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ETHNONATIONAL POLICY OF THE USSR IN THE UKRAINIAN SSR
(1923-1933) AND ITS IMPACT ON CONTEMPORARY INTERETHNIC
RELATIONS

This article attempts to analyze the nature of the Bolshevik national policy in the Ukrainian SSR
from 1923 to 1933 and to demonstrate how Soviet ethnonational policy influenced the linguistic,
cultural, and ethnopolitical situation in the Ukrainian SSR (hereafter Ukraine). For this reason, new
sources are not introduced into scientific circulation. The study also seeks to examine the territorial
and interethnic conflicts that arose due to the policies of indigenization, Russification, deportations,
and border changes and to consider how this legacy affects society in contemporary Ukraine.

The research is based on macrohistorical and alternative approaches, which made it possible to
identify new aspects of the « Ukrainizationy» process in the restructuring of society based on utopian
ideas of building communism.

The main goal of the publication is to draw attention to unpredictable scenarios. In the early
1920s, the Bolshevik leadership of the USSR introduced the policy of «Ukrainizationy with the
aim of:

1. Creating an impression in the global community of the remarkable development of Soviet
republics.

2. Finding common ground with the Ukrainian peasantry.

3. Addressing growing social contradictions.

4. Controlling the national revival process.

5. Compensating for the loss of political influence.

However, in the 1930s, when the national revival extended beyond the command-administrative
system, this policy was terminated. Repressions then intensified with renewed force.

The administrative redrawing of borders in the Soviet Union was an important part of its
ethnonational policy, which had a significant impact on interethnic relations in post-Soviet countries.
This redrawing was carried out for several reasons: to strengthen control over regions, to satisfy
political or economic interests, and to achieve ideological goals. The redrawing of borders often led
to ethnic and territorial conflicts that are still felt today. The Soviet authorities sometimes altered
borders to increase their influence over certain territories or national minorities, integrating them
into Soviet republics. This allowed the Kremlin to create greater «unity» within the USSR and
suppress any nationalist movements.

For example, in Western Ukraine, during the formation of Soviet republics, administrative
border changes influenced their political and social structure. Mass deportations, particularly of
the Crimean Tatars, were carried out to prevent the concentration of certain national groups in a
single area.

Consequences of Border Redrawing: Interethnic Conflicts — The redrawing of borders led to
numerous territorial disputes between states that emerged after the collapse of the USSR. Classic
examples include conflicts in Nagorno-Karabakh, Transnistria, Donbas, Crimea, and the Caucasus.
Population Imbalance — Administrative boundaries often did not correspond to the actual ethnic
composition of the population, leading to situations where certain ethnic groups became minorities
in areas where they had previously been the majority. This caused social and political problems in
the republics after they declared independence.

The redrawing of borders by the Soviet Union created complex ethnopolitical conditions for post-
Soviet countries, which continue to influence contemporary interethnic relations, territorial conflicts,
and political processes in these states.

Key words: «indigenization», «Ukrainizationy, Ukrainian village, repressions of Soviet power,
new economic policy.
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Statement of the problem. In the current socio-
political situation, which is shaped by many factors
(both internal and, most importantly, external,
particularly Russia’s encroachments on the state
sovereignty of our country), there arises an urgent
need to reassess outdated stereotypes and to uncover
suppressed or falsified issues and events of the
1920s — early 1930s in the context of the so-called
“Ukrainization” in the Ukrainian SSR and in areas
of compact Ukrainian settlement in other Soviet
republics.

The period of communist dictatorship under
Stalin’s «ideal» proved to be a tragic era in Ukrainian
history. It was a time of unprecedented ethnocide —
its scale remains staggering, though we still lack a
precise number of victims of this tragedy. Moreover,
it was a time when the national elite, intellect, national
consciousness, spiritual culture, and historical memory
were subjected to humiliation and destruction. This
was a period when the ruling Communist Party, under
the guise of economic recovery following World War
I and the civil wars, pursued a great-power imperial
policy of denationalizing the Ukrainian people.

