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Here stands the old apple tree in its garden dear;
Here the willow by the stream, in its babbling hiss
I hear the echo of my first kiss
Of first rhythms, - the powers to appearÉ

Past trails auger a finger of imagination
Outlining them, like a living chronicle
And strong saplings grow in every direction
Buzzing as joy, and light, and dark encounter together all.

Oh, who will replace us old friend?
In the clear morning, and in the dark hour of stormy tryst
About what do they rustle, our saplings around
Bringing which fruit and awaiting what happiness?

We, the old roots, crowded together in darkened gloom
We lived it all; what a cluster of days
Our strength we give to you, our youth you now assume
Grow tall my dears, and blossom under godly rays!...

Have they yet grown strong enough on their still young roots?
Oh, leaves of June! In fog and frost
We nurtured your rise in torment and tears,
And yet appearing to us strange and dark your noise is lost!..1

Semyon Frug, ÒSaplingsÓ (for S. M. Dubnov), 1909

                                                  
1 S. Frug, ÒMolodniak,Ó Evreiskii mir 1, 1909 (January), 13.
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In the public and scholarly imagination, the Jewish rejection of the integrative

path in Russia (or its rejection of the Jews) led to the development of Zionism, Jewish

forms of socialism, and various combinations of the two. Yet crucial to fully

understanding the politicization of Russian Jewry, one must view this process within the

context of the emergence of other national movements in the Russian empire, and the

expectation of the empireÕs impending constitutional or revolutionary reconfiguration.

Leading up to the Russian revolution of 1905-7 different nationalities became

increasingly vocal in voicing their demands for autonomy within a federal state structure.

Within this context, Jewish political activists sought to decouple national sovereignty

from territory, in order to make national demands equivalent to those of the empireÕs

other minorities. In doing so, the Jewish demand for communal and national rights

became a central component in both the politicization of Russian Jewry and the

development of Jewish national self-consciousness.

The adaptation of the demands of other national groups to the non-territorial

situation of the Jews became known as autonomism, and its proponents as autonomists.

The issue of Jewish autonomy infused Jewish political debate during the revolution of

1905-7, and came to be adopted, in one form or another, by Jewish parties across the

political spectrum. Though autonomismÕs founding political theorist, the historian Simon

Dubnov (1860-1941), crafted a platform and political party (the Folkspartey, or,

Evreiskaia Narodnaia Partiia) calling for an overtly nationalist and sociopolitical form of

Jewish autonomy in the territories of the Russian empire, contemporary understandings

of Jewish autonomy ranged from limited demands for Jewish communal self-

government, cultural, and educational autonomy, to maximalist demands for a Jewish
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national assembly and a minister for Jewish affairs in the government. Different parties

and individuals incorporated autonomism into their ideologies for varying purposes; to

aid the class struggle, as a stop-gap measure on the road to Jewish statehood in Palestine,

or as a means of finding an answer to the Jewish national question in the place where the

majority of world Jewry lived. In the wake of the failed revolution of 1905-7, the

differences of opinion between the various Jewish parties and factions remained vast, but

discussion of ÒcommunityÓ and the Ònational ideaÓ served as a common ground for

debate. The establishment of new literary, cultural, and communal organizations reflected

a new spirit of cooperative efforts to build the foundation of Jewish autonomy via

whatever means granted by the state. Most importantly, however, inter-revolutionary

autonomist projects came to rest on the belief among highly russified Jewish intellectuals

that autonomy should be constructed as a bulwark against the pressures of assimilation.

