt ringleaders were in Finland, Makhno was in Rumania,
the Workers' Opposition had been outmanoeuvred, and the New Eco-

nomic Policy had replaced War Communism.

In the three revolts cited in support of a three-stage periodisa-
tion, closer examination shows that there was either a gradual
transformation of a limited movement into a general insurrection,
or a major change in the circumstances of the rebels themselves.
The Tambov insurgents started off as an obscure terrorist band,
which became the focus for peasant resentment against the grain
requisitions of the War Communism period. Antonov was short on
ideas, but called himself a Socialist Revolutionary. His personal

similarities to Makhno were superficial. Makhno's movement in Uk-
raine, as we shall see in succeeding chapters, followed a clear
line of development from communal libertarianism to military au-
tocracy. In this process, the political views of individual mem-
bers were not of crucial importance. In Kronstadt, Ukrainian
peasant recruits were brought in as reinforcements for the naval
garrison. They brought with them from the countryside both liber-
tarian tendencies and resentment of Bolshevik authoritarianism.
The Kronstadt garrison of 1921 was even more strongly anti-au-

thoritarian than the "Red Kronstadt" of 1917.’8

78. On Kronstadt in 1917 see P. 2. Sivkov, Kronshtadt: stranitsy revoliutsion-
noi istorii (Leningrad, 1972); on the revolt, P. Avrich, Kronstadt 1921
(Princeton, 1970). A more recent study looks at Kronstadt as a democratic mod-
el: I. Getzler, Kronstadt, 1917-1921: the fate of a Soviet democracy (Cam-
bridge, 1983).



It is difficult to see these revolts, even with their many common
features, as part of a creative, forward-looking "third revolu-
tion." Rural and undisciplined, they were an expression as much
of the limited nature of peasant demands, as of a mass desire to
push the revolution further. The urban proletariat mostly re-
mained loyal to the parties. In the main, the peasants were not
interested in the problems of the towns, or of reorganising in-
dustrial production. They were not alienated from the existing
social structure. They wanted to modify it, not to overthrow it,
to return to a "purer" form of the society that they already
knew. They wanted the land, and they wanted to be rid of the

pomeshchiki and the grain requisition detachments.

The Makhnovite movement, because it attracted literate supporters
from the anarchist intelligentsia, is the best-documented of the
"green" rebellions led by atamans such as Zeleny, Struk, or An-
gel'. Historically, anarchism has often been the political ex-
pression of resistance adopted by social classes whose position
is undermined by the historical trend of their times. Typically,
anarchist revolutionaries are rural aristocrats - Bakunin, Kro-
potkin, Tolstoy - or wealthy peasants; rarely are they involved
in centralisation or industrialisation. Anarchists are not so
much anti-nationalist as pre-nationalist. They look back to the

commpnity that preceded the centralised nation-state. Their fu-
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ture is firmly rooted in an idealised past.79

The formal objectives of anarchists such as Volin or Arshinov,
and those of the mass of the Ukrainian peasantry were similar.
The peasants demanded that the social structure should function
properly. They aimed, not to establish a future Utopia, but to
restore a remembered order to a social framework disrupted by war
and invasion and over the years by the depredations of the large
land-owners. The generalised land-hunger made allies of rich and
poor peasants in the countryside, an alliance made all the easier
to build when both could benefit at the land-owners' expense.80
An apparent coincidence of ideology and objective superimposed a
rudimentary anarchism on that section of the peasant revolt that
fell under Makhno's influence. It is perhaps a mistake to attempt
to interpret the Makhnovshchina through its ideology, for even
Makhno admitted that most of his followers were not anarchists.
Nor is it satisfactory to look at the movement as nationalist,
with roots in nineteenth-century romanticism. The peasants showed

little interest in the establishment of a Ukrainian state whose

79. Cf. G. Woodcock, Anarchism (Harmondsworth, 1963), p.444-445; B. Moore Jr.,
Social origins of dictatorship and democracy (Harmondsworth, 1973), p.478; G.
Johnson, Revolution and the social system (Stanford, 1964), p.40-43. But for
an opposing view on the possibility of a forward-looking anarchism, see P.
Marshall, quoting the writings of Tom Nairn (Demanding the impossible [London,
1993), p.547).

80. The Chernyi peredel or "Black Repartition", which started in February
1917, and which took place in Russia and Belarus as well as Ukraine, involved
the use by the peasantry as a whole of the village commune as a mechanism for
land redistribution. It was an adjustment, not a complete redistribution, and
by 1919 the number of landless peasants had dropped by half. See G. Little-
john, A sociology of the Soviet Union (London, 1984), p.44 ff; for more de-
tail, D. G. Atkinson, "The Russian land commune and the revolution," (Ph.D.
dissertation, Stanford University, 1971), passim.



economic demands on them would have been identical to those of

the Russians or the Germans.

Makhno's military role was, perhaps, crucial on one or two occa-
sions. His throwing his weight into the balance on the Bolshevik
side may, Jjust possibly, have saved the revolution. It was Makh-
no's revolutionary integrity that prevented pogroms, that refused
alliance to the White Guards. Grigor'ev, who led a peasant move-
ment so similar to the Makhnovshchina that it was completely ab-
sorbed by it after his assassination, was not so principled, and
his men committed atrocities of conspicuous brutality against the

Jews.

Makhnovshchina was a coalition of two trends, both resentful of
change and both likely to decline in influence in a modernised
society. The petty-bourgeois anarchists made common cause with
various strata of the Ukrainian peasantry, which were generally
not capable of constructive action or solidarity except under ex-
treme pressure. Together they fought a rear-guard action against
a revolution which they feared, perhaps unreasonably, might rob
them of everything. The perception, rather than the living reali-
ty, was the determinant motive. The third element, the catalyst,
was the extraordinary and unstable personality of Nestor Makhno.
His recklessness, his uncompromising revolutionary fervour, his
tactical sense, and his gift of leadership were the qualities de-
manded by the moment. The contradictions between anarchism and

the revolution that the Bolsheviks were making, and between the
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aspirations of peasants and anarchists, could be forgotten or ig-

nored in the excitement of the struggle under such a leader.



