
The Beginning of Modernity 

Timeline 

1856-Crimean War ends demonstrating the inefficiency 
of Russia’s top military command and of its system of 
transport and supply. 

1859-Chechens conquered, all of Caucasus come under 
tsarist rule. Only about half the population was Russian 
by language and Orthodox by religion. The Orthodox 
were privileged in comparison with the other Christians; 
all Christians enjoyed a higher status than Muslims; and 
the latter were not so disadvantaged as the Jews. 

1861-Serfdom abolished. Peasants freed from servile 
status. But the tsar and his bureaucrats saw any further 
reforms as a slippery slope that would dilute their 
power, lead to the disintegration of state and empire and 
to class war between landowners and peasants.  

1873-74-Revolutionary activities increased. Two 
factions emerged: one that favored assassination of 
prominent officials and one that depreciated 
assassination and favored organizing peasants as 
opposed to workers. 

1881-Alexander II assassinated by a bomb while riding 
through the capitol. 

Turning Point:  

1881-Conventional date used by historians to mark 
turning point in Russian Jewish history. Evidenced by 
beginning of mass migration and emergence of new 



secular ideologies of nationalism and revolution. Russia 
became largest Jewish community in the world, from 
1.2 million in 1800 to 4.9 million in 1880. 

Russian government leadership came to see the Jews, 
rather than the disruptive effects of industrialization 
and modernization, as cause of the empire’s ills. 
Polarization of society between right and left and 
decreased security for Jews resulted in some 259 
pogroms between 1881-82. 

In the longer view: Russia failed to transform the statist 
empire into a civil society on the West European model 
with a constitutional system, a significant middle class, 
and some measure of national status for peoples of the 
former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 

May Laws 1882-Ostensible reasons for enactment: to 
improve the relations between the Jews and the native 
population of the Pale and to lessen the economic 
dependence of the native population on the Jews. 

TEXT: 
"As a temporary measure, and until a general revision is 
made of their legal status, it is decreed that the Jews be 
forbidden to settle anew outside of towns and boroughs, 
exceptions being admitted only in the case of existing 
Jewish agricultural colonies.  

"Temporarily forbidden are the issuing of mortgages and 
other deeds to Jews, as well as the registration of Jews 
as lessees of real property situated outside of towns and 
boroughs; and also the issuing to Jews of powers of 
attorney to manage and dispose of such real property. 



"Jews are forbidden to transact business on Sundays 
and on principal Christian holy days; the existing 
regulations concerning closing of places of business 
belonging to Christians on such days should apply to 
Jews also”. 

Outcomes: limited Jewish opportunities for 
employment. Quota on doctors and medical assistants, 
quota on brokers in commodity exchanges, restricted 
right to lease or own land, university admissions to 5%, 
curtailed right of residence and changes of domicile) 

Jewish reactions 

Emigration: 1.5 million between 1881-1914, one-quarter 
of Russian Jewish population emigrated to the US 

Selected years: 

1883-84-15,122 
1888-89-31,889 
1891-92-76,417 (famine, est. 500,000 deaths) 
1892-93-35,626 
1904-05-92,388 (Pogroms increased including 
Kishinev) 
1905-06-125,234 (1905 Russian Revolution) 
1924-National Origins Quota 

Growth of new ideologies:  
  
Zionism-impossibility of integration because of 
persistence of anti-Semitism or because integration 
would lead to disappearance of Jewish people 



Text: Leon Pinsker, “An Appeal To His People By a 
Russian Jew”, 1882 

“The nations never had to deal with a Jewish nation but 
always with mere Jews. The Jews are not a nation 
because they lack a certain distinctive national 
character, possessed by by every other nation, a 
character which is determined by living together in one 
country, under one rule. It was clearly impossible for 
this national character to be developed in the Diaspora…
In seeking to fuse with other peoples, they deliberately 
renounced, to a certain extent, their own nationality. 
Nowhere, however, did they succeed in obtaining 
recognition from their neighbors as native-born citizens 
of equal rank…Not only do they feel no need for (an 
independent national existence), but they go so far as to 
deny the reasonableness of such a need”. 

 Socialism-a way to break out of Jewish isolation into a 
more promising form of integration into wider society; 
represented a secularized form of messianic longing. 
Jews were active in all the socialist movements in 
Russia: the Bolsheviks, the Mensheviks, the Socialist 
Revolutionaries; and specifically Jewish movements:  
the General Jewish Worker’s Alliance (the Bund) and 
Poalei Zion 

National autonomism-re-creation of autonomy under 
modern conditions 

TEXT: Simon Dubnow, essay on “Autonomism” , 1901 

“As a citizen of my country I participate in its civic and 
political life; but as a member of the Jewish nationality I 



have, in addition, my own national needs, and in this 
sphere I must be independent to the same degree that 
any other national minority is autonomous in the state. 
I have the right to speak my language, to use it in all my 
social institutions, to make it the language of instruction 
in my schools, to order my internal life in my 
communities, and to create institutions serving a 
variety of national purposes… 

“The chief axiom of Jewish autonomy may thus be 
formulated: Jews in each and every country who take 
an active part in civic and political life enjoy all rights 
given to the citizens , not merely as individuals, but also 
as members of their national groups”. 

1905 Revolution-most sustained outbreak of social and 
political violence since 18th century 

Coup of June 1907-Duma dissolved under Fundamental 
Law, which gave the Tsar unlimited authority to dismiss 
the Duma at any time, for any reason that suited him. 
End of first Russian Revolution. 

OUTCOMES 

Unprecedented political mobilization-movements that 
previously been promoted by small groups of 
enthusiasts now became mass movements with large 
followings 

Jewish liberalism evolved and became a major force 

The Orthodox adopted modern political techniques to 
defend the interests of the religiously conservative 
section of the community 



Pogroms: over 3100 Jews died. Beginning in 1903 
(Kishinev and Gomel), later orchestrated by the radical 
right alarmed at the concessions made by the tsar in 
1905. Anti-Semitism became stock-in-trade of pro-
tsarists who fastened on Jewish conspiracies as the 
explanation for the crises that threatened the empire 

Jewish situation deteriorated: those living illegally 
outside the Pale of Settlement were expelled; access to 
universities restricted; increase in poverty; ritual 
murder trial of Mendel Beilis in 1911 


