
VII.  Re-narrativizing Eichenfeld as a Product of Revolutionary Terror 

 

One strategy in approaching Eichenfeld is to seek a category that communicates 

both the victim’s experience and the perpetrator’s intentions.  A potentially more accurate 

category is “revolutionary terror” or, as the Makhnovist themselves referred to it, “black 

terror.”i  Revolutionary terror implicitly places more emphasis on the class element but 

does not exclude the presence of ethnic factors.  It also suggests the perpetrator’s 

mentality while simultaneously communicating the impact on the victim, all the while 

avoiding anachronistic comparisons of suffering and cultural narratives.  Finally it is 

appropriate to the period, the “Black terror” occurring parallel with the Red and White 

terrors.  Terror is a term broad enough to embrace a diversity of motivating factors while 

still being specific enough to help conceptualize the massacres. To explore the dynamics 

of revolutionary terror I have drawn heavily from the ideas developed by historian Arno 

J. Meyer in his book The Furies.   

Terror can be defined as “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior 

by extranormal means, entailing the use or threat of violence.”ii Revolutionary terror 

emerges in the context of extreme reciprocal violence and is ostensibly based on a pursuit 

of “justice.”  In a revolutionary situation this frequently occurs when the state can no 

longer maintain its monopoly over violence.  Violence becomes decentralized and 

legitimated through competing local forces.  Arno J. Meyer writes: 

The quantum jump of violence is both cause and effect of the breakup of a state’s 

single sovereignty into multiple and rival power centers, which is accompanied by 

a radical dislocation of the security and judicial system.  As a consequence, the 

positive legal standards for judging and circumscribing acts of political violence 

give way to moral and ethical criteria.  In other words, in the calculus of means 

and ends, the principles of “law” are superseded by those of “justice.”iii 



 

Due to the disappearance of universal law as administered through the state, justice is 

applied subjectively according to each competing power.  These competing notions of 

justice come into conflict triggering, as in the case of Makhno and the Mennonites, a state 

of escalating violence, in which each group attempts to use force and fear to compel the 

enemy to accept the other’s regime.  In this scenario the moral line between justice and 

primitive vengeance or terror begins to blur.iv    

We see this process emerging in the fall of 1918 when Makhno struggled to 

formulate a “just” policy regarding the German colonists.  After the burning of Bolshe-

Mikholaivka, Makhno was driven to seek vengeance through a campaign of sword and 

fire.  Only when he realized that such a policy would inevitably descend into 

indiscriminate terror did he attempt to enshrine a just policy through a general order.  

From Makhno’s perspective clear boundaries for the movement had to be set if justice 

was to be maintained.  However, a preventing the slip from justice to indiscriminate 

vengeance was to prove exceedingly difficult. Unlike Makhno’s aggressive policy against 

anti-semitism within the movement, his policy to curb the murder of innocent German 

colonists was a failure. 

The incident with Shchuss is illustrative.  Shchuss was guilty of executing 

unarmed Germans, which according to Makhno’s policy should have led to Shchuss’ 

expulsion from the movement.  Makhno went further and threatened Shchuss with 

execution.  Here we see a confrontation between Shchuss’ terrorism and Makhno’s 

attempts to maintain a just policy.  In the end terror was victorious, as Makhno did not 

follow through with his threat despite the two commanders’ relations being severely 



strained.  In a time of realpolitik could Makhno have afforded to execute a figure only 

second in popularity to himself?  Regardless, justice for the colonists was absent and it 

would be increasingly so as the civil war progressed.  

While there is no evidence Makhno participated in or directly sanctioned any of 

the massacres, his behavior by November 1919 was increasingly “terroristic.”  

Particularly the activities of the kontrrazvedka coupled with Makhno’s public declaration 

of war on the bourgeoisie only enflamed existing tensions within the occupied colonies 

functioning to encourage further violence.  Eichenfeld was a casualty of this 

environment.   