MAP 2
Makhno and the anarchists, 1917-1920

@  Centres of the Confederation of
Anarchist Organizations (Napat), 1918

@ Anarchist conferences. with gates
' Nestor Makhno, the Ukrainian anarchist, was $ Makhno's Headquarters 1918-1320
imprisoned for terrorismin 1907, at the age of . Makhno's principai military activit

eighteen. Released in February 1977, he
organized a peasant army, and established

control over a large area of southern Russia.

He defeated the Austrians at Dibrivki (Sept 1918) 0 100
and the Ukrainian nationaiists at Ekatennosiav D ————
(Nov1918). In 1919 he allied with the Miles

Boisheviks, defeating two anti- Boishevik
armies, Denikin's at Peregonovia (Sept 1919)
and Wranget's in the Crimea (June 1920).
Makhno himsetf was then attacked continuously
by the Boisheviks and fled {November 1920) via @ Tamhk
Rumania to France, where he died in 1935

RUMANIA

. Black Sea

Source: Martin Gilbert, Russian history atlas (London, 1972), map 95.



I11. NESTOR MAKHNO: THE MAKING OF AN ANARCHIST

The Ukrainian village of Guliai-Pole, in Aleksandrovsk district,
Ekaterinoslav province, dates from Russia's expansion to the
south in the eighteenth century. The settlement sprawls across
the river Gaichur, about seven kilometres from the railway line
to Ekaterinoslav, the nearest city of any size. The fiat plain of
the steppe proper is broken only by gullies and ravines and by
the ancient mounds of the Scythians. It stretches away southwards
to the cliffs and lagoons of the Sea of Azov and eastwards to the
Donets ridge. The wooded steppe in the northwest slopes gently
down to the south and east, drained by the Dnepr, the Bug, and
the Dnestr. These turbulent but slcw-moving rivers are shallow
through the summer but overflow in the spring thaws, when the
gullies fill with water, dotting the endless plain with ponds and

lakes.

The early thaws, hot summers, and long dry autumns of the Ukraine
contrast sharply with its severe winters, especially in the east.
There, climatic conditions range over extremes of heat and cold.

The rich black soil with its thick layer of loess covers perhaps
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two-thirds of the Ukraine, making it one of the world's most fer-

tile grain-producing areas.

In the typical settlement pattern of the southern steppes Guliai-
Pole had grown by the end of the nineteenth century to a town of
over 30,000 people. It was about eight kilometres in length, with
cobbled streets and brick buildings. The growing bourgeoisie had
built banks, a post and telegraph office, and two Orthodox chur-
ches. The bazaars and markets of the town were the source of a
modest fame; there was a police station, a hospital, the volost'’
administration building, and several schools. This prosperity
rested on the output of a few iron-foundries, flour-mills, and a
farm-machinery factory dotted along the ribbon development be-

tween the river and the railway.

The beginnings of industrialisation had created a small prole-
tariat, peasant workers at most a generation away from the land.
Mill-workers came seasonally from Poltava or Chernigov in the
north, to live in barracks on the outskirts of the town. Others
worked in the factories or foundries, or in the homes of the mid-
dle-class as domestic servants.1 Jews, Great Russians, and German

settlers lived in the area, but the peasants were overwhelmingly

1. Anatol' Hak (pseud.), Vid Huliai-Polia do N'iu-Iorku (Neu Ulm, 1973), p.21;
Victor Peters, Nestor Makhno (Winnipeg, [1970]), p.16-18; BSE 2nd ed., s.v.
"Guliai-Pole". Peters' chapter on Makhno's early life was substantially based
on information provided by Hak (Ivan Antypenko), an emigre native of Guliai-
Pole who subsequently published his memoirs.




Ukrainian, many of them former serfs.?

One such was Ivan Mikhnenko, born a serf on the estate of a land-
owner called Shabel'skii, in the village of Shagarov, about seven
kilometres from Guliai-Pole.3 When the emancipation of 1861 freed
Mikhnenko, along with millions of others, he continued to work as
a groom and ox-herd for his former master. When his wife was ex-
pecting her fifth child, Mikhnenko left his job and entered ser-
vice with a Jewish merchant. This man, Kerner, owned a factory in
Guliai-Pole, a shop and over 500 hectares of land.4 After nearly
a year as Kerner's coachman Ivan Mikhnenko died, leaving his wife

to bring up five small sons by herself.>

The youngest, Nestor Ivanovich, had been born on 27 October 1889,

and never knew his father, who had died when he was only 11

2. The 1897 census showed a population mix in Aleksandrovsk district of 82.5
percent Ukrainians, 6.9 percent Russians, 5.1 percent Jews and 5.2 percent
Germans. M. Kordouba, Le territoire et la population de l'Ukraine (Berne,
1919), p.94-95.

3. The family name was Mikhnenko, but they also used the alternative form
Makhno, either alone or hyphenated as Mikhnenko-Makhno. In exile in the 1920s
Makhno reverted to the less widely-known form. Ida Mett, "Souvenirs sur Nestor
Makhno," ([Paris]), 1948), p.l; Volin, "Nestor Makhno", Delo truda no.82
(1934), p.4.

4. Hak, op.cit., p.24n.

5. Nestor Makhno, "Zapiski," Anarkhicheskii vestnik no.l (1923), p.16-17; Hak,
op.cit., p.28 mentions only four sons.



o

months o0l1d.® His earliest memories were of deprivation and the
struggle to make ends meet. The family lived in a little hut near
the market square, on the edge of town. They were too poor, in a

semi-rural community, even to afford to keep pigs or chickens.’