That is why this article examines “Ukrainization”,
the Holodomors, repressions, deportations, the
deliberate “mixing” of the population, and the
imposition of the dominant Russian language as
mandatory, not only in the context of the past but also
in relation to the present. These very processes have
shaped the modern Ukrainian informational, cultural,
and political space.

Analysis of recent research and publications.
Recentstudiesdedicatedtotheperiodofthe 1920s—early
1930s in Ukraine focus on a comprehensive analysis
of Soviet policies, particularly Ukrainization,
the Holodomor, repressions, deportations, and
Russification. These works emphasize that despite the
initial support for national revival, the Soviet regime
quickly shifted to harsh repressive measures aimed at
suppressing Ukrainian identity.

Most researchers note that this led to a new wave
of Russification and repression against the Ukrainian
intelligentsia. In particular, following the Holodomor
of 1932-1933, mass arrests and persecution of
cultural and scientific figures took place, significantly
undermining national consciousness and Ukraine’s
cultural development. Modern foreign and domestic
studies confirm that the Holodomor was a deliberately
organized act of genocide against the Ukrainian
people.

Overall, contemporary scholars highlight that
Soviet policies in Ukraine during the 1920s — 1930s
had catastrophic consequences for the Ukrainian
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people, resulting in mass population losses, the
destruction of national culture, and long-term effects
on the development of Ukrainian identity. However,
these studies do not draw direct parallels with the
present.

Task statement. The purpose of this article is
to analyze the origins of the Bolsheviks’ national
policy and to consider its impact on contemporary
interethnic relations on the basis of already published
historical research. Research objectives: to thoroughly
analyze the nature and circumstances that determined
the coercive nature of the Bolshevik national policy
in the period from 1923 to 1933. To study the
evolution of Ukrainianization processes, conducting
a parallel study of measures aimed at suppressing
any manifestations of national revival at the same
time; to examine the main goals and strategies of
the “Soviet Ukrainianization” policy and determine
their impact on Ukrainian society; to analyze the
differences and similarities between Ukrainianization
and Russification in the context of their impact on
the national consciousness and cultural landscape;
to study the factors that contributed to the change in
policy goals from Ukrainianization to Russification
and their impact on socio-political processes in
Ukraine during this period.

The study deeply incorporates the principles
of macrohistorical analysis, covering a broad
chronological and geographical context to understand
the impact of the Bolshevik national policy on
Ukrainian society. In particular, it takes into account
global historical events that were determined by
national and ideological trends of the era, as well as
their impact on the process of Ukrainization. Particular
attention is paid to the coordination of the process of
“Ukrainization” with the concepts of utopian ideas of
communism.

Outline of the main material of the study. The
main positive outcome of the Ukrainian Revolution
of 1917-1921 was that it laid the foundation for
the development of the Ukrainian language as the
language of state administration. Although Ukrainian
statehood did not maintain its independence at the
time, its achievements became the basis for subsequent
linguistic revivals in the 20th century. As I. Lysiak-
Rudnytsky wrote, «It would be a mistake to speak
of the defeat of the Ukrainian revolution. It did not
achieve its ultimate goal, but it internally transformed
Ukrainian society...» [13, p. 222].

That is why, when the Bolsheviks first seized power
in Ukraine, they did not even want to hear about the
Ukrainian language. Over time, however, due to the
lack of popularity of Bolshevik ideology in Ukraine,
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they changed their stance on the Ukrainian language.
They realized that the establishment of Soviet rule in
Ukraine was impossible without the involvement of
the Ukrainian intelligentsia and peasantry. Therefore,
throughout 1919, the Soviet leadership altered its
tactics regarding the Ukrainian language in Ukraine.
Atthat time, the People’s Commissar for Nationalities,
Joseph Stalin, emphasized that «the main thing now
is not to lose control over Ukraine»[11, p. 65], and
therefore, concessions were necessary.

Moreover, at that moment, the Bolsheviks faced
the task of shaping a positive international image of
the USSR as a state that upheld the right of nations to
self-determination. This was precisely what the global
community demanded from the USSR following the
end of World War I. Without gaining the support
of Ukrainians living outside the Soviet Union, this
would have been impossible.

