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Abstract:  The article analyzes the conceptual changes in historiographical approaches to the 
phenomenon of the West Ukrainian People’s Republic (the ZUNR), whose centenary is celebrated 
in 2018. Historiographical sources provide clear evidence of the change in the analytical paradigm: 
shifting from glorification or a downright defamation to a careful examination of the ZUNR’s 
achievements and failures; investigating the least-studied aspects of its activity; establishing the 
role and place of the ZUNR in the history of Ukrainian state building. 
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During this century, Ukrainian historiography has accumulated a considerable amount of historical 

and memoir literature on the issue of the national state-building processes in the early 20th century; 

these empirical corpus and documentary sources, theoretical and methodological developments 

indicate the emergence of a new trend, ‘the ZUNR* studies’. In the general context of the history of 

Ukraine, the ZUNR is viewed from three main perspectives: 1) as an element of the Ukrainian 

liberation movement, in the 20th century in particular; 2) as a unique national state-building process; 

3) as an element of the Ukrainian revolution of 1917–1920. On the other hand, the ZUNR was a system 

in its own right – the national, political, military, social, economic, religious relations, processes and 

structures, whose interaction resulted in the creation of a unique phenomenon in Ukrainian and 

European history. The complexity of the above processes and the differences in methodological and 

ideological approaches to their studies are reflected in the academic discourse on the subject, which 

sometimes is marked by controversy. The goal of this article is to highlight the debate on the problem 

of the efficiency of the ZUNR’s representative bodies, the state-building, social and economic processes 

in the Republic.  

One of the key issues in researching the history of the ZUNR is the analysis of its institutional 

component, the formation and activity of the bodies of state authorities, the bodies of local authorities, 

and law enforcement bodies. The problem is widely highlighted in historical and historical-legal 

(generalizing and specializing) literature; the comprehension of this phenomenon has its own 

                                                             
* The ZUNR (Ukrainian: Zakhidno-Ukrayinska Narodna Respublika) – the West Ukrainian People’s Republic. 
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dynamics, though. The publications of S. Stebelsky (1919), O. Kohut (1922) and other participants of the 

events [1; 2] provided the basis for researching the issue. Of greater importance was the first 

generalizing work by M. Chubaty (1921), who discussed the origins of the ZUNR, the international and 

geopolitical context in which the state emerged and operated, the state’s legislative and executive 

power structures, the personnel of its governing and legislative bodies, the mechanism of the latters’ 

functioning, etc. [3]. M. Lozynsky (1921) discussed the role and place of the Ukrainian management 

structures in the general social and political context of Galicia in 1918–1919 [4].  

The initial impulse was quite powerful; yet between the 1920s and the 1970s, non-Soviet scholars’ 

contribution to the issue was less than modest. The situation was improved, to some extent, due to the 

appearance of historical memoirs – numerous articles in various interwar periodicals, in Litopys 

Chervonoyi Kalyny (Annals of the ‘Chervona Kalyna’ publishing firm) and its calendars, in regional 

collections of historical memoirs published in the Diaspora; they became the main source of 

information about the activity of the ZUNR’s state bodies. The most important of them, the memoirs of 

I. Makukh and A. Chaikovsky, will be discussed further in the text. 

Historiography has reliable methods of dealing with issues that concern the central power 

structures of the ZUNR: the UNRada (Ukrainian: Ukrainska Natsionalna Rada) – the Ukrainian National 

Council, the highest legislative body; the RDS (Ukrainian: Rada derzhavnykh sekretariv) – the Council of 

State Secretaries, the highest executive body (the government of the Republic). In most cases, the 

description of the inner structure, changes in the staff of the UNRada and the government, the 

governments’ functionings (the RDS took over from the State Secretariat) follows the pattern that 

presupposes the analysis of the laws, statutes, regulations, and the activities of state bodies during the 

Lviv (October 18 – November 21, 1918) and the Stanislaviv (January 2 – the late May of 1919) periods of 

the ZUNR’s existence. Modern researchers hardly add anything new to what is already known.  