As an infant, Nestor was given out for adoption to a neighbouring
landowner. His mother took him back when she felt that he was not
being given enough attention.® only when the little boys were old
enough to work did things begin to improve financially. By the
age of seven, Nestor was already herding oxen and cattle for lo-

cal farmers.9

At the age of eight his mother sent him to the elementary school
in Guliai-Pole for two years. According to his own testimony, he
was an apt pupil, and studied hard at first. When winter came and
the river froze over, he would play truant with the other boys

for weeks on end, spending his time skating. He would set off for

6. Makhno, op.cit., p.16-17. Makhno's year of birth is given as 1884 by N. V.
Gerasimenko, "Makhno", Istorik i sovremennik vol.3 (1922), p.151, followed in-
ter alia by BSE 1lst and 2nd eds., s.v. "Makhnovshchina", Sovetskaia Istori-
cheskaia Entsiklopediia, s.v. "Makhno, N. I.", and Ukrains’'kyi Radians’'kyi
Entsyklopedychnyi Slovnyk, s.v. "Makhno". Makhno himself, his wife Halina
Kuz'menko, in "Vidpovid' na stattiu Pomer Makhno v Novii Pori vid 9-ho serpnia
1934 roku, hor. Detroita, Mich." Probuzhdenie no.50-51 (1934), p.17; and P. A.
Arshinov, Istoriia makhnovskogo dvizheniia (Berlin, 1923), p.49 all agree on

1889. S. N. Semanov, "Makhnovschchina i ee krakh," Voprosy istorii no.9
(1966), p.38n, gives 1884 with the comment "according to some sources 1889."
In his more recent article in BSE, 3rd ed., s.v. "Makhno", Semanov accepts
1889.

7. Hak, op.cit., p.28.
8. Makhno, "Mon autobiographie, [no.l)" Le Libertaire (19 March 1926), p.2.

9. Arshinov, op.cit., p.49.



school with his books, and return home tired and hungry, not from
study but from his vigorous games. This truancy lasted until
Shrove-tide, when the young Nestor, playing with one of his
friends by the river, fell through the melting ice and almost
drowned. He was afraid to go home, and ran instead to his uncle's

house, arriving in a state of near-collapse.

Of course, the uncle informed Makhno's mother. After the boy had
been given a rubbing-down with alcohol, he received a beating
that prevented him from sitting at his studies for some time.
From then onwards he became a diligent pupil. He passed the win-
ters in study and the summefs as a hired labourer for a rich
farmer, tending his sheep and cows. At threshing time he drove

the farmer's bullock carts, earning 25 kopeks a day.10

By 1899, when he was ten, Makhno's elder brothers had married,
and had children, and even the youngest son had to go to work.
After his two years in the elementary school he had a series of
jobs as a farm boy, and as an apprentice in a dye factory. Later,
when he had grown bigger and stronger, he worked in the Guliai-
Pole iron foundry, painting and repairing machinery; he also work-
ed in the smelting section.ll His contact with the foundry work-
ers may have had some influence on the formation of his political

outlook, for metal-workers were well-known for their radical ac-

10. Makhno, "Zapiski", p.17-18.

11. Idem.; Kuz'menko, op.cit., p.17; Hak, op.cit., p.28.
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tivism.12
Makhno resented the conditions of grinding poverty in which he
grew up. Much later he wrote,
"It was at this time that I began to feel a kind of anger, of mal-
ice, even of hatred, for the landlords and above all for their
progeny; against the young idlers who passed me by, all plump,
hale and hearty, well-dressed, smelling of perfume, whereas I was

dirty, in rags, barefoot, and stinking of the dung heap, busy
mucking out the cattle sheds."

It is tempting to try to reconstruct from our fragmentary Kknow-
ledge of Makhno's early years, a picture of deprivation and in-
justice that left him with no choice but to become a revolution-
ary. The poverty of his home and the sight of his mother strug-
gling alone to feed and clothe her children must have affected
his later outlook. His attachment to his mother was very strong.
Even as an adult he continued to harbour a grudge against a pol-
iceman who, many years before, had slapped her during a house-
search. When he encountered the man in Guliai-Pole after his rel-
ease from prison in 1917, Makhno refrained from shooting him on

the spot only with the greatest difficulty.14

The oppression of the peasantry by the Russians and the German

colonists, and the harsh working conditions on the farms and in

12. P. I. Lyashchenko, History of the national economy of Russia (New York,
1970), p.693.

13. Makhno, "Mon autobiographie, [no.2}," Le Libertaire (26 March 1926), p.2;
see also Arshinov, op.cit., p.49.

14. Makhno, La révolution russe en Ukraine (Paris, 1970), p.34.



the factories aroused his resentment. However, many others had
the same experiences and did not become anarchists, or even revo-
lutionaries. To attribute, for instance, the partisan reign of
terror in Mennonite settlements during the Civil War, by a simple
chain of cause and effect, to Makhno's desire for revenge for in-
justices suffered in his youth, is to ignore the colonists' posi-
tion in the class structure of Russo-Ukrainian society. It is to
parody by overstatement the role of the individual in history.15
The influences that turn rebellious instinct into revolutionary
maturity are more complex. The transformation of the village
leader into the insurgent general of 1920 cannot be explained
gig@ only in terms of his youthful suffering. Makhno's dislike of
his former employers, like his ability as a military leader, may
well have influenced the pattern of events in 1919 and 1920 in
important ways. However, it was only because he held an influen-
tial position as a peasant chieftain, that his predilections and
resentments (those characteristics which Plekhanov called the

"accidents of private life"), become historically important.16

The development of economic and social relations in the southern
borderlands of the Russian Empire created the conditions for a
man such as Makhno to become a significant historical figure.

Those relations provided the foundation for the general trend of

15. Frank Epp makes exactly this point in his "Mennonites in the Soviet
Union™, in Richard H. Marshall (ed.), Aspects of religion in the Soviet Union,
1917-1967 (Chicago, 1971), p.290.