Culture and Autonomy in Theory

The revolutionary period between 1905 and 1907 witnessed the wide-scale

politicization of Russian Jewry. It was also, however brief, a period of relative Jewish

political cooperation. In the months preceding the revolution, liberals, Zionists, moderate

socialists, and autonomists formed the Union for the Attainment of Full Rights for the

Jews in Russia, and though its deliberations were often stormy, the Union played an

important role in organizing the Jewish electorate for the first popular elections in

Russian history. In addition to aiding in the election of a number of Jewish

representatives to the First Duma, the Union was also a forum for Jewish political

activists and aspirants to debate the specifics and generalities of Jewish demands from the
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Russian government. Unexpected by the non-nationalist liberals who initiated the Union

as a means to participate in the Russian Union of Unions and general liberation

movement, the UnionÕs proceedings were consumed by nationalist-oriented debates about

the necessity of a Jewish National Assembly, and whether elected Jewish Duma members

should form a national faction. While the members of the Union fought bitterly over the

specifics of Jewish autonomy, most had come to accept a minimum program for Jewish

civil rights and national recognition in the Russian empire based loosely on DubnovÕs

writings on Jewish autonomism. Although the Marxist parties Ð the Bund and the

socialist Zionist factions Ð boycotted the ÒbourgeoisÓ politics of the Union, certain

discontented members of both groups looked for inspiration in the Austrian-Marxist

writings of Rudolf Springer and Otto Bauer, as well as the autonomist theories of

Dubnov. Thus, all Jewish political and ideological groupings during the first

revolutionary period either advocated or came to understand the political necessity of

embracing the demand for Jewish national rights in Russia.

Almost as quickly as the revolution opened the door to the possibility of some

form of representative government, that door was quickly closed. The government

narrowed the electoral franchise for the elections to the Third Duma, resulting in the

election of only two Jewish members. Furthermore, StolypinÕs coup ushered in an era

which mixed political repression with the maintenance of certain freedoms granted in

1905, such as freedom of speech and assembly (albeit curtailed). In the years of the Third

Duma, the Russian government was willing to allow the empireÕs national minorities to

establish new nationalist-oriented cultural institutions, a policy reversed dramatically in

1911. As such, government attitudes, especially between 1908 and 1911, led to the
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strengthening of minority nationalism everywhere in the empire. In the case of the Jews,

inter-revolutionary St. Petersburg became a time and place for intense political debate

and cultural productivity, propelling the forces of Jewish nationalism and autonomism.

The revolution might have ended, but St. Petersburg remained populated by many Jewish

political activists who had returned from exile or moved from other parts of the empire,

and despite continued residential restrictions on Jews, St. Petersburg became the empireÕs

primary center of Jewish political activity.

Debating the parameters of the Russian Jewish ÒcommunityÓ and how such a

community should govern itself became a central issue for Jewish intellectuals in the

inter-revolutionary period (1907-1917). A number of internal and external factors fueled

this debate. Externally, the Russian governmentÕs attempts at reforms revolved around

different aspects of the collective rights of its subjects, and therefore the urgency of

establishing specifically Jewish demands never disappeared. Government efforts to

introduce zemstva into the western provinces, officially recognize the rights of certain

religious minorities, and curb the autonomy of worrying minorities such as the Finns, all

ensured that Jews would continue to debate the legal definition and demands of their own

community. Furthermore, as Russian intellectuals became imbued with a new sense of

obshchestvennostÕ, or social responsibility, Jewish intellectuals similarly became

increasingly involved in communal politics, and sought to expand existing communal

organizations to take on greater autonomous responsibilities within the community.2

                                                  
2 The idea that Jewish autonomists were influenced by Russian notions of obshchestvennostÕ and
samoupravlenie (self-government) is a central concept developed elsewhere in the book manuscript. While
obshchestvennostÕ has no English equivalent, recent scholarship has suggested the word Òconnoted an
Ôeducated societyÕ whose sense of identity rested on a keen perception that the Russian ÔnationÕ differed
from the Russian ÔstateÕ; that is, RussiaÕs future depended on achieving a proper and harmonious balance
between autonomous social initiative and state power.Ó The term evolved, and by the nineteenth century
obshchestvennostÕ was understood as having two components; it described both the educated and politically
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Internally, the debate over Jewish autonomy and community in the inter-revolutionary

period both reflected and exacerbated existing divisions, not the least between secular

and religious definitions of the Jewish community, and between Yiddishists and their

opponents. As we will see, the language question Ð which language or languages Russian

Jews should adopt, revive, or maintain - became central to both the self-definition of

Jewish intellectuals and how various Jewish political ideologies viewed the future of the

Jews in Russia.

