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NATIONAL ZONING IN UKRAINE IN THE 1920-1930’s  
AS THE HISTORICAL EXPERIENCE OF STATE BUILDING 

 
The article defines the role of the national zoning in the Soviet Ukraine in the system of administrative-

territorial reform in the 1920 and 1930’s, its place and degree of efficiency in the process of state building in the 

republic. Moreover, the experience of operation and liquidation process of national administrative and 

territorial units in Ukraine at a crucial period of domestic and international history actualizes the re-search 

question of efficiency of these entities for modern scholars. It is noted that numerous administrative and 

territorial reforms were initiated during the establishment of the Soviet power in Ukraine. It is stressed that the 

reforms in this sphere were aimed at the elimination of pre-revolutionary administrative-territorial division. The 

conclusion is made that administrative and territorial reform in Ukraine in 1923, carried out in a hurry, did not 

take into account the ethnic composition of inhabitants and historical forms of manage-ment. Therefore, 

deterioration of the situation due to the ignorance of the national factor in the presence of diverse ethnic 

composition of the country forced the Bolshevik leaders to make certain concessions in the form of the national 

zoning. Therefore, the national regions of Ukraine as administrative and territorial units proved to be inefficient 

and were abolished in the late 1930s.  
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Statement of the problem  
The experience of operation and liquidation 

process of national administrative and territorial units 

in Ukraine at a crucial period of domestic and 

international history actualizes the research question 

of efficiency of these entities for mod-ern scholars. 

Despite hypercritical attention of na-tional experts to 

the issues of national coverage of national zoning‟s 

place in the practice of national and state building, this 

topic still remains far from being solved. The 

influence of creation of national administrative and 

territorial units on the process-es of state formation in 

the UkrSSR needs further clarification. 

 
Analysis of recent researches and publica-

tions  
The problems of public administration have been 

the subject of consideration of V. Averyanov, G. 

Atamanchuk, V. Babkin, V. Bebik, F. Burchak, B. 

Gajewski, V. Knyazev, V. Kremen, G. Lelikov, V. 

Lugovoi, I. Nadolniy, N. Nyzhnyk, Y. Pakho-mov, A. 

Petrishin, V. Rebkalo, S. Ryabov, V. Sem-chyk, V. 

Sirenko, A. Skrypnyuk, V. Skuratovskyi, V. Tsvetkov, 

V. Yatsuba and others.  
The study of common problems of ethnon-ational 

issues was made in the works of V. Evtukh,  
№ Kuras, B. Naulko, S. Kulchytsky, O. Rafalsky,   
M. Panchuk, L. Polevoi, I. Panibudlasky, Y. Ry-

marenko, V. Soldatenko, B. Chirka, L. Yakubova,  

1. Vermenych, O. Danilchenko, M. Dmitrienko, V.   
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Gorbyk, H. Yefimenko, V. Marochko, V. Serhiy-

chuk, M. Zhurba etc.  
The national issues gained substantial cov-erage in 

the works of I. Kulinich, N. Kryvets, S. Bobylyeva, N. 

Ostashevoyi-Wenger, Shevchuk, O. Beznosov, A. 

Beznosova, A. Rublev, N. Rublev, M. Kostiuk, T. 

Zaretsky, V. Orlyanskaya and others.  
An important contribution to the development 

of the studied problem has been made by the for-

eign experts D. Mace, A. Graziosi, A. Aysfeld, L. 

Malinowski, V.Chebotaryov etc.  
Research objectives  
The article defines the role of national zoning 

in the Soviet Ukraine in the system of administra-

tive-territorial reform in the 1920 and 1930‟s, its 

place and degree of efficiency in the process of 

state building in the republic.  
Results  
General socio-economic and political crisis 

in Ukraine at the end of the civil war has 

demonstrated the fragility of the Soviet regime, 

despite the mili-tary victory.  
The beginning of the 1920s in Ukraine was marked 