A considerable progress in studying the work of the central and local authorities is made by 

O. Pavlyshyn. Using the accumulated experience of his predecessors, he researches into the 

institutional and social history of the West Ukrainian state and does a systemic analysis of the 

organizational forms of the representative power at different levels. The author shows that the change 

in the organizational form of the powiat UNRadas that involved a broader representation of rural 

communities was an important stabilizing factor in the social and political life of the new state. Also, he 

proves that in political management, the government failed to consistently follow the principles of 

collective decision-making and the division of power into executive and legislative; as a result, the 

UNRada and the RDS often trespassed on each other’s functions [5; 6]. 

One of the key issues in the historiography of the Ukrainian liberation movement and state 

building in 1914–1920 is that of the national political elite. On the one hand, it is viewed from different 

social perspectives: as their precondition; as a factor behind the defeat; as a phenomenon characteristic 

of the state power, party and political structures, as a component of ethnic and demographic processes, 

etc. On the other hand, its study involves the employment of specific prosopographical, biographical 

and other methodologies. The issue of correlation between political class forces and national political 

forces, which is part of the conception of the Ukrainian revolution, is also of great importance since it 

helps to establish the elements that enhanced or hindered the revolution’s development. But so far, 

special researches of this kind have covered only the history of Dnieper Ukraine [7, p. 3–16].  

Modern nationally oriented historians are positive that the Galician Ukrainians were ready to build 

up an independent state. Some scholars even claim that in the early 20th century, the Ukrainian 

movement in Galicia was so strong, politically and socially speaking, that its leaders were ready to take 

power and historical responsibility for the future of their nation [8, p. 9]. A radically opposite point of 

view was expressed by I. Kedryn, historian, national democrat, participant in the events of November, 

1918. He maintained that on the eve of the revolution, Ukraine did not have any organizational, 

intellectual (political elite) or psychological potential to govern the state; and that the situation could 

not change overnight [9]. The representatives of the conservative trend (V. Lypynsky, V. Kuchabsky, 

O. Nazaruk) took a critical view on the statehood aspirations of Galicia and especially Dnieper Ukraine. 

It was consistent with their ideological doctrine, according to which the producers of material wealth 
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(the working people, farmers, the bourgeoisie, the proletariat) formed the basis of society. Farmers and 

landowners had to play a leading role in its development [10, part 4, p. 202–203]; yet these social strata 

were only marginally involved in the radical social changes.   

Modern researchers also differ, sometimes greatly, in their views on the potential of the national 

political elite. The Kyiv authors of synthetic, generalizing works on the history of the 20th-century 

national state-building processes are mostly pessimistic in this regard. They argue – some being more, 

others less dogmatic – that the low level of structuredness of Ukrainian society, the lack of nationally 

conscious, experienced state government executives and middle managers were some of the main 

factors behind the failure of the ZUNR. Some researchers tend to relate the state-building endeavours 

of the ZUNR to its leaders’ attitude towards the UNR (Ukrainian: Ukrainska Narodna Respublika – the 

Ukrainian People’s Republic, or the Ukrainian National Republic) and the idea of national unity 

[11, p. 29–214; 12, p. 263–291; 13, p. 223–265; 14, p. 173]. Within this group of historians, there are 

scholars whose opinion is somewhat different. They claim that the level of national consciousness and 

expertise of the state managers in Galicia was much higher than that of their counterparts in Dnieper 

Ukraine. The proponents of this point of view are O. Rubl’ov and O. Reient. Their approach to the 

‘problem of the national political elite’ involves the analysis of the situation in both the government 

bodies and such sectors as railroad communications, education system, law enforcement structures; it 

also covers legislations that regulated their work [18, p. 276–280].  

Unlike the Kyiv scholars, historians of the western region are more positive about the ZUNR’s 

state-building achievements. According to them, the institutional structuredness of society and a high 

level of national consciousness allowed the Republic to avoid the chaos of the war and revolutionary 

period and to ensure cooperation and civic peace among different political forces and social strata [16, 

p. 134–141; 17, p. 98–103; 18, p. 166–255]. Irrespective of differences in approach, historians typically 

place emphasis on the analysis of the Galician authorities. In this regard, I would like to mention the so-

called ‘era of lawyers’ (the ‘epoch of lawyers’), a popular notion in professional historical literature, 

which has ambiguous consequences [19, p. 277; 20, p. 78]. The notion was introduced in 1916; it 

appeared in the work on the periodization of the national and political development of Galician 

Ukraine [21, p. 758–763]. In some cases, overestimation of the role of a particular social group in the 

national and historical processes leads to the disregard of the role of other social strata and particular 

professional groups in the formation of the new state.  