In our final example we encounter a Makhno apparently broken by the civil war’s 

seemingly endless vortex.  In Galina’s diary the Bat’ko is reduced to a drunken accordion 

player, a jealous husband and ruthless killer.  In the last recorded incident between 

Makhno and the colonists he personally participates in the burning of Mariental and the 

execution of twenty colonists in retribution for the shooting of two Makhnovist scouts.  

Viewed in this sequence, events take the narrative form of a tragic fall from the pursuit of 

justice into excessive terror. 

 Edgar Quinet in his 1865 history of the French Revolution described the dynamics 

of terror as “opposing electric currents making for perpetual thunder and lightning.”v  A 

cyclone is an appropriate metaphor in which “terrible reprisals” become progressively 

infused with a “spirit of extermination.”vi  In the civil war the Makhnovschina found itself 

facing an “opposing current” first in the form of the German occupation and then in the 

White Army.  Both conducted vicious campaigns of terror against the peasantry.  



Many Mennonite and German colonists were strongly supportive of these regimes 

and some even complicit in their acts of terrorism.  From their perspective justice was 

sought through the reclamation of stolen property and the protection of their families 

from marauding bands.  But here, as in the case of the Makhnovists, the pursuit of justice 

gave way to terror. A White army captain attached to a Selbstschutz unit wrote in his 

diary about the Mennonite fighters’ relationship with the Makhnovists: 

Fine soldiers, reliable and true; but they are savages. They do not take prisoners, 

never bring them to the unit's staff. Formerly rich rural squires, they have now 

been completely ruined by the Makhnovists and take their revenge on them – 

deliberately, brutally and coldly. But the Makhnovists deal with them in the same 

manner.vii 

 

Mennonite collaboration with the counterrevolution can also be conceived as a gradual 

process that contributed to an evolving “spirit of extermination.”       

The embrace of the German occupation was a decisive moment.  In the eyes of 

the surrounding peasantry the vociferous support afforded to the occupiers clearly 

identified Mennonites as counterrevolutionaries.  Public fraternization with the occupiers, 

the presence of Mennonites in punitive expeditionary units and the military drilling of 

Mennonite youth under German command did nothing to enamor the colonists to their 

Ukrainian neighbours.  

 Nevertheless, in hindsight the Mennonites’ response to the occupation is 

understandable given the threat they faced.  Since November 1918 the Mennonites had 

faced a growing wave of theft, harassment and official expropriations.  They had been 

forced to radically alter every aspect of their living arrangements including sharing their 

estates with Ukrainian families.  Former estate-owners were reduced to small lease 

landholders and their properties converted to communes for the landless.  Throughout the 



colonies Mennonites were subjected to seemingly random house searches, arrests and 

executions.  The self-imposed isolation of the Mennonite commonwealth had been 

traumatically shattered.  The arrival of the Germans offered reprieve from the chaos and 

the promise of a return to the past.   

The ethnic dimension of the German occupation also played a critical role in its 

embrace by the colonies.  In the developing Mennonite narrative of the civil war the 

German troops were emplotted as cultural saviors.  Their Germanic cousins were 

particularly romanticized by the youth, who quickly succumbed to arguments in favour of 

“self-defense.”  This ethnic component, placed in the context of the anti-German 

propaganda of World War I, served only to reinforce peasant suspicions of the 

Mennonites as fifth columnists.      

Thus far, while theft and harassment were widespread, murder had yet to take on 

a mass character.  The first actions that could constitute mass terror against the 

Mennonites were the Makhnovist attacks in the aftermath of the burning of Bolshe-

Mikhailovka.  This event more than any other signaled Makhno’s resolve to deal with 

what he considered a nest of counterrevolutionaries in his home territory.  These attacks 

also caused a large number of Schönfelders to seek refuge in the Molotschna colony.  