by the explosive escalation of interethnic relations, the 

direct basis of which was in a cata-strophic deterioration 

of economic conditions of all ethnic groups of the 

republic [1, p.329]. It occurred against the backdrop of 

ongoing changes made by the Soviet authorities in 

Ukraine, which were aimed at liquidation of pre-

revolutionary zoning [2, p. 70-72]. The main focus of 

these changes was in destroying the binding of 

commercial areas to the administrative and territorial 

boundaries [3, p.18], which resulted in shredding 

previously integrated administratively and economically 

„volosts‟ and in extremely exacerbating land issue as the 

result of the tragic consequences of the famine 1921-

1923.  
With the introduction of a new administrative-

territorial division of Ukraine in March 1923 with the 

consolidation of „volosts‟ in the districts and „povity‟ - 

in the counties [4, p.79], a four degree system of 

governance (centre – „guberniya‟ -  
vicinity – „rayon‟) was formed in the republic. This 

reform that was carried out in a hurry, did not take into 

account neither the ethnic composition of residents, nor 

the historical forms of management.  
The severity of confrontation had forced the Bol-

shevik leaders to make certain concessions 

initially in the socio-economic sphere (the 

introduction of the NEP), and later in the national 

question (indi-genization policy).  
The Bolshevik concept of state building was 

beyond national and state building, because its 

 
purpose was in universal approval of communism, which 

had to rise above national and state bound-aries. The 

unified centralized state was supposed to become the best 

form of the set task‟s realiza-tion, because centralization 

was considered to be the guarantee of implementing the 

revolutionary transformations and solving economic, 

political, and spiritual problems. The principles of the 

pro-letarian state have been copied from the practice of 

party building, which then provided the indivisible 

growth of state and party organisms. The initiation of 

indigenization has become a forced tactical re-treat from 

the theory of Marxism in order to preserve the territorial 

integrity of the Soviet state. It allowed federal leadership 

to ensure a certain respite to re-group forces by reducing 

the centrifugal political processes and to thoroughly 

prepare multinational country‟s transition to socialism. 

Indigenization policy was to promote the popularization 

of basic social and economic policies of the Soviet 

govern-ment among ethnic components of the country, 

and eventually its introduction by their representatives.  
The policy concept of indigenization of the state 

apparatus was proposed at the Twelfth Con-gress of 

the CPSU (b) in April 1923. In union scale the 

indigenization was not considered as an inde-pendent 

socio-cultural program but as a tool to im-plement 

other more important social and economic projects. 

However, the event that was considered as a 

subsidiary, turned into a separate program in the local 

environment.  
At the same time the Resolution of the Sovnar-kom 

UkrSSR and VUTSVK “On measures to en-sure equality 

of languages and to support the de-velopment of the 

Ukrainian language” from the 1st of August, 1923, which 

is defined by the research-ers as the rising point of 

indigenization policy in  
Ukraine, not only did not initiate the creation of 

national administrative and territorial units, but also 

made it unnecessary through the detailed regu-lation 

of the use of languages of ethnic minorities that had to 

cause indigenization of the personnel of the executive 

committees at all levels. However, the incredible 

ethnic diversity of the country that was on the pre-

industrial stage of development, de-fined internal 

contradictions and complexity of its administrative-

territorial structure [5, p.144-145].  
The Soviet government began to consider the 

earmarking of national village and districts coun-cils 

as a factor capable of simultaneously not only slightly 

improving the socio-economic situation and to some 

extent meeting national and cultural needs of the 

population, but, more importantly, 
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of economic regionalization proposed in 1921 by 

Moscow State Planning Commission, initiated by Lenin. 

