
Since the End Of Communism

Between 1989-2002, some 1.5 million Jews and their relatives emigrated 
from the FSU. 62% went to Israel, the remainder mostly to the US and 
Germany. Russian Jews make up 60% of FSU Jewry. 

Assimilation In the FSU
 
• Jewish languages are no longer used 
• Religious commitment is rare
• Jews are acculturated to the majority cultures 
• Jews, as urban, highly educated people, see themselves as “globalized, 

transnational Europeans,” and are seen as such by others as such.
• Neither national nor religious affiliation is compelling. Jewishness is 

part of their lives, but rarely dominates it. For a minority of activists, 
being Jewish is a nearly full-time “occupation”. But for most it is an 
identity to be invoked, even celebrated, only on occasion. 

• There is no significant emigration to Israel, though there is much 
interaction with that country.

New features of public Jewish life since 1989 

In contrast to the Communist era, there are intensive relations and 
exchanges with Israel: tourism, study, trade, and Zionist youth
and cultural activity. Similarly, public Jewish organizations have been 
accepted into inter- national Jewish bodies and are active in diaspora 
affairs. 

Chabad has established strong, if sometimes controversial, presence 
even where Chabad had never before existed. Although most religious 
institutions are officially Orthodox, non- Orthodox alternatives have 
appeared, which are especially appealing to those who consider 
themselves Jews but are not considered so by Halakha. A wide range of 
Jewish organizations has developed, as have Jewish schools, journals, 



newspapers, social clubs, and welfare institutions. Jewish public life — 
visible and unimpeded — attracts a much larger and diverse 
constituency than it did under Communism.

The main issues the organized communities face are:
• Restoration of public and private Jewish property
• Developing attractive and meaningful non-religious forms of 

Jewishness 
• Determining criteria for inclusion in formal Jewish communities and 

organizations
• Dealing with anti-Semitism

In general, the dissolution of Communism and the Soviet Bloc has 
opened up new opportunities for Jewish identity, expression, and 
organization. In the past 25 years, much has changed for the better as a 
result of efforts by diaspora and Israeli Jews, and, of course, by local 
Jews, to reconstruct Jewish communal life in the formerly socialist 
countries. But their Jewish populations may be in terminal decline and 
the degree to which younger generations will commit to public life in the 
former Soviet Bloc is uncertain. Secular Jewishness dominates
in the former Soviet Bloc, but its ability to command loyalty and survive 
across generations is questionable.

TEXT: Anya Ulinich, author of “Petropolis”

“When the Nazis came,” was the opening sentence to a lot of my 
grandmother’s stories. These stories usually had a moral. “When the 
Nazis came, and we were on the train to Siberia, I saw a boy from our 
building,” went the Story of the Picky Eater. “Before the war, this boy 
had been a picky eater, but now he was hungry, and he was begging his 
mother: ‘Can I please have some bread?’ But this time, no one had even 
a crust to give him!’



“As I struggled to finish my soup or kasha or cottage cheese, grandma 
would reward my eating with more stories: about the bombing of Kiev, 
about the one-potato-per-day-rations in Siberia, about the huge snow 
shoes an old man had lent her in Novosibirsk so she could walk to the 
factory in the winter, because she’d been an idiot and brought only her 
fancy pumps.

“I’m tempted to deny that these stories had any psychological effect on 
me, because claiming that they had would seem like a cliché. My 
childhood in the late 1970s suburban Moscow had been aggressively 
uneventful. My entire built environment, from the concrete tower block 
where I lived, to the plywood-and-veneer furniture in our apartment, was 
roughly as new as I was, unconnected to history. My neighborhood 
didn’t even exist in 1941, when my 24-year-old grandmother, a 
communications engineer classified as a “valuable worker,” was 
evacuated out of Kiev, saving herself, her mother, and her sister from 
certain death at Babi Yar. Her stories seemed like the stuff of television 
movies, not like something that actually happened to a woman who was 
force-feeding me lunch at a spotless Formica table”.

Four principal indigenous nationwide organizations

1. The Va’ad: Formed in December 1989 as the umbrella organization of 
the new local Jewish communities

2.  The Russian Jewish Congress (RJC), set up in 1996. Attempts to 
unite, expand and raise local funds for all types of Jewish activity

3.  The Congress of Jewish Religious Communities and Organizations of 
Russia (KEROOR), formed in 1993. One of two major religious 
associations that includes all non-Hasidic Orthodox communities. 
Confederated with ORISIR (the Union of Religious Institutions of 
Contemporary Judaism in Russia) representing 30 congregations 
identified with Reform Judaism



4. The Federation of Jewish Communities of Russia (FEOR), created in 
November 1999 by the Chabad as a competitor to the RJC and 
KEROOR.