The break-up of the Union for Full Rights, Russian JewryÕs first empire-wide

political organization, was in effect a multi-party divorce, which seemingly ended broad

Jewish political cooperation in Russia, or at least, in its capital, St. Petersburg. With the

very significant exception of the Zionists, the political groups that formed in the wake of

the dissolution of the Union were essentially cadres of Jewish intellectuals, for the most

part living in the capital, many of whom were participants in one of the liberal or socialist

general Russian political movements. Unsurprisingly, all of the Jewish political groups

used the greater press freedoms resulting from the revolution of 1905 to attack and blame

one another for the collapse of the Union, and more generally, for the erosion of Jewish

unity. Thus the Zionists, through Rassvet, and the liberals through Svoboda i ravenstvo,

attacked one another, and both attacked the folkists of DubnovÕs party. Voskhod, the

tribune of liberal Russian Jewry closed only weeks before the opening of the First Duma,

and although the editors intended to transform the publication into a daily newspaper,

                                                                                                                                                      
conscious segment of society and the attributes of public-spiritedness and social responsibility. The
professionals who fell outside the estate framework (the Òthird elementÓ) and filled the administrative ranks
of the zemstva and organs of self-administration , exemplified obshchestvennostÕ as it had come to be
understood and helped to institutionalize the idea of samoupravlenie. See Samuel D. Kassow, James L.
West, and Edith W. Cloves, ÒIntroduction: The Problem of the Middle in Late Imperial Russian Society,Ó
in Between Tsar and People: Educated Society and the Quest for Public Identity in Late Imperial Russia,
idem eds. (Princeton, 1991), 3.
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ideological bickering sunk the entire project. As the editors of Novyi voskhod reflected in

its first issue in 1910, Òat that time we lived under the influence of disunity: the fracturing

into many parties led to a level of discord between them which broke the outer limits.Ó3

By 1908, with the revolution unquestionably over and Russian Jews facing new

challenges such as the increased enforcement of numerus clausus in secondary and post-

secondary education, political currents in the Jewish press shifted back towards

cooperation. A group of Jewish intellectuals began to collaborate on founding a new

journal of Jewish literature and political commentary that came to be titled Evreiskii mir

(Jewish World). The initiative for the new publication came from three journalists at

Rassvet, most significantly Aron PerelÕman, but also Aleksandr Braudo (1864-1924), and

Grigorii Portugalov, who were all unhappy with Rassvet editor Abraham IdelsonÕs

combative approach to Russian Jewish cultural projects.4 PerelÕman then recruited

Dubnov and others to join the project. Dubnov, who had been hoping to create a party

organ for the Folkspartey, saw the opportunity to instead run what seemed to be a

reincarnation of Voskhod as too attractive to turn down. The initial editorial team

included representatives from all of the factions that participated in the Union for Full

Rights, with Dubnov Ð who according to his own account suggested the name Evreiskii

mir Ð serving as Chief Editor and Semyon An-sky heading the literary section.5 The

journal, whose first issue appeared in January 1909, was particularly concerned with

discussion of the Jewish national idea and the prospects for Jewish autonomy in the

Russian empire. The editors sought to create an intra-ideological forum for debate about

                                                  
3 ÒZadachi momenta,Ó Novyi voskhod 1, 1910 (6 January): 1.
4 A. PerelÕman, ÒEvreiskii mir (Glava iz vospominanii),Ó Vestnik Evreiskogo Universiteta v Moskve 18:2
(1998): 228-233.
5 Simon Dubnov, Kniga zhizni: Vospominaniia i razmyshleniia, materialy dlia istorii moego vremeni (St.
Petersburg, 1998), 296.
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Jewish nationalism and autonomy, and received contributions from across the ideological

spectrum: Nathan Birnbaum, Mark Ratner, Vladimir Medem, and Avraham Rosin (Ben-

Ader), for instance, all represented very different Jewish national visions, respectively