The social, party and political facets of the ZUNR’s institutional structure, especially those of its 

upper level, are studied better. For a long time, references were made to the personified description of 

the UNRada by M. Chubaty (1921), who listed and characterized 154 of its members [3]. Later, 

O. Pavlyshyn extended the list to 191 and then to 195 persons. The scholar carried out a prosopographic 

analysis that enabled him to reconstruct the personal data of the members of the UNRada; the 

reconstruction involved the following parameters: age, sex, place of birth, social class background, 

education, occupation, political party affiliation [5; 22; 23, p. 250–252]. The issue is also addressed in my 

paper Dmytro Vitovskyi (1887–1919 rr.): dokumentalnyi narys (Dmytro Vitovsky (1887–1919): A 

Documentary Essay) (in co-authorship with B. Havryliv) [24, p. 70–77]. The issue of the staff of the 

ZUNR’s mid-level governing structures was examined by O. Pavlyshyn [25]. The research convincingly 

refutes a popular historiographical thesis that the ‘lack’ of nationally conscious state managers was a 

factor behind the ZUNR’s failure and its ‘unsuccessful’ state-building policy.   

Of special interest are historical-biographical works dedicated to the leading figures of the national 

liberation struggle in Galicia in 1914–1919, to the leaders of the ZUNR in particular. There is a tendency 

to focus on a limited circle of outstanding persons, paying less attention to the rest of Galician 

politicians of that period. Most of the researches highlight the activity of K. Levytsky and 

Ye. Petrushevych; somewhat smaller number of works, that of L. Bachynsky, A. Chaikovsky, I. Makukh 

and some military leaders, whose role will be discussed further in the text.  

Such is the collection of vivid essays Istorychni postati Halychyny XIX–XX st. (The Historical Figures of 

the 19th–20th-Century Galicia) by I. Sokhotsky (1961) [26] and some other works by the same author (1965) 

that address the issue mainly in relation to the state-building activity of Ye. Petrushevych [27]. Less 



20     Volodymyr Velykochyy 

 

popular in Ukrainian historiography is the book Peredvisnyky i tvortsi Lystopadovoho Zryvu (The 

Forerunners and the Creators of the November Action) by S. Volynets; based on short biographical data 

records, it gives an account of the activity of about forty outstanding public figures, thus creating a 

collective portrait of the Ukrainian elite at the crucial stage of the Ukrainian liberation struggle [28].  

More than ten articles and books, some of them being quite substantial [29; 30; 31; 21], are dedicated 

to the activity of K. Levytsky; in general, he is described rather conventionally – sometimes only as ‘a 

shadow of his own memories’. In comparison, a well-known author, memoir writer A. Chaikovsky is 

depicted much more vividly. His activity as the Sambir Powiat Commissioner is analyzed against the 

backdrop of the tragic events in the ZUNR’s history from both a micro-historical and a psychological-

historical perspectives [32; 33; 34].  

There also exists a distinct group of historiographical reference sources. The leading figures of the 

ZUNR are extensively and profoundly portrayed in personal entries of two authoritative 

encyclopedias: Entsyklopediia ukrainoznavstva (The Encyclopedia of Ukraine), published in the Diaspora, 

and modern Entsyklopediia istorii Ukrainy (The Encyclopedia of the History of Ukraine). These and other 

biographical-informational [35] and ethnographical [36] publications of different periods – including 

specialized ones [37] – are evidence of social and scientific acknowledgement of these persons’ role in 

the history of Ukraine. At the same time, according to the above publications, the course of the national 

political life of Galicia during the war and revolution were determined by the activity of two or three 

dozen prominent persons.   