16. G. V. Plekhanov, "The role of the individual in history”, in his Fundamen-
tal problems of Marxism (London, 1969), p.157.




events. They defined the ways in which Makhno's personality and
abilities could affect the course of the revolution. As we shall
see, when the movement that he led pursued ends that were in tune
with the general trend, then it was outstandingly successful.
When Makhno began to struggle against the modernising revolution
of the Bolsheviks, a party of great theoretical and practical so-
phistication with the ability to adapt its strategy to changing
circumstances, he failed. It is a measure of his gifts that his
resistance to Bolshevism lasted so long. It is hardly an in-

dication of the viability of the anarchist vision.

Makhno's character was the result of various psychological and
environmental processes, some of which showed themsélves in his
conduct in direct ways. He was small and physically weak, with a
pock-marked face and a pasty complexion. As a young man, his fea-
tures were delicate, almost girlish. He drank excessively, and
his health was poor.17 Gifted with native intelligence, he re-
ceived only the most rudimentary education. He harnessed his an-
ger towards his oppressors in the service of the romantic and
nostalgic ideology of anarchism. Flung into prison, with neither
the mental self-reliance of the intellectual nof the class out-

look of the proletarian to sustain him, he absorbed the theoreti-
cal maxims of anarchism with enthusiasm. Later, he was to apply

these great abstractions with the murderous literalness of his

17. Bak, op.cit., p.29. There have been attempts to deny that Makhno was a
lifelong heavy drinker, e.g. Augustin Souchy in Der Spiegel no.51 (1969),
p.165. But even Volin admitted that Makhno was a compulsive drinker; La
révolution inconnue (Paris, 1947), p.6é82.



essentially reductive temperament.

The importance of the '"accidents" of private life is relative.18
They only become historically apparent at the nexus of enormous
forces. The economic processes of which man is both collectively
the creator, and individually the creature, are the determinants
of history, no matter how complex the network of accidents may
be. Makhno was the most articulate and the most successful of the
peasant insurgent leaders - Grigor'ev, Angel', Zeleny, Struk, An-
tonov - and crucially he survived to tell his tale. If a gendarme
had killed him in 1906, or if he had stayed in Moscow in 1917,
the peasants of the Ukraine would still have resisted the Whites

and the Bolsheviks without him.

His talents met the needs of his time and his class, and the way
was open for him to exercise them. For all his tactical ability
and oratorical persuasiveness, he could not at a stroke introduce
into the Ukraine, or even into Guliai-Pole, a socio-economic sys-
tem that contradicted the development of productive forces. Nei-
ther Makhno nor any other anarchist could turn the clock back to
the crude village communism without authority or the state, which

was their only vision of the future.

As a young man Makhno turned his hand to a variety of trades. He

may even have served as an apprentice for a time to a haberdash-

18. Plekhanov, op.cit., p.164. It might also be argued that an "accident" is
simply an inadequately theorised historical occurrence.
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ery shop in Mariupol' on the Sea of Azov. His indolence and sur-
liness, so the story goes, led to his dismissal after he had cut
off his employer's coat-buttons.1? By the age of sixteen, after
the revolution of 1905, Makhno's vague hatred of the bourgeoisie
and the landowners had changed into a desire for action. At first
he fell under the influence of the Social Democrats and even

helped them to distribute their pamphlets.20

The local Chernosotentsy, or Black Hundreds, an arch-reactionary
anti-semitic organisation, had attempted to foment pogroms in
Guliai-Pole. They were led by an examining magistrate from Alek-
sandrovsk, but met strong working-class opposition.21 Such tac-
tics by 1local conservativés, the gradualism of even the most pro-
gressive members of the Tsarist government, and the empty prom-
ises of political reform without any attempt to satisfy economic
demands, only stirred the peasants and workers to intensify the
struggle. In Guliai-Pole there were some strikes and arson, but
Cossack units crushed the revolt. The next year, in 1906, at the

age of seventeen, Makhno joined an anarchist-communist group.22

19. Gerasimenko, op.cit., p.151. This unreliable account was republished in
the USSR as Bat'ko Makhno: memuary belogvardeitsa (Moscow, 1928), and in Po-
land in instalments by Iu. Petrovych, "Makhno: istoriia odnoho povstanskocho
vatashka, na osnovi Istorika i Sovremennika", Nedilia vol.8, nos.40-46 (1935).
Ccf. Arshinov, op.cit., p.7.

20. Makhno, "Mon autobiographie," Le Libertaire (2 April 1926), p.3.
21. Makhno, La révolution russe, p.225.

22. Makhno, "Zapiski", p.18; Arshinov, op.cit., p.49.
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The anarchist-communists believed that the society of the future
would consist of loose confederations of producers' associations,
in which agricultural and industrial labour would exist side by
side. Distinctions between inferior and superior work, between
workers by hand and workers by brain, would vanish. This disap-
pearance of the division of labour would result in a return to an
idyllic and organic communal society in which all would work from

free will.

The founder of this tendency, the mild and scholarly Prince Petr
Kropotkin, had been a discipline of Bakunin, but his doctrine
differed from his mentor's on one crucial point. Kropotkin's
criterion for the distribution of goods was need, not work. Pay-
ment for labour was not to be related to the amount of work done,
but to the requirements of the individual doing it. Individuals
were even to be the assessors of their own wants, taking whatever

they desired from the common store.