Zionist autonomism, populism, social democracy, and socialist autonomism. The

publication was avowedly non-partisan, and the editors claimed unity only in the

Òstruggle for civil and national rights for the Jewish people.Ó6 Most of all, Evreiskii mirÕs

founders considered themselves on the forefront of the fight against what they deemed

ÒJewish assimilationismÓ in both its socialist and liberal forms. As Ben-Ader, a founder

of the socialist autonomist Vozrozhdenie group, stated in Evreiskii mir, ÒThere is no

doubt that on the Jewish street Ð at least in Russia Ð assimilationist ideology at the current

time is morally discredited.Ó7

Providing an outlet for discussing the meaning and implications of Jewish

nationalism and the ideal form of internal communal organization created common

ground between the different ideological opinions and united the various groups in the

battle against assimilation, and for what PerelÕman called the Ònationalization of the

Diaspora.Ó L. A. Sev and M. L. Trivus-Shmi, liberals in the Kadet leader Maksim

VinaverÕs Jewish political group, who only a year ago had savaged Dubnov as a neo-

Zionist in their publication Svoboda i ravenstvo, were recruited by PerelÕman to sit on the

editorial board. Now Zionists, socialists, liberals, and folkists all met regularly at

DubnovÕs apartment to discuss the issues of the day. In the close personal daily

interaction of the Jewish intellectual class across political lines, Evreiskii mir as a project

was characteristic of the Jewish intellectual environment in inter-revolutionary St.

                                                  
6 PerelÕman, 231. Idelson attacked the editors of Evreiskii mir for what he considered their false non-
partisanship and anti-Zionism. See Rassvet 1909 (8 March).
7 Ben-Ader, ÒBorÕba natsionalÕnoi i assimiliatsionnoi ideologii,Ó Evreiskii mir 3, 1909 (March), 21.
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Petersburg, where political opponents remained on close personal terms.8 Furthermore,

though the editors by no means agreed on the relative qualitative merits of various Jewish

literary figures, all agreed (for the time being) on the necessity of a venue in Russian to

publish Jewish literature, reflecting St. Petersburg intellectualsÕ shared interest in

translating Jewish literature into Russian.

The editors of Evreiskii mir clearly sought to turn autonomism into a common

ground for Jewish political parties (even the book review section focused upon examining

relevant works of Bauer, Springer, and the Zionist theorist Daniil Pasmanik). By creating

a forum for intellectuals to debate the meaning of Jewish nationality and the ideal

formulation of autonomism, the editors accomplished two goals: 1) they kept the question

of Jewish national rights in the political spotlight, and 2) they increased the public sense

of autonomismÕs inevitability, leaving only the question of form unresolved. To

underscore this point, in 1911 (after Evreiskii mir had closed), the editors published a

separate anthology of essays under the title Theoretical and Practical Questions of

Jewish Life. In this book, Jewish political theorists spanning all political parties debated

the meaning of Jewish nationhood from a uniquely Russian Jewish perspective (although

not all contributors were Russian Jews). The editors framed this debate within the

particular circumstances of multinational Russia, where unlike Western Europe, Òthe

acknowledgement of a distinct Jewish nation is currently arising, as [increased national

consciousness] is predominant not only among ourselves, but is also appearing in leading

circles in the peoples around us.Ó9 The collection was notable for its breadth of opinion,

including contributions from the Bundist Vladimir Medem, the left-liberal Grigorii

                                                  
8 See Dubnov, Kniga zhizni, 300-301. See Trivus-Shmi, ÒEvreiskaia Narodnaia Gruppa,Ó Svoboda i
ravenstvo 2, 1907 (14 January): 5-6.
9 ÒOt redaktsii,Ó Teoreticheskie i prakticheskie voprosy evreiskoi zhizni (St. Petersburg, 1911), 4.
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Landau, the folkist PerelÕman, the Zionist Nathan Birnbaum, and the fierce anti-Zionist

Joseph Bikerman.

