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FANTIN READING GROUP – SUNDAY MARCH 13

NESTOR MAKHNO
‘The Makhno Movement and Opposition within the Party’

An excerpt from Obsolete Communism: the Left-Wing Alternative (1968) by Daniel and Gabriel Cohn-Bendit. Accessed here:
http://www.nestormakhno.info/english/cohnbendit.htm

The Makhnovchina, better perhaps than any other movement, shows that the Russian Revolution could have
become a great liberating force. It was inspired by Makhno, a young Ukrainian anarchist, and has been almost
totally ignored by bourgeois historians no less than by Stalinist and Trotskyist apologists — and for good reason.
It shows the Bolsheviks stifling workers and peasants, and then crushing them in a bloody massacre.

Geographically, the Makhno movement covered a region inhabited by seven million people and measuring some
150 miles in diameter. Its centre was the small Ukrainian town of Gulye Pole with 30,000 inhabitants.

The movement flourished from 1918 until the summer of 1921, when it was finally crushed by the Red Army.

From 1918 to 1921, armed Makhnovite groups fought the White Guards and later the Red Army without respite.
They were responsible for holding the Ukrainian front against the White general Denikin, whose armies Makhno
defeated in 1919, and then against General Wrangel. The best way of showing who they were and what they
stood for is to quote from the manifesto published by the Cultural and Educational Section of the Insurrectional
Makhnovite Army. It was widely distributed among the peasants and workers.

        (i) Who are the Makhnovites and what are they fighting for?

The Makhnovites are peasants and workers who in 1918 rose up against the brutality of the German,
Hungarian, and Austrian interventionists and against the Hetman of the Ukraine.

The Makhnovites are workers who have carried the battle-standard against Denikin and against every form
of oppression and violence, who have rejected lies from whatever source.

The Makhnovites are the workers who by their life's labour have enriched and fattened the bourgeoisie in the
past, and today are enriching new masters.

        (ii) Why are they called Makhnovites?

Because during the greatest and most painful days of the reactionary intervention in the Ukraine, they had
within their ranks the staunch friend and comrade, Makhno, whose voice was heard across the entire
Ukraine, challenging every act of violence against the workers, calling for struggle against the oppressors,
the thieves, the usurpers and those charlatans who were deceiving the workers. That voice still rings among
us today, and unwaveringly calls for the liberation and emancipation of the workers from all oppression.

        (iii) How do you think you will obtain this liberation?

By overthrowing the coalition of monarchists, republicans, social democrats, communists and Bolsheviks. In
its place we call for the free election of workers' councils which will not rule by arbitrary laws because no
true soviet system can be authoritarian. Ours is the purest form of socialism, anti-authoritarian and anti-
government, it calls for the free organization of the social life of the workers, independent of authority, a life
in which each worker, in free association with his brothers, can build his own happiness and well-being in
accordance with the principles of solidarity, amity and equality.
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        (iv) What do the Makhnovites think of the Soviet regime?

The workers themselves must choose their own councils (soviets), to express the will and carry out the
orders of these self-same workers. The soviets will be executive organs of, and not authorities over, the
workers. The land, the factories, the businesses, the mines, transport, etc. must belong to those who work in
them. All that the people inherit must be socialized.

        (v) What are the paths that will lead to the final goals of the Makhnovites?

A consistent and implacable revolutionary battle against all false theories, against all arbitrary power and
violence, no matter from what quarter, a struggle to the death. Free speech, justice, honest battle with guns
in our hands.

Only by overthrowing all governments, every representative of authority, by destroying all political,
economic, and authoritarian lies, wherever they are found, by destroying the state, by a social revolution, can
we introduce a true system of workers' and peasants' soviets and advance towards socialism.

Trotsky was one of Makhno's bitterest adversaries among the Bolsheviks, and never forgave Makhno for refusing
to serve under his supreme command in the Red Army. On 4 June 1919, Trotsky began his first campaign of
calumny and military intimidation, by publishing notorious order No. 1824. It forbade the holding of a congress in
the Ukraine, and accused Makhno of delivering this front over to the enemy. "The Makhno brigade has constantly
retreated before the White Guards, owing to the incapacity, criminal tendencies, and the treachery of its leaders."

Trotsky's orders stipulated, inter alia:

1. It is forbidden to hold this congress, which must not take place under any circumstances;
2. Participation in the congress by any worker or peasant will be deemed to constitute an act of high

treason;
3. All delegates to the said congress must be apprehended and brought before the revolutionary tribunal

of the Fourteenth Army of the Ukraine.

So much for Trotsky's respect for the workers' right of free assembly!