Kropotkin had studied social formations in Siberia, and watch-
makers' communes in the Jura mountains of Switzerland. His obser-
vations led to him to the conclusion that the rise of the state
in the post-mediaeval period was an aberration in the general
trend of European history. He rejected much of what he saw as
Darwin's theory of evolutionary struggle, and pointed instead to
cooperative systems among animals and men. The guilds, peasant
communes, and autonomous artels of the past were the models for

A 9
¢
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his description of the future society.23

This anti-authoritarian and anti-centralist doctrine had a strong
appeal in the rigidly autocratic Tsarist state. The twin process-
es of urbanisation and industrialisation in Russia had, by the
turn of the century, caused major social changes.24 These includ-
ed a shift away from the traditional relationship of the landed
aristocracy and the peasantry as the central fulcrum of society.
Anarchist-communism promised an end to the process in its contem-
porary form and a return to the centre of the stage for the peas-
ant and the pomeshchik. Whether Makhno at seventeen could articu-
late his feelings about industrialisation, his whole background
must have disposed him to sympathy with such a doctrine. Besides,
his brothers were already supporters, if not members, of the lo-

cal group.25

During the Stolypin reaction, from 1906 to 1910, the anarchist-
communists saw their immediate task as a struggle against police
oppression using terrorist violence. This was a continuation of
the tactics adopted during 1905. Southern anarchist groups such

as the Chernoznamentsy (followers of the Black Flag) had bombed,

23. These doctrines are expounded at length in Kropotkin's La conquéte du pair
(Paris, 1892), Fields, factories and workshops (London, 1899), and Mutual aic
(London, 1902).

24. For a detailed account of nineteenth century urbanisation, which includes
Ukraine, see T. Fedor, Patterns of urban growth in the Russian empire during
the nineteenth century (University of Chicago, Dept. of Geography Research Pa-
per no.l163, 1975).

25, Hak, op.cit., p.28.



robbed, blackmailed and sabotaged with great energy but little
result. Sometimes they killed themselves in the process. Many
activists in such groups were youths of Makhno's age.26 After the
1905 revolution, the sectarianism of these groups of fanatics,
and pressure from the forces of reaction, significantly weakened
the anarchist movement, which had always been numerically unim-
portant. Most of the militants were dead, in gaol, or exiled, and

the survivors were isolated.

The Guliai-Pole organisation called itself the "Peasants' Group
of Anarchist-Communists," and through a Russified Czech propagan-
dist called Vol'demar Antoni maintained links with the anarchist-

27 The group's specifically

communist group in Ekaterinoslav.
"peasant" character showed itself in the focus of its terrorist
activity, almost exclusively against the rural bourgeoisie ancd

the district police.28

The core of the group consisted of a dozen or so members, most of
whom were peasants, with a much larger fringe of hangers-on. The
members held political classes in each other's homes or in the
open air. They used code-names, and even had a period of proba-
tion for initiates. Nevertheless, they were tactically and organ-

isationally unsophisticated. They later testified that all their

26. P. Avrich, The Russian anarchists (Princeton, 1967), p.44.

27. G. Novopolin, "Makhno i guliai-pol'skaia gruppa anarkhistov, po ofitsial'-
nym dannym," Katorga i ssylka no.34 (1927), p.71; cf. Hak, op.cit., p.25.

28. Novopolin, loc.cit.
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actions were strictly political. Their activities were governed

entirely by the notion of freedom for the people.29

There was some degree of overlap with the Ekaterinoslav group,
with which relations were close. The group was very much influ-
enced by a prominent local anarchist, the army deserter Aleksandr
Semeniuta, who was one of its leading members. Most of the expro-
priations and assassinations of the group, which was active be-

tween September 1906 and July 1908, were carried out locally.3°

Makhno's role in the group remains unclear. According to one ac-
count the other members did not trust him because he was an ha-
bitual drunkard. In such a condition, he was aggressive and talk-
ative, and liked to pick fights.31 He was also technically incom-
petent. On one occasion the saucepan that he had used while mak-

ing a bomb exploded on his mother's stove. 32

The first robbery carried out by the group was very modest. On
the evening of 5/18 September 1906 three men smeared with soot
appeared at the home of a merchant called Pleshchiner and demand-
ed money, threatening him with revolvers and a bomb. The trader
gave them 163 rubles, some rings, and a gold watch. On 10/23 Oct-

ober, four masked men, armed with revolvers and daggers, carried

29. Ibid., p.75.
30. Ibid., p.71.
31. Hak, op.cit., p.29.

32. Mett, op.cit., p.l.
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out a similar robbery. They demanded money for the starving from
their victim, and escaped with 151 rubles.33 wWith the money the
group bought a hectographic printing machine. They began to pro-
duce leaflets and tracts attacking the Stolypin land reforms, and

calling for mass struggle against the kulaks.

The third expropriation was more significant - not least in its
choice of victim. The target was the merchant and manufacturer
Mark Kerner, nicknamed the Croesus of Guliai-Pole, the former emp-
loyer of Ivan Mikhnenko. He was robbed by three assailants whose
faces were smeared with mud. The expropriators locked an electri-
cian who happened to be present into an office, and after a
search got away with 425 rubles and an ingot of silver. Mean-
while, Kerner's wife had sent her maid to fetch help, but the rob-
bers had stationed guards in the kitchen and outside, and her
ruse failed. According to Kerner's later testimony there were
seven members of the gang, who all seemed very nervous, for he

noticed that their hands were shaking.

Two days after this incident, on 15/28 November 1906, to rub salt
into the merchant's wounded self-esteem, the expropriators sent
him a letter. They expressed their regret and irritation that
they had taken so little money from him. The "detachment of armed
workers," as they styled themselves, told Kerner that they knew

that.he had informed the police of the robbery. They warned him

33. Novopolin, op.cit., p.72.
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that if the investigations continued his home would be pombed . 34

