
World War I And its Aftermath 

Rise Of Jewish Mass Culture 

Breakup of traditional ways of life due to 
industrialization, urbanization and secularization 
undermining traditional ways of thinking and acting. 

TEXT: sociologist Michael Steinlauf 

“For generations of Eastern European Jews, traditional 
culture defined the texture of everyday life…(Now) 
there were Jews who lived in two worlds. On the one 
hand, they could take for granted Jewish law and 
custom, folklore and legend, as these had developed for 
centuries. Regardless of their degree of practice or even 
belief, they were intimately acquainted with this 
cultural storehouse; its contents were still instantly 
recognizable and-more or less ambiguously-still 
attractive. On the the other hand, these were also Jews 
accustomed to trains, telegraphs, newspapers, and later 
radios, telephones, automobiles and ballot boxes”. 

During World War I 

Most Russian Jews greeted the outbreak of the war with 
expressions of patriotism. Between 500,000-600,000 
served in the Russian army over the course of the war. 

The Russian army command accused Jews of 
supporting the Germans. Forced expulsions began in 
March 1915. More than 500,000 Jews were expelled 
from their homes in the front-line areas of the Pale. The 



swift advance of the German army prevented more 
expulsions. The Germans eased restrictions on Jewish 
political parties and institutions. 

Outcomes:  

1. the war abolished the old Pale of Settlement 
2. Critics of the Tsarist regime accused the government 

of both failing to halt the enemy advance and support 
refugees-there were Russians who were also refugees-
these charges contributed to the collapse of the tsarist 
state)  

1917-February Revolution-Nicholas II forced to abdicate. 
Alexander Kerensky becomes PM and Provisional  
Government continues war 

October Revolution-Five days after the Balfour 
Declaration, Bolsheviks storm Winter Palace and take 
over government. Russia signs peace treaty with 
Germany. 

The End Of The War Brought Two Years of Terror-Not 
Peace  

In Ukraine, where German and Austrian troops 
controlled large territory, they established a Ukrainian 
nationalist puppet government. A month after the 
armistice on November 11, 1918, Simon Petliura 
deposed the government. Petliura was driven from 
power in late 1919. From then until March 1921, 
Ukraine became the scene of violence between 



Ukrainian nationalists under Petliura and allied 
paramilitaries, the Polish army under General Pilsudski, 
Red army forces, White Russians, the anarchists under 
Nestor Machno, fighters allied with the warlord Nikifor 
Grigoriev who switched sides several times, and 
paramilitary bands driven by avarice and bloodlust, not 
ideology. 

The Jews, protected by no one, were fair game for all. At 
least 887 pogroms were documented (others counted 
over 1200 pogroms). Between 70,000-150,000 died. 
Tens of thousands of women were raped. Some 300,000 
children were left orphaned. 

TEXT: Interview with historian Nadia Lipes 

“Absolutely everyone took part in the pogroms: Whites, 
Bolsheviks, and Petliura’s troops, and peasants and the 
inhabitants of neighboring gubernias. Of course, it is 
easier to kill someone you don’t know personally, but 
the majority of the pogromists knew the people whom 
they were attacking. This did not disconcert them. The 
biggest problem in these things was impunity. The 
pogromists knew that after the killing of an ordinary 
peasant there would be questions, but if they kill 
twenty-five local Jews—no questions would be asked. 
That’s all. And the soldiers of all the armies—the Whites, 
the Denikinites (anti-Bolshevik Russians), the 
Petliurites, etc. knew this”. 

In contemporary Ukraine, the question whether the 
Petliura regime willfully supported or merely tolerated 
the pogroms is debated. The debate is irrelevant argued 
historian Simon Dubnow. Petliura offered no opposition 
to the pogroms. Homicidal stealing, mass rape, and 
permission to murder Jews propped up morale, reduced 



desertions, and meant the soldiers didn’t have to be paid 
much said Dubnow. 

In the Soviet Union 

The Soviet Union was a multi-national country so the 
question of nationality was of concern to the Communist 
Party, one that demanded immediate attention. The 
People’s Commissariat for National Affairs 
(Narkomnats), headed by Joseph Stalin, established in 
1917 even prior to the October Revolution 

•Goal: Produced ways to culturally and economically 
develop the various nations in the Soviet Union 

•Divided into commissariats (departments), each of 
which was responsible for a different national group 

•Commissariat for Jewish Affairs (Feb. 1918): 
responsible for forging a bridge between Communism 
and the Jewish population 

•In parallel, the Communist Party set up the Evreiskie 
Sektsii or the Evsektsiia: to “spread the ideas of the 
October Revolution long the masses of Jewish 
workers” 

•Commissariats disbanded in 1924. Evsektsiaa tasked 
with waging war on the Jewish religion and on 
Zionism 

  