V. Kapeliushnyi is right to state that ‘the least researched area’ is the social policy of the ZUNR 

[38, p. 307]. A considerable number of works on the social policy of Dnieper Ukraine and a well-

developed social legislation of the ZUNR make this gap especially conspicuous. Some aspects of the 

problem are covered in historical memoirs [39; 3; 40] and researches of different periods [41; 42], the 

most detailed one being the work of S. Makarchuk [43]. The analysis of extensive documentary material 

enables the scholar to depict the situation in the West Ukrainian state – the devastation caused by the 

war, economic decline, black market, epidemics. The newly established state had to deal with the 

problems created by the war, and it had to do it on its own. Not always the actions of the government 

were effective, which aggravated the inner political situation [43, p. 144–153].  

We also have the ‘Soviet version’ of the ZUNR’s ‘social history’ presented in some generalizing 

historical works. A representative example here is the paper by O. Karpenko (1958), who described, in a 

traditional manner, the worsening of economic and social conditions of the ‘working masses’, caused 

by the price rise, food crisis, etc. The author analyzed the situation in the Drohobych-Boryslav basin 

and extrapolated it to the whole territory of the ZUNR, thus substantiating the idea of the 

‘development of the mass working-class movement’, ‘mass repressions’ against its participants, etc. 

[44]. It is worth mentioning that over the following fifty years, neither Ukrainian historians abroad nor 

their counterparts in modern Ukraine have made any attempts to investigate the problem, which still 

remains unresearched.  

In my opinion, an in-depth analysis of the ZUNR’s social problems could promote a more balanced 

assessment of its state-building policy. Yet a still popular approach is to analyze the social situation 

from the perspective of the social policy of different state and political party structures [18, p. 228–246]; 

typically, such analyses are fragmentary, limited to the land reform, etc. O. Pavlyshyn’s works are 

interesting in this respect. Investigating the land policy and some social problems of the ZUNR, he 

compares its inner stability to the situation in Eastern Europe, destabilized by the revolutionary 

upheavals. On the territory of the Republic, there was no (‘almost no’, to be more exact) local 

opposition formations and mass civilian disorders; anti-governmental actions occurred only in the 

military units in the rear area [5; 45; 22]. 

The two debatable issues of the ZUNR’s history that require a more detailed investigation are the 

land reform and the Drohobych uprising.  

The land reform, whose core issue was the transference of land estates into the land stock (fund) of 

the ZUNR, the division of land and its distribution among landless or land-starved peasants, became a 

matter of primary importance and urgency not only for Galicia with its 95 per cent of rural population, 
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but for the whole Eastern Europe during the revolutionary period of 1917–1920. Being in the focus of 

attention, the problem is viewed differently – sometimes from opposite perspectives – by historians 

who represent different trends. There is much debate around the law passed by the UNRada on April 

14, 1919 on the alienation of large landed property and the transference of ownership to landless or 

land-starved peasants. The key points of the reform were the amount of compensation, the size limits 

on personal plots, the time and method of land allotment; decisions on these issues had to be taken by 

the future parliament. 

The land reform of the ZUNR was heavily criticized by Soviet historians, who accused the 

‘bourgeois nationalists’ of deceiving the peasantry in order to preserve the power of the bourgeoisie. 

Conservatively-minded authors, in their turn, said that the liquidation of large land ownership without 

any compensation would reduce the potential social base of the new power. They meant the ruin of 

‘positive landlords’ (Poles, Ukrainians, ‘semi-Poles’) that were better prepared for governing the 

country and political leadership than the West Ukrainian intelligentsia [10, p. 202–203]. According to 

the historians of the radical trend, carrying out the land reform during the war was inappropriate, for it 

undermined order and increased chaos [46, p. 58 –59]. It should be mentioned that, when already in the 

Diaspora, the radical historians of the interwar period (M. Stakhiv) tended to idealize the social and 

economic policy of the ZUNR. Trying to downplay its inner contradictions, they stated that the 

conscious peasantry ignored the demagogy of the left forces and welcomed the land reform [47, p. 81].  