It is probable that the robbers singled out Kerner, who was among
the richest men in the area, for this particularly vindictive
treatment because of his wealth. It is tempting nonetheless to
hypothesise that there may have been a connection between Ivan
Mikhnenko's death in Kerner's employ, and his son's membership of
the group that later harassed the local "Croesus." Vol'demar An-

toni was also an employee of Kerner's.3>

Makhno was probably already under surveillance by the local po-
lice, although they did not yet connect him with the expropria-
tions. In late 1906 he was arrested for the first time, on suspi-
cion of the murder of a rural police constable. He was acquitted

and released immediately.36

After the attack on Kerner the anarchists lay low for the rest of
the winter and through the spring. In August 1907 they attempted
a fourth expropriation, this time in the Gaichur settlement, a
suburb of Guliai-Pole near the railway station. Four armed men,
well-dressed but disguised with dark glasses, burst into the
house of a merchant named Gurevich late one night. They demanded
money in the name of the anarchist-communists. This was the first
occasion on which the group had identified itself during a rob-

bery. Unfortunately for the expropriators, Gurevich's nephew re-

34. I—dem.
35. Ibid., p.73.

36. Makhno, op.cit., p.18.
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fused to be intimidated and raised a hue-and-cry. The four seized
a post-office wagon near the railway station and galloped away,
shooting as they went to discourage pursuit. The wagon was later

found abandoned.37

This fiasco did not, apparently, deter the group. On 19 October/1
November 1907 they ambushed a post-office cart in a ravine be-
tween the station and the village. They raked the cart with gun-
fire, killing a postman, a village constable, and a horse. The
cart driver managed to escape on the surviving beast. When he re-
turned with the authorities, they discovered that the mail had

not been tampered with.

The series of robberies baffled the local police, who had not
discovered any clues to the identities of the members of the
group. Immediately after the ambush of the postal cart the anar-
chists' luck turned for the worse. A prisoner in Ekaterinoslav
gaol, one Iakov Brin, informed the police during an interrogation
that he knew the names of the ambushers. According to Brin, a fel-
low-prisoner named Nazarii Zuichenko had confided to him in Alek-
sandrovsk district prison that he had taken part in the attack.
He named his companions as Konstantin Pukhilo, Ivan Levadnyi and
others. The assault had been largely the brainchild of Vol'demar
Antoni, who had provided the assailants with their weapons. Zui-

chenko later changed his story and denied that he had participat-

37. Novopolin, op.cit., p.72.
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ed in the ambush. He did admit that he was an anarchist and an
agrarian terrorist, and had set fire in the past to the proper-
ties of the pomeshchiki.38 Makhno and Antoni, claimed Zuichenko,

knew and trusted him, and had confided in him.3?

More evidence was soon forthcoming. The police gquestioned two
peasants named Tkachenko and Prokopenko. Tkachenko testified that
Makhno, Anton Bondarenko and Prokopii Semeniuta had all taken
part in the ambush of the postal wagon. Semeniuta had also taken
part in the earlier robberies. The peasant Prokopenko testified
about the gang's activities, naming Makhno, Cherniavskii, and Tka-
chenko, as well as several others. In late 1907, the police ar-
rested Makhno again, on suspicion of having committed political
murders and expropriations. Again, they could not prove the
charges, and had to release Makhno after a short while, this time
on the surety of a local factory-owner.4° The police stepped up

their harassment of the group.

The anarchists were active despite the police investigations. On
10/23 April 1908 Ivan Levadnyi, Naum Al'tgauzen, and two or three
others set off from Guliai-Pole towards Bogodarovsk settlement in
Aleksandrovsk district, some 42 kilometres away. Later in the day
a merchant called Levin was robbed of 600 rubles and some gold by

five armed men whose faces were smeared with soot. There was some

38. Ibid., p.73; the term used by Novopolin is uchastnik agrarnogo terrora.
39. Ibid., p.72-73.

40. Makhno, op.cit., p.18.
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shooting. On 13/26 May the merchant Shindler was the victim of an
attempted robbery, during which his daughter received a gunshot
wound. In the confusion the expropriators made their escape, but
without any money. It was a familiar pattern. On 9/22 July the
group attacked the government wine-shop in Novoselovke, near Gul-
iai-Pole, and shot and killed D'iachenko, a shop-assistant. D'ia-
chenko's wife at once raised a terrible cry, and the assailants

took to their heels in alarm.

By 28 July/10 August the police were ready to move against the
anarchist group. They tracked down several members at a meeting
in Levadnyi's house, and in the ensuing gun-battle Prokopii Se-
meniuta and a police constable, Lepetchenko were killed.4! wWhen
the police showed Semeniuta's clothing to D'iachenko's widow, she
confirmed that one the men who had killed her husband had worn
the same garments. The police arrested Zuichenko, Klim Kiri-
chenko, Sergei Zablodskii, Petr Onishchenko and the Bcndarenko
brothers, and they were all exiled by administrative order. Anto-

ni served a one-month gaol term. 42

The detective in charge of the investigations into the group was
a local policeman named Karachentsev. To expose the group and its
activities, he had resorted to the standard weapon in the armoury

of the Tsar's security forces, the agent provocateur. He had in-

41. Hak says that Makhno did not kill Lepetchenko himself as some writers have
claimed, and that he was not even present at this meeting (op.cit., p.29).

42. Novopolin, op.cit., p.73-73.
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filtrated his men into membership of the group, where they played
an active part in the series of assaults and robberies. The anar-
chists exposed and executed at least one of these agents. From
information provided by the others, Karachentsev compiled a pro-
visional membership list for the organisation. He discovered that
its nominal leader and supplier of weapons was Vol'demar

Antoni.43

It was the lack of concrete evidence which hindered Karachentsev
most. He knew who he wanted, but could prove nothing against
them. After the death of his agent Kushnir, Karachentsev decided
to take direct action himself. He had heard that Aleksandr Semen-
iuta was in hiding in Ekaterinoslav. So, disguised in the clothes
of a former member of the group, he set off for the city. By a
series of accidents he discovered the man he suspected of Kush-
nir's murder, a certain Khshiva. Khshiva had on his person a
Browning pistol that had belonged to the police constable killed
at Levadnyi's house. From this beginning Karachentsev tracked
down other members of the group in another part of Ekaterinoslav,

and he arrested Lisovskii, Levadnyi, Zuichenko and Al'tgauzen.