The principles of anarchist organization

This excerpt is the fifth and final section of the Organizational Platform of the General Union of Anarchists (Draft) published by
the Delo Truda group in 1926, of which Nestor Makhno was a member. The entire document can be found here:
http://www.nestormakhno.info/english/newplatform/org_plat.htm

The general constructive positions set out above represent the organizational platform of the revolutionary forces
of anarchism.

This platform is built around a specific theoretical and tactical outlook. This is the minimum around which all the
militants of the organized anarchist movement must be rallied.

The platform’s task is to assemble all of the healthy elements of the anarchist movement into a single active and
continually operating organization, the General Union of Anarchists. All of anarchism's active militants must direct
their resources into the creation of this organization.

The basic organizational principles of a General Union of Anarchists are as follows:

1. Unity of theory
Theory is the force which guides the activity of individual people and individual organizations along a
specific route towards a specific goal. Naturally, it must be shared by all persons and all organizations who
join the General Union. The activity of the general anarchist Union, both in general and in detail, must be
perfectly consistent with the theoretical principles professed by the Union.
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2. Unity of tactics or the collective method of action
The tactical methods employed by the individual members or groups within the Union must likewise be
united, strictly consistent with one another as well as with the overall theory and tactics of the Union.

Sharing a general (common) tactical line within the movement is of crucial importance for the existence of
the organization and of the entire movement: it rids the movement of the confusion arising from the
existence of multiple mutually antagonistic tactics and focuses all the movement’s forces on a common
direction leading to a specific objective.

3. Collective responsibility
The practice of operating on one’s individual responsibility must be strictly condemned and rejected within
the ranks of the anarchist movement.

The areas of revolutionary, social and political life are profoundly collective in nature. Revolutionary public
activity in those areas cannot be based upon the individual responsibility of single militants.

The general anarchist movement's executive body - the Anarchist Union - takes a decisive stand against the
tactic of unaccountable individualism and introduces the principle of collective responsibility into its ranks:
the union as a whole is answerable for the revolutionary and political activity of each member of the union;
likewise, each of its members is answerable for the revolutionary and political activity of the union as a
whole.

4. Federalism
Anarchism has always rejected centralist organization both where the social life of the masses is concerned
as well as in the area of its political activity. The system of centralization relies upon the stifling of the spirit
of criticism, initiative and independence of every individual and upon the masses' blind obedience to the
"centre". The natural and inevitable upshot of this system is slavishness and mechanization, both in public
life and in the life of parties.

Contrary to centralism, anarchism has always advocated and defended the principle of federalism, which
combines the independence of the individual or organization with their initiative and service to the common
cause.

By combining the idea of the independence and fullness of each individual's rights with service of social
requirements and instincts, federalism paves the way to every wholesome manifestation of the faculties of
each individual.

But very often the federalist principle has been warped in anarchist ranks; too often has it been taken to
mean primarily the right to display one's ego and neglect one’s duties towards the organization.

This distortion has caused a great deal of disorganization within our movement in the past and it is time to
put an end to it once and for all.

Federalism means the free agreement of individuals and entire organizations upon collective endeavour, in
order to achieve a common objective.

Now, any such agreement and any federative union based thereon can only become a reality (rather than
exist only on paper) if the essential condition is fulfilled that all parties to the agreement and to the union fully
honour the obligations they take on and abide by the decisions reached jointly.

In any social project, however great the federalist basis on which it is built, there can be no rights without
responsibilities, just as there cannot be decisions without these being implemented. That is all the more
unacceptable in an anarchist organization which takes only obligations upon itself with regard to the workers
and their social revolution.

As a result, the federalist type of anarchist organization, while acknowledging the right of every member of
the organization to independence, freedom of opinion, personal initiative and individual liberty, entrusts each
member with specific organizational duties, requiring that these be duly performed and that decisions jointly
made also be put into effect.



4

Only in this way will the federalist principle come to life and the anarchist organization function properly and move
towards the goal it has set.

The idea of the General Union of Anarchists raises the issue of the coordination of the activities of all the forces of
the anarchist movement.

Each organization affiliated to the Union represents a living cell that is part of the overall organism. Each cell will
have its own secretariat to facilitate its activities and provide theoretical and political guidance.

In order to coordinate the activity of all of the Union's affiliated organizations, a special body is to be established
in the form of an Executive Committee of the Union. The following functions will be ascribed to that Committee:
implementation of decisions made by the Union, as entrusted; overseeing the activity and theoretical
development of the individual organizations, in keeping with the overall theoretical and tactical line of the Union;
monitoring the general state of the movement; maintaining functional organizational ties between all the member
organizations of the Union, as well as with other organizations.

The rights, responsibilities and practical tasks of the Executive Committee are laid down by the Congress of the
General Union.

