
CHAPTER  TEN 

The  Great Ukrainian  Jacquerie 
Arthur  E.Adams 

IT IS THE central thesis of  this study that if  the events of 
1918-1920 in the Ukraine are to be accurately interpreted, they must 
be viewed as parts of  a vast and elemental social revolution in which 
agrarian rebellion played a predominant role. According to this 
thesis, urban social processes and the actions of  intellectuals and 
political parties, which have long occupied the center of  the histori-
cal stage in our analysis of  these years, must share the limelight with 
the Ukrainian Jacquerie. More specifically,  it is contended here 
that the political parties active in the Ukraine had, as their chief 
task, to engraft.  themselves somehow upon a torrential agrarian 
social upheaval whose complex manifestations  and principal char-
acteristics were not then and are not even now fully  comprehended. 
Thus, whether consciously or not, the political parties clearly 
struggled to lead and organize a cataclysmic social process which 
they had little power to control; and, as a result, each of  them 
failed  until the Jacquerie had exhausted itself.  The purpose of  this 
essay is to examine the character of  the agrarian upheaval, its in-
fluence  on political events, and its relationships with the principal 
political parties active during this period in the Ukraine. 

As a beginning, we must attempt at least a rough definition  of 
the agrarian phenomenon that we wish to discuss. Subsequent pages 
will add concrete detail to the bare outline presented at this point. 
Briefly,  the "agrarian upheaval" may be characterized as a peasant-
Cossack Jacquerie, a series of  bloody rebellions, expressing in the 
most violent terms the agrarian population's protest at the condi-
tions of  its life.  This Jacquerie was of  immense proportions. It was 
led by no single group or class or party. Many of  its local explosions 
were legitimized and sustained by traditions and cultural values 
with roots deep in the Ukrainian past, and its various manifestations 
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were complicated by the differing  historical traditions, agrarian 
institutions, economic conditions, political experiences, and ethnic 
conflicts  existing in the highly diversified  regions of  the Ukraine. 
Chronologically, the duration of  the Jacquerie, through many 
months of  swiftly  evolving political and economic crises, of  national 
awakening, and of  military action against both domestic and foreign 
enemies, brought a complex series of  intense pressures, first  upon 
one local region, then upon another. The result was a social chaos 
so turbulent that it literally destroyed the best-laid plans of  political 
parties and governments.1 

In studying events in the Ukraine after  1917, scholars custom-
arily focus  attention on the actions of  a number of  political leaders 
and parties, the governments they established, the armies they 
raised, and the negotiations or battles they carried on with other 
parties, governments, and armies. It is obvious, of  course, that 
Ukrainian and Russian political parties and governments, as well 
as the military expeditions of  Western nations, were vital factors  in 
the determination of  events during these years of  revolution, civil 
war, and intervention. Equally obvious are the significant  influences 
of  Ukrainian Rada and Directory politics, and of  the theories, deeds, 

1 The distinguished political scientist Chalmers Johnson defines  a Jac-
querie rather narrowly as a "mass rebellion of  peasants with strictly limited 
aims—the restoration of  lost rights or the removal of  specific  grievances." 
He recognizes, of  course, that people other than peasants may be in-
volved. The Ukrainian Jacquerie was more complex. While it fulfills  the 
requirements of  Johnson's definition,  it was also, in part, a continuation 
of  the processes of  disorganization and breakdown that followed  the col-
lapse of  the old regime in 1917; from  then until 1920, various substruc-
tures of  the old social system were seeking to achieve a variety of  "new 
orders." In addition, the Ukrainian Jacquerie embraced a series of  anarch-
istic rebellions by groups that idealized the traditions and supposedly 
absolute personal freedoms  of  the distant past. Moreover, intervention by 
foreigners  (including Russian Bolsheviks and Denikin's White armies) 
provoked a variety of  more or less conscious nationalistic responses. 
Finally, civil war and the chaotic rise and fall  of  governments f u r t h e r 
complicated the course of  the Jacquerie, compelling partisan bands and 
leaders to identify  their aims variously at different  times. See C h a l m e r s 
Johnson, Revolution  and the Social  System,  Hoover Institution S tud ie s , 
No. 3 (Stanford,  California,  1964), pp. 31 ff.;  and also his later work, 
Revolutionary  Change  (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1966), pp. 136 ff-
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and schisms of  the Social Democrats, Socialist-Revolutionaries, So-
cialist-Federalists, Progressivists, Borotbists,  Bundists, Anarchists, 
and others. It is necessary, therefore,  to emphasize that it is not our 
purpose either to denigrate the influence  of  these political organi-
zations or to detract from  the reputations of  their often  courageous 
and intelligent leaders. 