This principle of zoning was seen by Rus-sian Bolshevik 

leadership as the basis not only of economic activity (at 

the same time references were made on the 

prerevolutionary experience - the cre-ation of economic 

counties by the relevant minis-tries), but the 

administrative division of the entire Soviet space. The 

committee under the chairman-ship of M. Kalinin was 

created by the USSR Cen-tral Executive Committee, 

generally adopting the idea of the State Planning 

Commission, proposed to align it with the national 

structure of the Union and recommended to zone two 

areas - the Urals and the North Caucasus as an 

experiment [10].  
When specified developments of the central 

government had been finding practical use, a wave of 

not only the general and national zoning had al-ready 

been passed in Ukraine but the preparation to 

eliminate provincial division had been launched by 
1925. The recognition of the USSR Central Execu-tive 

Committee on zoning that these administrative-territorial 

transformations in Ukraine had passed by it was 

demonstrative in the question of the degree of central and 

republican authorities‟ coordination.  
Created national areas had been identified from 

above, and not had been determined independently [5, 

p.143]. Although the emphasis in nation-build-ing had 

not been made on the political self-determi-nation, but on 

the national-territorial autonomy [5, p.138], the 

Bolshevik government from the begin-ning viewed the 

formation of national districts and village councils as a 

weapon of implementation of a proper language policy. 

Therefore, the national ter-ritorial units in areas of a 

compact ethnic minority settlement had become not only 

the territorial au-tonomies of a particular ethnic group, 

but more the national-territorial units with the office 

administra-tion in national languages.  
The proposals to finally put an end to the pre-

revolutionary division by eliminating „gubernii‟ were 

put forward as early as during the adminis-trative-

territorial reform in 1923. It was then pre-vented by H. 

Rakowski. He then rightly believed that the expansion 

of management subjects to forty counties would 

complicate the work of the cen-tral party and Soviet 

organs too much. However, the next republican 

leadership agreed to eliminate „gubernias‟. So a three-

stage system of manage-ment (center - vicinity - 

district) was established in Ukraine in 1925 [4, p.79].  
The transition to vicinity system was consid-ered 

as more acceptable by the Ukrainian higher 

 
authorities in comparison with the oblast division 

proposed by the Federal State Planning Commis-sion. 

The proposal of the latter was in the forma-tion of two 

regions (southwestern with the center in Kiev and 

southern and industrial with the center in Kharkiv), 

which included not only the territory of Ukraine, but also 

the Crimean ASSR and the part of the Don Army Oblast 

that was outside of the Ukrai-nian territory [12]. The 

proposed administrative variant by the State Planning 

Commission would expand the control capabilities of the 

Union center; whereas under the district system both 

projected oblasts would actually merge into one within 

the borders of the UkrSSR strengthening managerial 

positions of the Ukrainian political leadership. The Union 

authority, though agreed with the proposals of the 

Ukrainian side under the pressure of the “na-tional 

moment”, from the beginning viewed it as a temporary 

one for the period not exceeding 3-5 years. Thus, from 

the very beginning the stabiliza-tion of the 

administrative-territorial system was not on the agenda.  
The liquidation of provinces, as all previ-ous 

Soviet administrative-territorial changes in Ukraine, 

was carried out in a hurry. Despite ex-pectations of the 

Republican leadership it did not promote the reduction 

of costs spent on the Soviet apparatus [13]. 

Redistribution of functions and property of the 

dissolved „gubernias‟‟ agencies to vicinities‟ 

structures, which needed a certain time period for 

establishing new conditions of work, brought 

confusion in management. Accumulation of the next 

administrative-territorial reform on the national zoning 

was reflected on the character and on the timing of the 

measures.  
Some specificity was viewed in practice with 

community of state statutes in the national zoning.  
If the active position of the German settlers in the 

protection of their identity and the existence of vast 

population that lived compactly contributed to the 

primarily creation of the German national districts in the 

republic, then often different sequence had been among 

some ethnic groups. For example, the Jewish national 

zoning began with the formation of not areas, but village 

councils on the basis of the old Hebrew colonies and 

towns; districts due to the dispersion of settlement were 

singled out later when implementing controversial in its 

results resettlement program of the Jews on the land [14, 

p.145-146]. The reasons for the introduction of certain 

administrative and territorial units were also differed. 