The General Union of Anarchists has a specific and well-defined goal. For the sake of the success of the social
revolution, it must above all choose the most critical and revolutionary elements from among the workers and
peasants to join it.

As an organization promoting social revolution (and also an anti-authoritarian organization) which seeks the
immediate destruction of class society, the General Union of Anarchists likewise relies upon the two fundamental
classes of the present society - the workers and the peasants - and it equally facilitates the quest of both for
emancipation.

As regards the urban workers' revolutionary labour organizations, the General Union of Anarchists must make
every effort to become their pioneer and theoretical mentor.

The General Union of Anarchists sets itself the same tasks where the exploited peasant masses are concerned,
and to serve as a basis, playing the same role as the urban working-class revolutionary trade unions, it must
attempt to develop a network of revolutionary peasant economic organizations, and furthermore, a specific
Peasant Union built on anti-authoritarian principles.

Born out of the mass of the workers, the General Union of Anarchists must take part in all aspects of their life,
always and everywhere bringing the spirit of organization, perseverance, militancy and the will to go on the
offensive.

Only thus will it be able to fulfil its role, to carry out its theoretical and historical mission in the social revolution of
the workers and become the organized cutting edge in their process of emancipation.
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Advantages and disadvantages of the Makhnovist movement

This is an excerpt from Volin’s The Unknown Revolution (1947). The excerpt is from Book III, Part II, Chapter 2. Part II, which
concerns Ukraine and the Makhnovist movement, can be found in its entirety here: http://www.nestormakhno.info/english/unk-
rev/unk_rev.htm

Since we can only summarise events and must leave out many details, we will set forth immediately the essential
characteristics of the Makhnovist movement, characteristics which manifested themselves increasingly during the
events that followed the collapse of the Hetman's regime and the end of the German occupation.

These characteristics of the movement can be divided into two different groups: the virtues and merits, on the
one hand, and the weakness and mistakes, on the other, for the Makhnovist movement was not irreproachable,
and some of its failings allowed the Bolsheviks to slander and defame it.

The advantages of the movement were:

1. Its complete independence of all tutelage, of any party, of politics in any form and from any source -- the
really libertarian spirit of the movement. This fundamental and highly important quality was due (a) to the
initial spontaneity of the peasant insurrection; (b) to the personal influence of the libertarian Makhno; (c)
to the activity of other libertarian elements in the region (Makhno being himself absorbed by the task of
fighting did his best to attract other libertarians who were able to work in complete freedom); (d) to the
lessons taught by the experiences of the insurgents in their day-to-day contacts with political parties.
This libertarian tendency of the movement manifested itself in a deep-rooted defiance of the non-working
or privileged elements, in a refusal of dictatorship over the people by any organisation, and in the idea of
a free and complete self-administration by the workers themselves of their local affairs.

2. The free, federative (and hence more solid) co-ordination of all the forces of the movement into a vast,
freely organised and disciplined social movement.

3. The healthy and advanced ideological influence which the movement exercised over a wide section of
the country, containing some seven million inhabitants.

4. The incomparable fighting valour of the revolutionary peasant army, an army which, despite its perpetual
lack of weapons and ammunition, despite the constant and shameful betrayals which it suffered, despite
other terrible difficulties, was able to resist for nearly four years all the usurpations and all the forces of
oppression [active in the Ukraine].

5. The organisational and strategic and military genius, as well as the other exceptional qualities of that
guide of the fighting nucleus of the movement, the anarchist Nestor Makhno.

6. The rapidity with which the peasant masses and the insurgents, despite extremely unfavourable
circumstances, became acquainted with libertarian ideas and sought to apply them.

7. Certain positive achievements which the movement made, in so far as circumstances permitted, in
economics and in the field of social and revolutionary militancy.

The disadvantages of the movement were:

1. The almost continual necessity of fighting and defending itself against all kinds of enemies, without being
able to concentrate on peaceful and truly positive works.

2. The continued existence of an army within the movement. For an army, of whatever kind it may be,
always and inevitably ends by being affected by certain serious faults, by a special kind of evil mentality.

3. The insufficiency of libertarian intellectual forces within the movement.
4. Certain personal defects of Makhno. Outside of his organisational and military genius, his libertarian

ardour and his other remarkable military qualities, Makhno possessed serious weaknesses of character
and education. In certain respects, he was not equal to his task. These weaknesses -- we will have
occasion to return to them -- diminished the scope and the moral significance of the movement.

5. A certain casualness, a lack of necessary distrust, towards the Communists.
6. The absence of a vigorous organised workers' movement, which could support that of the peasant

insurgents.
7. The constant shortage of arms and ammunition. The Makhnovists nearly always had to arm themselves

with weapons captured in combat from their enemies.