Nonetheless, the roles of  the political parties have often  been so 
overemphasized as to give the impression that all  the important 
forces  at work in the Ukraine were concentrated in party centers 
and in the governments they established. Such overemphasis implies, 
erroneously, that one may gain complete understanding of  the 
events of  1918-1920 by focusing  on the activities of  the political 
parties. Emphasis on a single influential  factor  to the exclusion of 
all others frequently  weakens the analysis of  complex historical 
processes, for,  all too often,  major historical events are determined 
variously—by the character of  the actors, by economic, social, politi-
cal, and cultural influences,  or by a sometimes indecipherable pro-
cession of  accidents or confluence  of  social forces.  The period of  the 
Ukraine's long agony, ending at last with the Bolsheviks' victory 
in 1920, is a fascinating  and tragic example of  man's tangled history. 
To be understood, it must be examined from  many sides. Therefore, 
the very significant  role of  the rural population in Ukrainian his-
tory, which has too often  been thrust into the wings of  the historical 
stage, will be brought into focus  here. 

Any effort  to identify  the motives of  the peasant rebellions of 
1918-1920 must begin with a consideration of  the most powerful 
and glorious of  all Ukrainian traditions—that of  the Zaporozhian 
Cossacks. No matter what the Zaporozhians may have been in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, whether the founders  of  a 
great Ukrainian state or treacherous, irresponsible marauders, their 
struggles against Polish kings and Russian tsars in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries left  a dramatic and noble legacy for  the 
Ukraine's agrarian folk.  From the Zaporozhians came a genuine 
egalitarianism, an anarchistic love of  personal freedom  that ex-
pressed itself  in a profound  distrust of  all authority, and a proud 
tradition that, when a true Cossack is oppressed, he will rebel and 
fight  with a fine  disregard for  consequences. This tradition was dif-
fused  throughout the Ukraine by the dispersal of  the Zaporozhians 
under Catherine the Great, and it was preserved by Cossack groups 



250 The  Ukraine,  1917-1921: A Study  in Revolution 

that settled in the Kuban and in Turkish and western Ukrainian 
territories.2 

To the Cossack tradition must be added that of  the haidamaks, 
the peasant brigands whose history goes back at least to the seven-
teenth century. When Polish nobles tried to enslave free  peasants 
on the Dnieper's Right Bank, those peasants rose with scythes and 
hayforks  and massacred their oppressors without mercy. These upris-
ings were so extensive and bloody that only the brutal intervention 
of  the Empress Catherine's armies brought the peasants under con-
trol.3 

Events of  the past have little significance  as motivating forces  in 
later times unless they are somehow transferred  to succeeding gen-
erations. That the Cossack traditions remained an integral part of 
the Ukraine's culture at the beginning of  the twentieth century is 
unquestioned. They came into the present century in several ways. 
The first  was through the early development of  Ukrainian patriotic 
and nationalist literature. Scarcely had Catherine succeeded in 
breaking up the Zaporozhian regiments and scattering them 
throughout the Ukraine than Ukrainian poets, publicists, and his-
torical scholars began to write of  the past with a romantic fervor 
that gathered force  through the years of  the nineteenth century. 
This writing both preserved and glorified  Cossack traditions, mak-
ing the ideals of  the past the basis of  Ukrainian political objectives 
in the twentieth century.4 Also, while students, professors,  and 
Ukrainian publicists eulogized the Ukraine's past, the people them-
selves preserved the old traditions with a special devotion: although 
the Zaporozhian Host was dispersed, Cossack settlements (stanytsi) 
preserved the old military distinctions and organizational frame-

2 Mykhailo Hrushevskyi, A History  of  Ukraine  (New Haven, Conn.: 
Yale University Press, 1941), pp. 156-161, 178-179, 452-460; W. E. D. 
Allen, The  Ukraine:  A History  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1941), pp. 229-232, 259-261; N. D. Polons'ka-Vasylenko, The  Settlement 
of  the Southern  Ukraine  (1750-1775)  (New York: The Ukrainian Academy 
of  Arts and Sciences in the U.S., 1955), pp. 319-331. 

3 Hrushevskyi, pp. 436-445; Ukraine,  A Concise  Encyclopaedia,  Vol. I 
(Toronto: University of  Toronto Press, 1963), pp. 660-661; Entsiklopedi-
cheskii  slovar,  Vol. VII (St. Petersburg: Tipo-litografiia  I. A. Efrona,  1894), 
pp. 871-873. 

* Ukraine,  Vol. I, pp. 561-569, 960-966, 1007-1017, 1019-1030; Hrushev-
skyi, pp. 477-482, 484-485, 501-511; Allen, pp. 242-247, 254-255. 


