
Life In the Tsarist Empire 

Theme: How do nations treat their minority populations? 

Partition of Poland in 1772, 1793, 1795 

Brought 1.2 million Jews into tsarist empire on geographical 
periphery of empire (agricultural, far away from capital of St. 
Petersburg, dominance of Polish nobility preserved until 
mid-19th century and serfs until serfdom abolished in 1861-
export of grain, later sugar refining) 

Russia at the time of partition  

Empire, not national state 
• Dominant Russian Orthodox Church had strong tradition of 

anti-Judaism and supersessionism 
• In St. Petersburg, liberal and humanitarian tendencies weak, 

Orthodox and retrograde tendencies strong 
• Government believed Jews were a harmful element who 

disrupted relations between landlords and peasants, had no 
loyalty to country or sovereign, concentrated in unproductive 
and parasitical occupations that exploited surrounding 
society 

• Jews could be made over by rational reforms 

The Ukase of May 7, 1786 

Petition brought by Jews in Belorussia. Governor General had 
forbidden the land owners to lease the inns on their estates to 
Jews. Large number of Jewish families who made their living on 
some form of liquor-selling and inn-keeping faced economic ruin.  

Petition asked, among other requests, for the right to be enrolled 
in the merchant corporation in order to pursue the liquor-selling 
trade in Riga. Petition refused. 



Outcomes: Attached Jews to specific locations. Created the Pale 
of Settlement. 

Creation of the Pale: 

• Limited physical and social mobility of the Jews 
• Excluded Jews from the dynamic centers of industry, trade, 

public life 
• Forced Jews to accept opportunities that were second and 

third best 
• Decreased the chances of contributing to development of 

nation 
• Increased new areas of internal conflict and loosened the 

traditional values built up through centuries of relative 
isolation 

• Led to new patterns of thought, revival of Hebrew, 
development of modern Yiddish literature, massive 
emigration 

Gabriel Dyerzhavin 

Russian member of Senate who had never come into contact 
with Jews. Dispatched to Belorussia to “instill order”. Wrote 
“Opinion of Senator Dyerzhavin Concerning the Want of 
foodstuffs in White Russia by Curbing the Avaricious Pursuits of 
the Jews, also Concerning Their Re-education, and Other 
Matters” 

• Made Jews the scapegoats for the economic ruin of the 
province. Economic pursuits of the Jews”are nothing but 
subtle devices to squeeze out the wealth of their neighbors, 
under the guise of offering them benefits and favors”. 

• Jews should be placed under tutelage of a Christian official to 
carry out the work of “transformation” 

• Forbidden to keep Christian domestics; deprived of the right to 
participate in city magistrates; give up distinct forms of dress; 



establish government printing office to publish all Jewish 
religious books with “philosophic annotations”. 

• Led to “Jewish Constitution” of 1804: forbid Jews to hold any 
leases on land, to keep taverns, saloons or inns; allowed Jews 
willing to engage in agriculture to buy unoccupied lands; 
granted access to all public and secondary schools and 
universities; all public and commercial documents had to be in 
Russian, Polish or German. Not enacted because of Napoleonic 
Wars-government feared French invasion, and Jews would see 
Napoleon and his Paris Sanhedrin as alternative to the tsar. 
(We will study this in Class Three). 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
1827: Military conscription imposed on Jews  

Not a general obligation on all citizens but an obligation imposed 
selectively on different estates and social and religious groups. 
Service=25 years. Conversion openly encouraged. Local 
community made collectively responsible for fulfilling quota of 
4-8 recruits for every 1,000 people on the tax rolls. 