Creation of the Polish national areas near the border with 

Po-land was seen as a basis for promotion of the social- 
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ist revolution in the West [15, p.203]: after the lost war 

the Soviet authorities did not abandon attempts to make 

an expansion into Poland in order to create Polish 

socialist republic. At the same time the Polish population 

of Naddniprianska Ukraine was seen as the fifth column 

for this mission, and the UkrSSR was assigned the role of 

the Polish national ground for the implementation of this 

policy [15, p.74].  
The peculiarity of the situation in the national areas 

consisted in the fact that with the inclusion of foreign 

village and town councils to their com-position, the full 

range of activities associated with the introduction of 

indigenization was necessary to exercise with respect to 

them. Extremely important was the problem of linguistic 

personnel training, which required knowledge of the 

language of the majority population of the district at the 

district lev-el, the Ukrainian language for the relations 

with the higher bodies, and language of some ethnic 

group with the inclusion of the foreign administrative and 

territorial units to the district. These guidelines cre-ated 

double or even triple language press for those responsible 

managers as well as technical staff of district level of 

governance. Their level of language training was often 

far from the desired.  
It should be borne in mind that the main border of 

conflict in Ukraine took place not between ethnic 

groups and their mentalities, but in socio-economic 

relations, opposites in economic and political inter-

ests of different populations groups, which had re-

mained as rudiments of sustainable forms of social 

coexistence throughout the NEP. The most impor-tant 

factor in this controversy was the land issue, 

especially attempts of its solution by the Bolshevik 

government in the conditions of the critical short-age 

of land in certain regions. Hence, the resettle-ment 

campaign added ethnic dimension to chronic social 

crisis [5, p.150].  
The Constitution of the UkrSSR of 1929 ce-mented 

the possibility of creation of national ad-ministrative and 

territorial units. However, the guarantee of equality 

before the law and protection of political rights 

exclusively of the working mass-es in the conditions of 

mandatory implementation of decisions and orders of the 

central institutions by the local executive committees, 

rigid hierarchy of the executive bodies of power and 

significant limitation of voting rights gave the caste 

character to the Soviet democracy of the 1920-30‟s, 

depriv-ing the wider ethnic minority groups from 

political rights [5, p.136-137]. The extraordinary polyeth-

nic population, which extremely complicated the 

implementation of national languages in everyday 

 
public life, became a decisive factor in phasing out the 

multilingualism [5, p.151], which affected fur-ther 

administrative and territorial changes.  
With the requirements for maximum centraliza-tion 

of administration the sixteenth Congress of the CPSU (b) 

in 1930 decided to strengthen the district level of 

government, which played a special role in the campaign 

of complete collectivization [9, p.8]. „Okrugs‟ were 

eliminated and districts came under the direct 

management of the center by the Resolu-tion of the 

VUTSVK and SNK the UkrSSR from the 2nd of 

September, 1930. Creation of a two-tier management 

system (district - center) in Ukraine, contrary to the 

expectations of the Soviet leader-ship, significantly 

complicated the administration efficiency. Activities of 

central bodies were almost paralyzed because of many 

small problems that arose in hundreds of rural districts 

[9, p.8]. Their management from the capital of the 

republic proved to be absolutely impossible: center, 

which previ-ously somehow coped with four dozen 

counties, could not handle the five hundred objects under 

its direct subordination. Most noticeable this situation 

was in rural areas that were almost completely iso-lated 

from the administrative center in the midst of complete 

collectivization. The administrative factor played a 

significant role in that situation in the ag-ricultural sector 

of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic in 1931-1932 that was 

significantly worse than in any region of the country [4, 

p.78-79], becoming a prelude to the famine of 1932-

1933. 
 

Rapidly increasing disorganization of ad-

ministration had put at risk the realization of cer-tain 

state radical socio-economic transformations and 

demanded urgent intervention. In February of 1932 the 

leadership of Ukraine gained the agree-ment from 

Kremlin to create five areas, territories of which were 

almost twice bigger than the former „gubernias‟ [4, 

p.79]. The fourth extraordinary ses-sion of the 

UkrSSR VUTSVK of the twelfth convo-cation on the 

9th of February, 1932 confirmed this decision. 