With them the refugees brought harrowing tales of murderous and raping anarchists.  An 

immediate sense of urgency was brought to bear on the question of self-defence.  With 

fear in the air, and the Germans on the verge of withdrawing from Ukraine, the 

Selbstschutz was allowed to flourish in the majority of Mennonite villages with minimal 

opposition.  Prior to the German army’s withdrawal the Selbstschutz made overtures to 

the White Army for munitions and operational advice.  While the Selbstschutz leadership 



ensured its operational autonomy from the Whites, from the Makhnovist perspective the 

Mennonites had once more militarily aligned themselves with the counterrevolution. 

Even these technical distinctions were eliminated when many former Selbstschüzler 

joined the White Army in the face of a Red-Makhnovist spring offensive.   

It is at this juncture that the conflict becomes truly Manichean and thus 

exponentially susceptible to the logic of terror.  The narrative on both sides of the field is 

hardening.  Individual actors are increasingly subsumed by caricatures of the enemy so as 

to psychologically prepare for and justify the inevitable deeds that must be done in the 

case of intractable warfare.  The Makhnovist is inevitably a murderous rapist and the 

Mennonite a scheming counterrevolutionary agent.  Such stereotypes commonly acted as 

screens to resolve personal vendettas or community grievances.   

On the other hand, the use of stereotypes may also be seen as an attempt to 

comprehend seemingly incomprehensible events. If the perpetrator, or victim, is reduced 

to less than human, if they are made wholly “other”, then events can be ordered and given 

meaning.  Typically this is achieved by invoking deep cultural narratives – or narrative 

templates – of the enemy.  

In the language of the Mennonites, the Makhnovists are spiritually demonic and 

the events accompanying them apocalyptic.  Makhno functions as an antichrist figure and 

his hordes of plague-infested troops as fallen angels. Defilement and the spread of 

disorder and pestilence are themes against which the Selbstschutz act as guardians. The 

Selbstschutz are portrayed as reluctant warriors who maintain their morality in the face of 

battle.viii  Yet there is a sense that they too are fallen in their inability to embrace the fate 

of the suffering martyr.  Hence we encounter contradictory narratives within individuals 



like Selbstschützler Henry Regehr who believed that God disapproved of the Selbstschutz 

but also protected them in battle.ix   

From the safety of the New World the Selbstschutz would be severely criticized 

by the Mennonite leaders and academics.  The standard interpretation today is that the 

Selbstschutz was a tragic misjudgment that carries the burden of having provoked the 

massacres.  One cannot help but contrast this interpretation with other cultures in which 

armed resistance to a perceived evil is considered honorable.  The historical memory of 

the Selbstschutz is not one of defiant glory but tragedy linked to the near loss of 

Mennonite identity.  As Dietrich Neufeld reflected: “A Mennonite who surrenders the 

fundamental idea of peace and affirms war has judged himself.  He is henceforth no 

longer a Mennonite.”x  In an attempt to prevent the outward destruction of the colonies, 

an equally serious internal process of destruction was provoked by adopting the sword.  

Still Selbstschutz members considered their actions a desperate response to the brutal 

realities of civil war; namely to protect their communities from theft, murder and rape.xi 

In the final analysis, while the Selbstschutz were able to hold off the Makhnovists 

at various moments, its sum effect was to confirm in the eyes of the peasantry 

Mennonites as intractable enemies of the revolution.  The Selbstschutz provided 

“evidence” for the stereotyped image of the Mennonite and a convenient rationalization 

for the increased terrorization of the colonies.  House searches were justified on the basis 

of searching for weapons and hiding counterrevolutionaries.  Furthermore, in all cases a 

Selbstschutz action preceded a massacre.  This is not to argue that the colonies would 

have escaped persecution but the presence of the Selbstschutz and their ties to the German 

and White armies did act to fuel the cycle of vengeance and terror.   