Due to these considerations, the Resolution «On
Soviet Power on Ukraine» (the title of the resolution
once again underscores the strategic direction of this
policy) called for «turning the Ukrainian language
into a tool of communist education for the working
masses» [0, p. 13]. Thus, Ukrainization was to become
a crucial element of Bolshevik policy.

That is why, in April 1923, the XII Congress of the
RCP(b) proclaimed the policy of «korenevization»
[19, p. 83]. The Ukrainian version of this policy went
down in history under the name «Ukrainization». The
very fact of using the term “Ukrainization of Ukraine”
is quite paradoxical in the context of Ukrainian history,
and even in history as a whole. It is hard to imagine
equally absurd expressions, such as, for example,
“Russification of Russia”, “Polonization of Poland”,
or “Germanization of Germany”... 19, p. 89]. This
concept in itself points to the Bolshevik government’s
attempt to justify its policy, which, before 1923, aimed
at the denationalization of Ukrainians, stripping them
of their historical memory, language, and culture.
However, the official policy of “korenevization” was
presented as a measure to promote the development
of the languages and cultures of national minorities.
In reality, its true goal was different — to strengthen
Soviet power in national republics. Hence, the term
“korenevization” itself comes from the Bolshevik
goal to «root» themselves in the local environment
[15, p. 99], which implied communicating with
the population in its language and involving
representatives of the indigenous nationalities in the
party and state apparatus.

Despite this, at the beginning of the 1920s,
the leadership of the Ukrainian SSR remained
predominantly non-Ukrainian. Ukrainians made up

only 35% of the personnel in government bodies, and
their share in leadership positions was even smaller.
In the collegiums of the people’s commissariats,
Russians (47%) and Jews (26%) dominated, while
Ukrainians made up only 12% [8].

However, the primary goal of the korenevization
policy was not to increase the number of Ukrainians
in the state apparatus but to strengthen the ruling
party’s influence in Ukraine. As a result, of the
3,702 responsible workers at the provincial, district,
and regional levels, only 797 spoke Ukrainian. The
situation at the republican level was even worse —
only 20.1% of the officials were Ukrainians [§].

This dismal statistic was also acknowledged
by one of the leading Bolshevik figures, Nikolai
Bukharin. Speaking at the XII Congress of the RCP(b)
in April 1923, he openly described the composition
of the Communist Party organization in Ukraine
as “Russian-Jewish” [1, p. 12]. These facts are
especially striking when compared to the results of
the 1926 census, which showed that 80% of Ukraine’s
population were Ukrainians, while representatives of
other nationalities made up only 20% [12, p. 70].

On August 1, 1923, a decree titled «On Ensuring
the Equality of Languages and Promoting the
Development of Ukrainian Culture» was issued
[33, p. 256]. According to this decree, the use of
the Ukrainian language became mandatory at all
levels of government administration. This meant
that employees of party and Soviet institutions were
required to learn Ukrainian and, most importantly,
to use it extensively in their daily work (government
documents, meetings, and official correspondence
were also to be conducted in Ukrainian). However,
the Red bureaucracy and officials of the CP(b)U
openly boycotted these decrees and mocked them,
thereby ridiculing the Ukrainian language. But were
their actions solely motivated by their attitude toward
the Ukrainian language? Probably not, as Moscow’s
“korenevization” policy also involved the purging
(“cleaning”) of administrators. The softening of the
language policy was intended to prompt active action
from those who were not supporters of the communist
ideological doctrines.

Professor Y. Shapoval, in his works, demonstrated
how reports from the GPU viewed the «counter-
revolutionary» role of the non-communist, pro-Soviet
Ukrainian intelligentsia. It was seen as «counteraction
to the policy of Ukrainization» [21, p. 77]. In particular,
the professor Didusenko, mentioned in one of the
GPU reports, emphasized: «Ukrainization is not being
carried out sincerely. In words, it is Ukrainization,
but in reality, it is Russification. All sectors of the
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country are controlled by non-Ukrainian elements»
[21, p. 233]. Additionally, at secret meetings, it was
emphasized that representatives from the center,
who would participate in «party work among more
backward nations», must strictly maintain a tone of
support and assistance to the national progressive
elements in their communist and Soviet work, never
allowing anything in their actions or speeches that
would resemble asserting the right to impose or
decide, or to simply manage, formally relying on the
authority of the center [5, p. 152—-153].