Therefore, a three-stage system of man-agement 

(center - region - district) was established in the 

republic.  
Conducting administrative-territorial reforms 

in 1930 and 1932  
had disorganizing consequences for the whole 

administrative system of Ukraine that evolved through 

trial and mistakes, and its imperfections had led to 

further territorial changes in the repub-lic. Significant 

sizes of established regions were obstacles to an 

effective establishment of vertical hierarchy of 

management. This had raised ques-  
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tions about their downsizing [4, p.79-80]. These 

processes also affected the national zoning.  
Administrative-territorial changes of the end of the 

1920s and the 1930s, under the conditions of the 

curtailment of the NEP, the implementation of complete 

collectivization and the loss of economic identity by 

national districts, initiated the elimina-tion of 

“undesirable” for the government districts while 

simultaneously forming new districts with the national 

status. And if the emergence of new districts most often 

became the mechanical con-sequence of the 

administrative reallocation from the top, the destruction 

of others often also showed the internal changes in the 

environment of differ-ent ethnic groups. For example, the 

administrative reorganization in 1930 of Khortytskyi 

German and in 1932 of Sartanskie and Manhuskoho 

Greek dis-tricts only legislatively stated  
the transformation of large villages that consti-

tuted them into the suburbs due to the steady trend of 

urbanization as a result of the outflow of signifi-cant 

groups of farmers unwilling to join the collec-tive 

farms [17, p.402]. At the same time national districts 

that remained had been increasingly used by the 

government as means of political control and a 

convenient base for mass arrests.  
The revised administrative and territorial divi-sion 

was enshrined in the Constitution of the Ukrai-nian SSR 

in 1937. However, changes had continued to occur in the 

future. As for adjustedness and rea-sonableness of the 

administrative-territorial reform in Ukraine in general and 

in the national zoning in particular, that despite the image 

of the Bolshevik Party and the Soviet functionaries of 

economic, na-tional and cultural practices as a clear 

systematic strategy of formational changes, all 

components of internal policy of the Bolsheviks lied in 

continu-ous political maneuvering under the strengthened 

party control and the capture of the “commanding 

heights” in all areas of society [5, p.152].  
It is not surprising that the initial positive as-

sessment of the practice of the national administra-

tive and territorial units‟ creation by the Soviet state 

structures had changed into the negative attitude to 

the very fact of their existence, which had gradually 

resulted in the ultimate elimination of these entities 

in the end of the 1930s. 

 
Conclusions  
The numerous administrative and territorial re-

forms were initiated during the establishment of the 

Soviet power in Ukraine. They were carried out on the 

basis of the abolition of private property and the 

persistent antireligious orientation, were aimed at the 

elimination of pre-revolutionary administrative-territorial 

division, which evoked dissatisfaction of the new state 

institutions due to, from their point of view, far too 

fragmentation. On the background of general unsettled 

land relationships and a num-ber of taxation errors 

implemented measures had brought the situation in the 

country to crisis.  
Administrative  and  territorial  reform  in  

Ukraine in 1923, carried out in a hurry, did not take 

into account the ethnic composition of inhabitants 

and historical forms of management. Therefore, de-

terioration of the situation due to the ignorance of 

the national factor in the presence of diverse ethnic 

composition of the country forced the Bolshevik 

leaders to make certain concessions in the form of 

the national zoning.  
However, the effectiveness of these measures 

proved to be inefficient due to the combination of the 

national zoning stretched over time (from 1923 to 1939) 

with the reform of the pre-revolutionary administrative 

and territorial division as well as with the implementation 

of the economic zoning by all-Union structures under the 

conditions of out-right secondariness of the first 

component.  
Chronic administrative-territorial reorganiza-tions 

were carried out not so much on the basis of scientific 

conclusions, but on the prevailing politi-cal 

considerations of public institutions at various levels. 

A frequent lack of thought and calculations of far-

reaching consequences of the administrative-territorial 

division as a whole and particularly of the national 

zoning has contributed to the confusion in the 

management system and has not helped, despite the 

authorities hopes, to reduce costs spent on the Soviet 

apparatus.  
The final abolishment of indigenization 

policy in the late 1930s had resulted in the 

elimination of all national regions of Ukraine as 

administrative and territorial units. 
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