By 1999, some 70 universities of the FSU had programs of Jewish 
studies with a total enrollment of 2,500 students. By 2001 this had 
grown to 95 universities, with five in Moscow alone, and two more in St. 
Petersburg. The Center for Jewish Studies, which opened recently in 
Moscow State University’s prestigious Institute of Asian and African 
Studies, had 85 students enrolled in the 2001 academic year. In addition, 
there are Jewish universities in both Moscow and St. Petersburg with 
full academic programs. 

Communal Attitudes

Professor Zvi Gitelman, a veteran observer of this Jewish community’s 
development, notes that both factual knowledge and religious belief are 
conspicuously absent in the identity of most Russian Jews. Instead, their 
Jewish identity is based primarily on feeling – to be proud of one’s 
nationality and to defend Jewish honor and dignity. These values far 
outweighed Sabbath observance, marking of holidays, or avoidance of 
intermarriage.

Similar results were obtained by Rosalia Ryvkina, a sociologist affiliated 
with Moscow’s All-Russian Center for the Study of Public Opinion 
(VTsIOM). In a study she found that a sample population, chosen for 
their Jewish surnames, identified themselves overwhelmingly as Jews, 
but knew little about Judaism, and felt distant from traditional Jewish 
culture, identifying much more with Russian culture.

It is not hard to understand this situation when one considers the 
background of religious and cultural deprival of the Jews of Russia, 
together with the high rate of intermarriage that has existed for close to 
three generations. Eugene Satanovsky, the president of the Russian 



Jewish Congress, defined Russia’s Jews as “the first post-assimilationist 
Jewish community, formed by Jews who identify their Jewishness first 
and foremost as a nationality, and not as a religion.”

It is within this context of secularist nationalism that Chabad is 
mounting its campaign of religious revival, working at multiple levels: 
ritual observance centered around the synagogue, historical-religious 
tradition in the community centers’ celebration of holidays, and 
education of children and youth through a chain of kindergartens, day 
schools, summer camps, and, ultimately, theological seminaries 
(yeshivot). The road to a strong and rich positive Jewish identity would 
seem to be a long one, but at least the road is now open and there are 
available sources for learning.

Ryvkina found that out of 1,000 Russian Jews whom she interviewed, 62 
percent were in favor of Jews remaining in Russia and maintaining their 
national, cultural and linguistic identity; 23 percent advocated 
emigration to Israel; and 15 percent were in favor of assimilation into 
Russian society. 

Within the limits posed by the Jewish community’s demography (which 
resembles very much the patterns of aging and numerical decline of 
numerous European and South American Jewish communities), there 
will remain a considerable nucleus of Russian Jews in Moscow. This 
nucleus has grown in its relative weight in the community.

One view of the future embraces a Jewish ethnic-cultural identity, not as 
a factor separating them from their environment, but as a contribution to 
a universalist human identity within a multi-national society. This is the 
view of the Russian Jewish Congress. Important achievement: made the 
religious sector of the Jewish community a full partner in consulting and 
cooperating. A second important innovation was that the Congress 
brought the local Jewish communities to engage in local fundraising to 



cover a part of their own needs rather than relying exclusively on outside 
funding.
Another view: Chabad has built up a network of schools and centers in 
48 cities in Russia including a seven-story community center beside the 
Chabad Marina Roshcha Synagogue in Moscow.

 The Chabad activists see in the Russian Jewish Congress and its allies 
not only ideological rivals whose doctrine of Judaism is repugnant to 
them, but also rivals for control of budgets, synagogues, and other 
community facilities that give prestige and power in the community to 
those controlling them. This was not the first time in the history of 
Russia’s Jewish community that Chabad had clashed with the religious 
establishment over primacy of influence in the community.

Despite support from and for right-wing elements and a deep-seeded 
national history of anti-Semitism, the policies of the Russian 
government under Vladimir Putin have been markedly devoid of anti-
Semitism. Appeals to nationalist, imperialist, and Eurasianist ideologies, 
pragmatic politics, and foreign policy concerns fail to explain these 
policies adequately. The biography of Putin himself, which includes 
influential, positive relationships with Jews, provides a better 
explanation. The personalized influence of the president on Jewish 
policy suggests a personalized, hyper-centralized regime generally.
 