Thus, the Bolsheviks’ national policy in the field
of interethnic relations from the outset was overtly
distorted, politicized, and class-ideologically driven.
Therefore, the actual results of the «korenevization»
and «Ukrainization» policies turned out to be one-
sided, short-lived, and had exclusively propagandistic
aims.

What happened to Ukrainians outside the
Ukrainian SSR at this time? On the territory of Russia
(for example, Kuban, which was 60% Ukrainian at
the time), the republic’s government did not respond
to the population’s requests for “Ukrainization.”
Although there were even several appeals to the
central authorities to reunite Kuban with Ukraine.
Since such appeals were not satisfied, uprisings
began. Then, as a compromise, the “Ukrainization”
of the Kuban and other regions of Russia with a
compact Ukrainian population was allowed. Thus, the
policy of “Ukrainization” applied by the All-Union
Communist Party of Bolsheviks in Ukraine and a
number of other territories inhabited by Ukrainians,
including the Kuban, seems to be a temporary measure
aimed at strengthening the Bolshevik regime in the
national margins. But it is precisely these Bolshevik
actions that intensify the comprehensive study of the
Ukrainian language, led by the Ukrainian University
of Science and Technology. With the assistance of
M. Skrypnyk, two important research centers were
founded: The Institute of Linguistics and the Institute
of Scientific Language. Also at this time, six volumes
of the Russian-Ukrainian Dictionary were published
under the editorship of A. Krymsky (a prominent
Ukrainian polyglot linguist, historian, writer, and
translator of Crimean Tatar origin). Y. Shevelev called
this dictionary «one of the monumental monuments
of the Ukrainian cultural revival of the 1920s» [22,
p- 32]. The greatest advantage of this dictionary
compared to the dictionaries of previous years can be
seen in the fact that it recorded an already developed
multifunctional literary language. In total, by 1929,
about 30 different terminology dictionaries in
Ukrainian had been published.
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Thus, the result of this policy was that Ukrainian
culture moved beyond the boundaries of ethnographic
provincialism in the Russian Empire and began to
develop as an independent culture, capable of fully
expressing its creative potential. It also contributed to
processes that were not part of the Bolshevik plans.
For example, movements for the expansion of the
republics’ independence began. In particular, writer
M. Khvylovy, between 1925 and 1927, initiated a
literary debate about the ways of building Ukrainian
culture and proposed freeing it from Russian influence,
reorienting towards European traditions and spiritual
achievements. He strongly expressed this in slogans
such as «Away from Moscow,» «Give Europe,» and
others. Moreover, M. Khvylovy began speaking
about the competition between Ukrainian and
Russian cultures, opposed the «Russian conductor,»
put forward the theory of «national revival,» and
called for «immediately siding with the active young
Ukrainian society, which represents not only the
peasant but also the worker, and thereby put an end
forever to the counter-revolutionary idea of building
Russian culture in Ukraine» [18, p. 576-621].

J. Stalin interpreted this as an attempt to push
the party toward national rebirth. At the end of the
1920s and the beginning of the 1930s, the process
of «Ukrainization» began to gradually wind down.
«Ukrainization» was reclassified as «Petliurist» and
«bourgeois-nationalist,» accompanied by a struggle
against «Skrypnykism.» In 1929, a trial took place
in the case of the «Union for the Liberation of
Ukraine» — a fictitious organization fabricated by the
UPRR’s GPU to discredit the Ukrainian intellectual
elite. 474 people were tried, mostly representatives
of the Ukrainian intelligentsia. Fifteen individuals
were sentenced to death, and 192 were sent to
concentration camps. At the beginning of the 1930s,
M. Skrypnyk also fell victim to repression. Initially,
Skrypnyk was publicly criticized at party meetings.
After one such meeting, at which he was once again
accused of nationalism, M. Skrypnyk shot himself in
his office (was it a suicide?). In 1933, M. Khvylovy
also committed suicide, which raises many questions.