Levadnyi was the first to break under interrogation. He described

43. The members were: Aleksandr Semeniuta, Prokopii Semeniuta, Nestor Makhno,
Vol'demar Antoni, Ivan Levadnyi, Nazarii 2Zuichenko, Klim Kirichenko, Petr On-
ishchenko, Anton and Igor Bondarenko, Filipp Cherniavskii, Ivan Shevchenko,
and Sergei Zablodskii, all residents of Guliai-Pole; and Sergei Ivanov, Efim
Orlov, Naum Al'tgauzen, and Ol'khov, temporary residents. They were all peas-
ants except Al'tgauzen, who was a bourgeois (meshchanin). There were several
fringe members including two other bourgeois and a girl, Mariia Martynova. Not
all those brought to trial were core members. Ibid., p.71, p.74.



the whole series of robberies and killings, starting with Plesh-
chiner and continuing through the ambush of the post-office wagon
up to the shooting of Lepetchenko. Al'tgauzen confessed to par-
ticipation in the robberies from Shindler and Kerner.44 In later
years Makhno was to hold Al'tgauzen responsible, as an agent
provocateur, for the downfall of the group. In the event he was
indicted with the others.43 Zzuichenko also confessed. Karachent-
sev arrested more anarchists, including Shevchenko, and Li-

sovskii's mistress Mariia Martynova.

Zuichenko's testimony provided Karachentsev with the detailed
evidence he needed to bring the suspects to trial. Antoni, the
group's first leader, had fled to Belgium. He maintained his con-
tacts with the group, acting as a supplier of weapons and explo-
sives. The local man with responsibility for armaments was Shev-
chenko. After Antoni's flight, Aleksandr Semeniuta had become the
dominant figure in the organisation. Zuichenko described the
group's meetings, which took place most often at Levadnyi's
house, but also at Shevchenko's and Onishchenko's, where they
planned the expropriations and assigned tasks. He revealed that
they had planned to assassinate Karachentsev, and to shift their
centre of activity to Ekaterinoslav. This was the reason for Se-

meniuta's removal to the suburb of Amur.

44. Ibid., p.74.

45. Ibid., p.71; Makhno, op.cit., p.18.
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After his success in Ekaterinoslav, Karachentsev telegraphed to
his colleagues in Guliai-Pole with instructions to arrest Nestor
Makhno, Onishchenko, Cherniavskii, Gorelik and 0O1l'khov. Through-
out August 1908 a series of confrontations, confessions, accusa-
tions and counter-accusations took place as the group fell apart
and its members tried to save their skins. Khshiva betrayed Gore-
1ik and O0l'khov; Al'tgauzen betrayed Makhno and Cherniavskii; Le-
vadnyi and Zuichenko joined in. Through it all Makhno refused to

admit anything.46

On 1/14 September the police intercepted a note from Makhno to
Levadnyi, telling him to "take the matter into [his] own
hands."47 The prosecutor later made much of this. Makhno ex-
plained it simply as an exhortation to Levadnyi not to attempt to
shift his guilt onto the shoulders of the other members of the
group. The authorities produced another note from Makhno at the
trial, referring in guarded terms to the planning of a possible

escape attempt.48

By now the police had found more witnesses in Guliai-Pole. Shev-
chenko's brother was willing to testify that he had been hiding
bombs in the courtyard, and that the group had held meetings at

his house. He claimed that he had seen them in possession of

46. Novopolin, op.cit., p.75.
47. Idem.

48. Ibid., p.76; Makhno, loc.cit.

- 82 -



large sums of money and of arms. 49

Aleksandr Semeniuta had escaped to Belgium. He sent Karachentsev
an insulting letter, addressing him as '"the spotted devil," and
inviting him to come to Belgium, "where there is freedom of
speech, and one can talk freely."so In the autumn of 1909 Semen-
iuta came back to Guliai-Pole to seek revenge for the death of
his brother Prokopii. He ambushed Karachentsev outside a local
theatre, shooting him dead and escaping. In 1911 he returned,
this time in the company of a young girl, also an anarchist.
Makhno's brother let the couple stay at his house, and removed
himself to his mother's. An informer spotted the pair and told
the police, who surrounded the house. In the gun-battle that fol-
lowed the police set fire to the building. Semeniuta refused to

surrender and shot himself; the girl was wounded. >1

At a preliminary hearing Zuichenko, Khshiva and Al'tgauzen re-
tracted their earlier statements, alleging that they were made
under duress, by beatings and threats. Makhno continued to deny
membership of any kind of association, and repeated his explana-
tion of the note to Levadnyi. He disclaimed the message about the
planned escape; he had found it in the toilet. But Zuichenko

again confessed to everything and betrayed them all.

49. Novopolin, op.cit., p.75-76.
50. Ibid., p.76.

51. Hak, op.cit., p.30-31.
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Khshiva was hanged on 17/30 June 1909 by order of a court mar-
tial. Levadnyi died of typhus in the prison barracks.>2 Antoni
and Ol'khov had escaped abroad. The charge against the others al-
leged that
"in the autumn of 1906, in Guliai-Pole, Aleksandrovsk district,
Ekaterinoslav province, in an area declared to be under a state of
special security, [they] did join, organise and direct a criminal
association which had as its declared aim open violence against
and assaults on the lives and personal security of private and
well-to-do persons, in the realisation of which aim the associa-
tion had at its disposal explosive projectiles, and Nagana, Maus-
er, and other types of revolver; that they did organise meetings
in the homes of the several members, where they worked out plans
for the various successive robberies and assaults and for the as-
signment of various roles to the participants in such assaults;

and that there the allocation of arms belonging to the association
was supervised and took place in due order."

In addition, the arraignments accused Makhno and the others, ex-
cept Lisovskii and Martynova, of the expropriations from Bruk,
Kerner and Gurevich, under articles of the penal code that car-

ried the death penalty.