Modern authors also differ in their assessment of the ZUNR’s land policy. Experts on the history of 

the UNR Directorate compare its policy to that of the ZUNR and point out the latter’s inconsistency in 

the land policy. But the majority of the researchers on the history of Western Ukrainian statehood agree 

that the land reform did not encroach on the basic principle of western economic life, the sacredness 

and inviolability of private property, because the ZUNR’s leaders counted on the support of the Triple 

Entente and did not want to be accused of Bolshevism [18, p. 208–209; 15, p. 301–302]. The same idea 

was expressed by the Western Ukrainian historians of the interwar period. According to O. Slobodych, 

the ZUNR’s leaders adopted the law to please the Triple Entente, but the peasantry did not support the 

reform [48, p. 27]. 

O. Pavlyshyn [25, p. 132–193; 49, p. 186] and M. Lytvyn [50] suggest a new theoretical approach to 

the problem. It may be summarized as follows:  

 First. The authors reconstruct the painstaking process of developing the law on land reform, 

which we do not see in other studies on the ZUNR’s acts. 

 Second. They view the problem from a different perspective: the Galician Ukrainians did not 

disregard the land experiments of the Dnieper-Ukraine’s governments, but developed their own land 

policy, taking into account their historical traditions and the social-economic situation in the country.  

 Third. The authors aimed at providing a comprehensive analysis of the Republic’s land policy, 

which involved both lawmaking and taking some practical steps: solving food crisis, organizing spring 

field work, solving social problems of rural areas, etc.  

 Fourth. The scholars rejected the idealization of social class relations; they gave an objective 

analysis of relationship among the governing structures, the peasantry, the working people, the 

intelligentsia.  

Not only Soviet historians, but also some modern researchers see the connection between the 

‘discontent of the poor and a group of servicemen’ about the law on land reform passed on April 14, 

1919 and the outburst of the Drohobych uprising on April 14–15. In my opinion, the idea is far-fetched. 

But this local event in the history of the ZUNR is most extensively discussed and most variously 

interpreted in a great number of researches and historical memoirs. For obvious reasons, it was a 

popular topic among Soviet authors in the 1930s and the 1950s–1960s [51; 52; 53]. The political regime 

of the ZUNR was relatively stable, so this dramatic event gave a convenient reason for the talks about 

the ‘development of the class struggle of the proletariat’ in support of the ‘socialist revolution’, about 

the ‘unmasking of the bourgeois state’ and its ‘nationalistic leaders’. Some materials were downright 

fakes, especially those discussing the role of the local ‘communist revolutionary committee’ and the 

violent suppression of the workers’ uprising by the Legion of Ukrainian Sich Riflemen. 
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Ukrainian researchers abroad viewed the events from an opposite perspective, criticizing their 

‘Soviet counterparts’; but there were discussions among them too. L. Lutsiv, well-known literary critic 

and expert on the issue [55], at first shared the view that it was ‘just a riot’ without any political motive 

behind it: a Drohobych police unit (a ‘hundred’) mutinied over an order to go to the front [54] 

(a version popular among modern historiographers [42, p. 143]). Later, having analyzed a wider range 

of sources, Lutsiv accepted the version of other participants of the events [56], who detected the 

Bolshevik hand behind the uprising. According to them, it was the doings of the Drohobych ‘Soldier 

Council’ with well-placed Bolshevik agents [57].  

Some modern Ukrainian scholars tend to ignore the Drohobych events; others present them as a 

local conflict of minor importance; still others actually accept the Soviet version [18, p. 243–244] or state 

that the uprising resulted from the flaws in the government’s social policy, which weakened the 

position of the ZUNR [43, p. 144–147; 5]. In my opinion, this issue requires a special investigation. On 

the other hand, I do not think we need to refute the Soviet ideologeme according to which the 

suppression of the uprising prevented a social revolution in Galicia, and the region did not become ‘a 

bridge between the Sov[iet] Union and Red Hungary’ for it to victoriously march west [51; 52]. The 

position of L. Tsehelsky (for all the bias of his memoirs) is interesting in this regard. He maintained that 

the Drohobych ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ heightened the concern of European business circles, 

which used their influence with the governments, and it was the ‘main factor’ behind Galicia’s passing 

under the control of Poland [40]. 

Generalizing studies on the history of the ZUNR also highlight, to a greater or lesser extent, its 

getting established in the provinces. Apart from that, there is a corpus of special publications in various 

genres, dedicated to the November Action of 1918 in Galicia’s provinces. Thus, it is possible to 

reconstruct the full picture of the events – not only in Lviv, but on the whole territory of the Republic. 