The legacy of the Selbstschutz would continue to haunt the Mennonites, as in 

1922 when the chairman for the Ukrainian Committee for National Minorities toured the 

colonies at the request of the Mennonites who were seeking reprieve from the harassment 

of local authorities. The chairman concluded that, “the Mennonites represented a segment 

of the counterrevolutionary elements previously active in the south, particularly in view 

of the activities of the Selbstschutz…” He further criticized the Mennonites for their 

“religious hypocrisy”.xii In the longer term, as John B. Toews concludes, “the fatal 

suspicion” arosed by the Selbstschutz, “affected the status of the Mennonites and German 

during the 1930s and again in World War II.”xiii     

A second Mennonite narrative representing a majority of emigré literature is the 

pacifist one in which Makhno plays the role of God’s punishing hand.  The terror 

according to this narrative is a consequence of the Mennonites’ lack of faith and 

attachment to materialism.  For many the massacres were interpreted as “a judgment 

upon the constituency for its disregard of a sacred principle.”xiv The image of God is of 

one meting out punishments and rewards based on the observance of certain strictures.  

Pacifist Mennonite Anton Sawatsky interpreted Eichenfeld through this narrative: 

The day of reckoning came for Eichenfeld because God could not leave their 

offence unpunished.  But in his great mercy, God, who does not want the death of 

sinners but that they turn to Him and live, sent tent missionaries to Eichenfeld two 

days before this terrible night, giving them a chance in the last minute to repent 

and make right what they had wronged … But those who died were not martyrs, 

but victims of God’s judgment.xv    

 

The terror is presented as a “purification” of the community, through which God intends 

to shepherd his flock back to the enclosure of the true faith. For Sawatsky and other 

pacifists, the Selbstschutz and Mennonite materialism were seen as roadblocks to the 



successful revival of the suffering Church. The acceptance of a passive martyrdom would 

achieve God’s forgiveness and ensure the community’s survival. It is an extreme 

interpretation by today’s secular standards but one that carried significant weight at the 

time as evidenced in the Friedensstimme editorials and its prevalence in many private 

reflections.  

One might expect the pacifist narrative to have been sympathetic towards the 

peasantry given its close identification with the persecuted.  However, this was often not 

the case.  Certainly, pacifists condemned the more excessive instances of abuse and 

exploitation, but their critique of Mennonite society remained highly metaphysical and 

generally did not deal with larger political or socio-economic issues.  Sympathy for the 

peasant was largely paternalistic, retaining strong elements of the master-servant 

relationship.  Regrets are expressed that more could have done to educate the peasantry 

and evangelical Mennonites commonly expressed frustration that they were forbidden to 

proselytize amongst the Orthodox.  Pacifist authors understood that in many cases the 

peasantry was underpaid and that land hunger drove their fury, but never do these authors 

offer any substantial critiques of the socio-economic system or their own colonial 

privileges.  According to Friedensstimme capitalism was the proper economics of God’s 

people and any writer that dared suggest socialism could be compatible with Christianity 

was hotly condemned. 

Thus while pacifist Mennonites did not physically oppose the radical peasantry, 

their paradigm remained inimical to the world of the peasant.  As colonists Mennonites 

were dependent on an imperial power for their privileges; reliant on a master-servant 

economy; paternalistic toward the indigenous population; culturally insular and socially 



segregated.  To the peasantry the colonists were representatives of an imperial system 

that had imposed an exploitive arrangement on a once free people.  In many ways the 

Mennonites seemed unconscious of their role in the spread of Russian imperialism into 

Ukraine.  They were largely unaware of the region’s history and could not understand the 

hostilities they faced.  Catherine the Great’s invitation to the Mennonites seemed a 

godsend in the face of Prussian persecution.  In southern Ukraine was an “empty” frontier 

land where separation from the world could be maintained.  However, in this very drive 

to avoid the secular world, and create a peaceable community, the Mennonites 

unwittingly found themselves co-conspirators in an imperialist agenda itself founded on 

violence.  Thus, from the beginning the Mennonites were uniquely positioned to draw the 

enmity of the indigenous population.  Economic success without cultural integration only 

quickened resentments as contact with the peasantry came primarily through master-

servant relations.  Unaware of the coming storm the Mennonites built their 

commonwealth as an oasis in the dry steppe; a city on a hill for all to envy.    