The prisoners stayed in custody in Aleksandrovsk for a vyear,
while the police completed their investigations. During the win-
ter they established contact with members of the group who were
still at large. They planned an escape for 5/18 January 1910,
when they were to be transferred to Ekaterinoslav. They abandoned

the attempt when their escort recognised their contact at the

52. Hak says that Levadnyi escaped and died of exposure in a blizzard
(op.cit., p.29).

53. Novopolin, op.cit., p.76-77.



railway station. The prisoners' chances of survival in a tempera-

ture of 27 degrees below zero would have been slim at best.>4

The case came up at the Odessa District Court Martial.>> A tempo-
rary court in Ekaterinoslav heard it in March 1910, and found
Makhno guilty, sentencing him to death by hanging. He lived as a
condemned prisoner for fifty-two days, until the authorities com-
muted his death sentence, partly thanks to his youth (he was not
21 until October), and partly thanks to his mother's efforts on
his behalf.®® 1In July 1911 Makhno started to serve a term of
twenty years hard labour in the notoriously brutal Butyrka prison

in north-west Moscow.>’

Sek fo i il
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The Tsar had founded the Butyrka in the 1770s to house the cap-
tured rebels of the Pugachev peasant insurrection. It consisted
of four large barracks clustered round the Pugachev tower, where
the peasant leader Emilian Pugachev had spent his last days be-
fore his execution in 1775. Most of the buildings dated from the

1870s; the exercise yards were spacious and the cells "adequately

54. Makhno, "Mon autobiographie, no.6" Le L:ibertaire (23 April 1926), p.3.
" 55, Novopeolin, op.cit., p.77; Kuz'menko, op.cit., p.1l7.

56. This fact would support the 1889 birth date (see above, note 6). Mett,
op.cit., p.l; Kuz'menko, op.cit., p.17; Makhno, "Zapiski", p.l18; Arshinov,
op.cit., p.49-50; Makhno, La révolution russe, p.226. Arshinov dates the trial
in 1908. BSE, 1lst ed., and 2nd ed., both put it in 1907 "for robbing the Ber-
diansk treasury".

57. Novopolin, op.cit., p.77; Makhno, "Zapiski", p.18, and Kuz'menkc, op.cit.,

p.17, both say life imprisonment. See also Arshinov, op.cit., p.50; and I.
Teper, Xakhno (Moscow, 1924), p.22.



ventilated."3® Feliks Dzerzhinskii, later head of the Cheka and
an implacable enemy of Makhnovshchina, was Makhno's fellow-pris-
oner from September 1916 to March 1917. He complained that al-
though "the manual labour revitalises me to a certain extent,"
still "life is monotonous and empty."59 Despite Dzerzhinskii's
relative contentment the regime of the prison was severe. Prison-

ers were often harshly punished for breaches of the regulations.

The years that Makhno spent in prison for this series of ill-
planned and inconsequential political crimes changed the course
of his life. It was in gaol that he met Petr Arshinov, the man
who was to "confirm him in the faith of Bakunin and Kropotkin,"
support him throughout the Civil War, and follow him into
exile.®% A native of Ekaterinoslav, Petr Andreevich Arshinov was
two years older than Makhno, and had been a Bolshevik before his
conversion to anarchism in 1906. He had worked as an itinerant
metal-worker on the railways, and had contributed to the Bolshe-
vik newspaper Molot (The Sledgehammer). After becoming a militant
anarchist, Arshinov received a death sentence for terrorist ac-
tivities, but managed to escape to France, and subsequently went
to Austria-Hungary. The Austrian police caught him trying to
smuggle subversive literature into Russia and extradited him to

Russia. After a second trial he was sentenced to hard labour, and

58. Feliks Dzerzhinskii, Journal: lettres & ses proches (Moscow, 1959), p.282.
59. Ibid., p.280.

60. Avrich, op.cit., p.209.
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in 1911 he joined Makhno in the Butyrka.61

When the two men met, Arshinov had already experienced the hard
life of the professional agitator and political exile. A re-
sourceful man, he had gone to some lengths to improve his educa-
tion, and he now took the trouble to improve Makhno's. His young-
er fellow-prisoner, commented Arshinov, "showed great persever-
ance, and studied grammar, mathematics, literature, cultural his-
tory and economics. Prison was the school where Makhno learned
the history and politics that were to help him in his subsequent
revolutionary activity."62 He concentrated especially on three
subjects - history, geography and mathematics. He used the prison
library, and devoured both illegal and legal literature, reading
Lermontov, Kropotkin, Belinskii, and many others. Nor was he

above picking the brains of better-educated fellow-prisoners.63

In 1912, Makhno was to write later, he experienced a personal
crisis which convinced him that he must find his salvation

through individual effort.

"At the end of [the crisis], I no longer felt the slightest re-
spect for the so-called 'distinguished politicians' or for their
opinions," he wrote, "1 reached the conclusion that as far as vi-
tal, concrete problems were concerned these men were nothing but
children, like myself."

61. Arshinov, Dva pobega: iz vospominanii anarkhista 1906-9 gg. (Paris 1929),
passim; Arshinov, Istoriia, p.l2-15.

62. Ibid., p.50.
63. Makhno, "Zapiski", p.18.

64. Makhno, "Mon autobiographie, no.14", Le Libertaire (9 July 1926), p.3.



Makhno was far from being an easy companion or a model prisoner.
He was often in trouble with the authorities. He spent long peri-
ods in irons, or in the cold and damp of the solitary confinement
cells, where he contracted the pulmonary tuberculosis that even-
tually killed him.ss He had already spent time in the prison hos-
pital in Ekaterinoslav with typhoid fever, and his health contin-
ued to deteriorate. He fell ill with pleurisy, and then with tu-
berculosis, spending more time in hospital. He was always on the
lookout for opportunities to escape.66 His fellow-inmates, with
whom he argued continuously about politics, sarcastically dubbed

him skromnyi, or the modest one. 87

This period of Makhno's life left him with an enduring hatred of
prisons. A few years later, at the height of his power, whenever
he captured a town he would release all the prisoners from the
local gaol. Then he would blow the building u