The world-renowned jurist and author of the
term «genocide,» Raphael Lemkin, considered the
liquidation of Ukraine’s creative elite in the 1920s and
1930s to be part of a broader policy of extermination,
specifically the Soviet genocide of Ukrainians. «The
first blow was aimed at the intelligentsia — the brain of
the nation, to paralyze the rest of the body» [23, p. 55].
Other steps of the genocide included the liquidation
of the national church and the mass extermination
through the 19321933 famine of the primary bearers
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of Ukrainian national identity — the peasants. Thus,
a spiritually and physically broken Ukraine was to
become an integral part of the Soviet empire.

Interestingly, the «Ukrainization» policy was
never formally revoked.

Conclusions. The policy of «Ukrainization» in
the 1920s—1930s, though officially declared as a step
toward the development of Ukrainian culture, was in
reality part of a Bolshevik assimilation strategy aimed
at subjugating Ukrainians and maintaining control
over Ukraine. All efforts toward Ukrainization were
superficial and short-lived, as most Soviet structures

remained Russian-speaking, leading to the dominance
of the Russian language in the workplace.

The consequences of this policy had a catastrophic
impact on national consciousness and the linguistic
identity of Ukrainians, as it created a linguistic «mix»
in which Russian became the primary language for
career advancement, leaving Ukrainians bilingual.
The long-term effects of Soviet policies, which
prevented the full implementation of Ukrainization,
are still felt today. A significant portion of Ukraine’s
population continues to use Russian, a direct result of
Russia’s prolonged linguistic and cultural dominance.
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Jlamuenko A.C. ETHOHAIIIOHAJIBHA ITOJIITUKA CPCP B YCPP (1923-1933 PP.) TA ii BILIUB
HA CYYACHI MI’KETHIYHI BIZITHOCUHHU

Y cmammi 30iticneno cnpoby npoananizyeamu xapaxkmep HAyioHANbHOI noMIMuKu Oinbuosuxie ¢ 1923—
1933 poxu na mepumopii YCPP ma nokazamu, K emHOHAYIOHANbHA PAOSHCLKA NOTIMUKA NOZHAYULACS HA
MOGHIU, KytbmypHil ma emuononimuyniu cumyayii YCPP (0ani ¢ Ykpaini). Came momy 00 Hayko8ozo obicy
He 6600amubcsl HOGL dxcepena. Taxooic 30ilicneno cnpoby docrioumu, [Ki MepumopianrbHi ma Midcemuidni
cynepeuHocmi SUHUKAU uYepe3 NOAIMuKy Kopewizayii, pycugikayii, denopmayini i 3MiHU KOpOOHIE ma
PO32IAHYMO, AK Y CHAOWUHA BNIUBAE HA CYCRITbCMBO 8 cyyacHil Ykpainui. Jlocniodxcenus tpynmyemoca Ha
NPUHYUNAX MAKPOICIMOPUYHUX MA AIbINEPHAMUBHUX NIOX00I8, W0 00380UNL0 BUABUMU HOBI ACHEKMU NPoYyecy
«yKpainizayiiy y nepedy0o8i cycniibCmea Ha 0CHO8I ymoniunux ioet 0y0i6HUYmMea KOMYHI3MY.

OcHnosna mema nyonixayii — npuseprymu ysazy 0o nenepeodauysanux cyenapiie. Ha nouamxy 1920x pp.
oinbutosuywvke Kepienuymeo CPCP 66eno nonimuxy «ykpainizayiiy 3 memoio:

1. Cmeopennsa epadiceHHsi 8 2100ANbHOMY CNIBMOBAPUCMB] NPO 8PANXCAIOYUL PO3BUMOK PAOSHCLKUX
pecnyonix.

2. 3Haxo0oicenHs cninbHoi MOBU 3 YKPAIHCOKUM CEeNSTHCIBOM.

3. Po38’A3aHHA HAPOCMAIOYUX CYCRIIbHUX NPOMUPIYY.

4. Koumponio npoyecy HayioHaIbHO20 8I0POONCEHH.

5. Komnencayii empamu noaimuyuHo20o 8niue).

Ilpome, y 1930-x pokax, konu Hayionanvhe 8i0POOAHCEHHA BULULLO 3d MENCT KOMAHOHO-AOMIHICIMPAMUBHOT
cucmemu, Yo ROIIMUKY npununuiu. A penpecii po3eopHynucsa 3 HO80H CULOIO.

