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The birth of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Ukraine is usually described as the making
of a bureaucratic apparatus meant to ensure control over Ukraine from the outside. Thus,
historians would tell about the development of the nomenklatura élite and of its power. 1 Also
focusing on the party élite, others would consider the CP(b)U as a stronghold for opposition
to Moscow leadership, be it leftist or national. 2
However, one must not forget that the CP(b)U was not only a group of leaders but a mass
party, too. In late 1917, although it was by far not the main political force in Ukraine, the
RSDLP(b) had 33,000 members in the Ukrainian Governorates. During the German
occupation, the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Ukraine was formally founded in Moscow in
July 1918 and claimed some 4,000 underground activists. The membership grew from 9,000
in October 1918 to 23,000 in March 1919, despite the harsh conditions of the Civil war. By
1920 it had become a 75,000 member-strong state party. 3
Who were the Party’s rank-and-file members? In early 1919, the Party claimed to “prepare
and educate leaders and skilled organizers drawn from the Socialist proletariat and the
poorest peasantry for all fields of the Commune’s economy”. 4 Some poor peasants involved
at that time in collective farming responded by asking for Party membership cards and official
stamps in order to “unite with all passion with the CP(b)U”. 5 They considered themselves as
fully entitled communists as they were already communards.
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This momentum towards communism emerging from the poorest layers of rural Ukrainian
society in 1919 should be compared to other similar processes, such as workers’ radicalism
in Donbass and Eastern Ukraine in 1917 or individual emancipatory trajectories among other
subaltern groups such as women 6 or Jews. Another question is the fate of these grassroots
activists in the course of the four-year civil strife. The way they participated in the
construction of the Party, state and Red Army apparatus 7 in Ukraine left an imprint on Soviet
institutions as well as it changed the course of their lives and their social status. Studying
how plebeian activists participated in these processes will allow insight into the stakes of the
Civil War, the entanglement of social and national matters, but will also shed light on the
making of bureaucracy and the implementation of a new authoritarianism.
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