The bitter root of the conflict is found in imperial Russia’s semi-feudal class 

system whose unique evolution by 1917 made accommodation between Mennonites and 

the Ukrainian peasantry well nigh impossible.  If the massacres were motivated by an 

irrational ethnic hatred at any level, this in turn was symptomatic of very real class 

tensions such as unequal land distribution, income discrepancies, radically differing 

levels of education, and master-servant socio-economics.  This is not to deny the 

presence of a virulent form of anti-Germanism, but rather to assert its symptomatic rather 

than causative nature.   



In the context of these systemic resentments and frustrations violence found 

expression amidst the breakdown of civil society.  For the impoverished peasantry of 

southern Ukraine, the Mennonite was often the most immediate face of exploitation and 

the embodiment of the “outsider”.  War and revolution facilitated the dissolution of law 

and the pursuit of “justice” frequently gave way to vengeance and terror.  

As terror became a logic unto itself all rationalizations for violence served the 

greater goal of exterminating the “other.”  Bolstered by archetypal images of the enemy a 

Manichean stage was set in which the forces of good and evil clashed and where the ends 

justified the means.  In the absence of effective restraints, as was the case in late 1919, 

any action was possible, and even necessary, to purge the enemy.   

The Ukrainian tent missionary Astakhov provides us with a profound insight into 

the psychology of those possessed by the “logic” of terror.  After a Makhnovist describes 

in detail how he and his comrades massacred a family of Germans, Astakhov asks in 

desperation: “Pray tell me what was the reason for all this horrible violence and 

bloodshed? What were your feelings when you mercilessly hacked to pieces men, women 

and innocent children?” The Makhnovist responds:  

The most ferocious beasts could not have acted worse; but we never realized what 

we did.  Afterwards some feelings of pity and sorrow came into our hearts, but it 

was then too late!  If there had been someone amongst us at those moments to 

have spoken a few quiet, reasonable words to calm us, it might have been 

different!  For instance: I do not know what possesses me (and others will tell you 

the same) but in those moments of bloodshed there is neither pity, nor thought of 

consequences, but only the thirst for blood, and still more blood; although now I 

can speak, and think and reason.xvi   

 



In an inversion of the original revolutionary impulse for justice, terror now became an 

end in itself with the rhetoric of justice but a convenient handmaiden for the pursuit of 

death.  

 Unfortunately, it is often only in a state of mutual brokenness that intractable 

enemies are able to re-humanize the “other.”  In this state the pressures of narrative 

scripts to make a crude abstraction of the enemy are confronted by the reality of human 

suffering and, if for a moment, the playing field is leveled in which mutual understanding 

and even forgiveness is possible.  Such a moment arrived for Makhnovists and 

Mennonites in the face of Soviet oppression in the aftermath of the civil war.  

The memoirs of an anonymous Selbstschützler serve as a poignant example.  

Following the typhus outbreak he found himself under Red occupation and enlisted as a 

medic in the Red Army.  He was posted to a hospital in Nikolaiv, where he writes, “many 

Makhnovtse were brought in.  It was an opportunity to practice love to my enemies.  

Many died.”xvii Later in his memoirs he recounts how he was mistaken for a Makhnovist 

and sent to a camp in Siberia.  In the camp he became the “best of friends” with a former 

Makhnovist named Ivan, with whom he successfully planned an escape.xviii 

The famous Zaporozhyan oak tree is an apt symbol for both Makhnovists and 

Mennonites.  Seven centuries old the tree provided shelter for both the early Cossacks 

and the first Mennonite colonists.  In the 1930s when the Soviets decided to dam the 

great Dnieper, the process caused an abrupt rise in the water table, condemning the oak to 

a slow death through drowning.  Today the tree is nearly dead, its largely leafless limbs 

supported by wired anchors.  Yet new beginnings are evident.  Acorns of the old oak 

have been planted in many locations across North America, and in Ukraine shoots from 

the original oak are carefully tended in the hopes of growing a new tree for a new history. 
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