Aominicmpamuene nepexporoganms kopoorie y Paosancoxomy Coro3i Oyno 8axciusoio uacmuHoio
eMHOHAYIOHANbHOT NOTMUKU, U0 MALO0 3HAYHUL GNAUG HA MINCEMHIYHI 6IOHOCUHU 8 NOCMPAOAHCLKUX KPAIHAX.
Lle nepexporosanns 30ilicHI08AN0CA 3 KLILKOX NPUYUH: 051 SMIYHEHHS KOHMPOIIO HAO Pe2iOHaMU, 3A0080JIeHHSL
NOAIMUYHUX YU eKOHOMIYHUX IHmepecis, a makxodic ONsl 00csaeHenHs [0eonociunux yineu. Ilepexpoiosanns
KOPOOHI8 4acmo npu3800Ui0 00 emHIYHUX | MepUmopiaibHux cynepeunocmel, siKi 6i04y8aromvcs i Cb0200HI.
Paosancvxa enaoa inodi aminiosana Kopooru 0as moeo, wob niocurumu c80€ 8NIUE HA NeeHi mepumopii abo
HAaYiOHANbHI MEHWUHY, IHme2pyroUU iXx 00 cK1ady paoancvkux pecnyonik. Le dozeonano Kpemnio cmeopumu
oinbuty «eonicmovy CPCP i npudywumu 6yov-saxi nayionanicmuyni pyxu. Tax y 3axiouiti Yxpaini nio uac
CMBOPEHHSL PAOSTHCLKUX pecnyOiK 0V10 30iliCHeHO AOMIHICMPamusHe nepeKpoio8aHtsi KOpOOHI8, WO BNIIUHYIO
Ha IXHI0 ROIMUYHy ma coyianbry cmpykmypy. Macoei 0enopmayii, 30Kpema KpUMCbKUX mamap, 30iUCHI0O8AIUC
3 Mepumopiii, 3 Memoro YHUKHeHHs KOHYEeHMpPayii neeHux HayiOHANbHUX 2PYN HA 0OHIl mepumopii.

Hacnioku nepexpoiosanis KopooHia:

Misicemmuiuni konghnikmu. Ilepekporoeaniisi KOpOOHi6 NPuU36eno 00 YUCIEHHUX MEPUMOPIAILHUX CYNePeUoK
Midic depoicasamu, axi eunuxau nicis posnady CPCP. Knacuunumu npuxiadamu € Kougnikmu ¢ Haziprnomy
Kapabaxy, Ilpuonicmpos’i, Jlonodaci, Kpumy, a maxoowc na Kaexasi.

Jlucoananc nacenenns. AOMIHICMPAMUBHT MeCi YACMO He ION08I0ANU PealbHOM) eMHIYHOMY CKAAOY
HACeleHHs, Wo Npu3eeio 00 mo2o, Wo Ne6Hi eMHIYHi 2pYnuU ONUHUAUCSA 8 MEHWOCmI HA mepumopii, Oe
6oHU paniue Oynu Oinvwicmio. Lle 3ymosuno coyianvui i noaimuyri npoobremu 8 pecnyonikax nicis ixHo020
NPO2ONOUIEHHS HE3ATIEHCHUMU OePHCABAMU.

Ilepexporosanns ropoonie Paosincokum Coro3om cmeopuno CKIAOHI emHONOAIMUYHI  YMOB8U Ol
NOCMPAOAHCOKUX KPAiH, KL MAiOMb 6NJIUE HA CYHACHI MINCEMHIUHI 8IOHOCUHU, MEPUMOPIATbHI KOHQAIKMU
ma noAimuYHi npoyecy 8 Yux 0epiHcasax.

Kniouosi cnosa: «xopenizayisy, «ykpainizayisy, yKpaincbke ceno, penpecii paodsancvkoi enadu, Hoea
E€KOHOMIYHA NOATMUKA.
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