Litopys Chervonoyi Kalyny and other Lviv periodicals of the 1920s–1930s, as well as the above regional 

collections of historical memoirs published in the Diaspora were ‘flooded’ with historical memoirs on 

the subject. They published abundant empirical material, interesting analytical articles and even 

polemics on both typical and specific aspects of the key events of the revolutionary period.   

A unique phenomenon in Ukrainian historiography is the research of I. Karpynets, expert on the 

economic and military history of Ukraine. The author focuses on the revolutionary events in the town 

of Rudky (1918–1919). The enormous corpus of empirical material and the combination of micro- and 

macro-level methods of historical analyses enables him to produce a comprehensive and detailed work, 

a period piece of provincial life in Galicia, in which the situation in one particular powiat is presented 

from military, political, social, economic, and mass-psychological perspectives [58]. 

Such a holistic approach, which – among other things – involves the analysis of the position of 

ethnic minorities, is not often used in modern regional historical studies; in most cases, they are written 

in the genre of political history and have conspicuous characteristics of positivist methodology [59].  

Thus, for a century, from the time of the formation of the West Ukrainian People’s Republic, a 

specific trend – ‘the ZUNR studies’ – has been developing in Ukrainian national historiography; now it 

is represented by a massive corpus of works in different genres, including scientific ones. There are 

various approaches to the analysis of the history of the Republic; but typically it is regarded as part of 

the 20th-century Ukrainian national liberation struggle and the Ukrainian Revolution of 1917–1920, a 

valuable state-building experience.   

Thus theoretical scientific approaches, ideological and political stereotypes of different periods of 

Ukrainian historiography predetermine the continuity and dynamics of the general comprehension and 

the specificity of assessment of the ZUNR phenomenon.   

The range and scope of publications on the ZUNR’s history are evidence of the evolution of 

Ukrainian historiography, the change of its paradigms: the radically nationalistic or social class 

research paradigms have yielded to the statehood one; they also indicate an increased interest in the 

general development of the transformational processes, which manifests itself in the accumulation of 

source material and the renovation of theoretical and methodological principles. An interdisciplinary 

approach to the problem – studying the ZUNR phenomenon from the perspective of political science, 
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psycho-history and other sciences related to history and historiography – reveals its new aspects, and 

the conclusions can be somewhat ambiguous.    

Some particular aspects of the ZUNR’s historiography are studied better than others; there are areas 

whose interpretation and assessment are still liable to arouse controversy. For instance, the issues of the 

November Uprising of 1918 and the Ukrainians coming to power in Galicia are well-investigated, while 

the state-building principles, the complex of problems related to the ZUNR’s legislation, the 

functioning of the Republic’s institutions and some other issues require, in my opinion, further study 

and discussion. Much attention is given to the social policy of the ZUNR; yet, with the exception of the 

land reform, we actually do not have special researches on the social and economic situation in the 

Republic.  

The West Ukrainian People’s Republic approached its centenary. What we witness now is the 

emergence of a new conception of this state in Ukrainian historiography: on the whole, it is regarded as 

a successful statehood and state-building ‘project’ initiated by the Ukrainian revolution despite its 

actual military and political defeat. 
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Великочий Володимир. До 100-ліття Західно-Української Народної Республіки. Історія ЗУНР: 

контроверсійність підходів на етапі зміни парадигм в національній історіографії. Журнал 

Прикарпатського університету імені Василя Стефаника, 6 (2) (2019), 17–27.  

У статті зроблено спробу аналізу зміни концепту вивчення стрижневих проблем історії Західно-

Української Народної Республіки (ЗУНР) за її столітню історію в українській історіографії. Аналіз 

історіографічних джерел відкриває перспективи констатувати зміни парадигми розгляду історії 

ЗУНР: від глорифікації і відвертого шельмування – до об’єктивного показу здобутків і прорахунків у її 

діяльності, з’ясування найменш вивчених аспектів діяльності, місця і ролі в історії національного 

державотворення. 

Ключові слова:  Західно-Українська Народна Республіка, українська національна історіографія, 

парадигма національної історіографії, національний концепт. 