Evreiskii mirÕs initial construction took place during the summer and fall of 1908,

simultaneous to the Czernowitz conference on the Yiddish language, and its first issue

came out only weeks after the founding of the Jewish Literary Society in St. Petersburg.

Consequently, the Òlanguage questionÓ represented a significant component of discussion

in Evreiskii mir. The idea for a conference on the Yiddish language arose out of

discussions in New York in 1907 between Nathan Birnbaum (1864-1937), Chaim

Zhitlovsky (1861-1943), and the Yiddish novelist and playwright Dovid Pinski.10 The

three conference planners, at PinskiÕs insistence, intended for the conference to avoid

political issues and Òresolutions on behalf of Yiddish,Ó and instead focus on creating a

Òpractical agenda.Ó11 As such, the prospective agenda mostly contemplated a discussion

of Yiddish vocabulary, grammar and orthography, as well as the press, cultural issues and

the livelihood of Yiddish cultural and literary figures.12

Only the final item on the prospective agenda referred to Òrecognition for the

Yiddish language.Ó13 Nonetheless, the goal of raising the stature of the Yiddish language

became the conferenceÕs raison dÕ•tre. Besides Zhitlovsky and Birnbaum, many of the

famous Jewish writers and intellectuals of the day attended (i.e. I. L. Peretz, Sholem Ash,

Moyshe-Leyb Halpern, H. D. Nomberg, Avrom Reyzen, Noyekh Prilutski, and Esther

Frumkin). Other invited delegates who did not or could not attend, included Sholem

                                                  
10 See Joshua A. Fishman, ÒAttracting a Following to High-Culture Functions for a Language of Everyday
Life: The Role of the Tshernovits Language Conference in the ÔRise of Yiddish,ÕÓ in Never Say Die! A
Thousand Years of Yiddish in Jewish Life, idem ed. (The Hague, 1981), 369-394.
11 Pinski in ibid., 374.
12 In translation in Emanuel S. Goldsmith, Architects of Yiddishism at the Beginning of the Twentieth
Century: A Study in Jewish Cultural History (Rutherford, NJ, 1976), 184.
13 Ibid.
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Abramovich (Mendele) and Sholem Rabinovich (Sholem Aleichem), who as bilingual

authors might have been afraid of associating themselves with a potentially anti-Hebraist

conference. The fact that only about 40 voting delegates attended reflected the degree to

which interest in Yiddish as anything other than a popular vernacular was still limited to

a very small circle. Still, the Czernowitz conference not only boosted the efforts of

Yiddish writers struggling to have their work taken seriously by a Jewish audience, it also

tied Yiddish to the issue of Jewish national rights (the location in multinational

Czernowitz was appropriate).14 Isaac Leib Peretz clearly articulated this sentiment when

he claimed, ÒWe already stand in the ranks beneath our own flag and in the name of our

own cultural interestsÉ. We proclaim to the world: we are a Jewish people and Yiddish

is our language.Ó15

It was not clear, even at the time, exactly what goals the delegates hoped to

accomplish for the future. The great debate over the role of Yiddish in Jewish national

life was resolved, for the purposes of the conference, by compromise. In its final

declaration, the conference recognized ÒYiddish as a national language of the Jewish

people,Ó calling for Òits political, social and cultural rights.Ó16 Furthermore, the

conference granted each participant, Òthe freedom to regard the Hebrew language

according to his personal convictions.Ó17 Naturally, such declarations created a backlash,

on the one hand, from those who believed Yiddish should have been declared the Jewish

                                                  
14 The conference was held in Czernowitz because of the greater freedom in Austria as compared to the
Russian empire, its convenient location near the border, and most of all, because Nathan BirnbaumÕs
students from Vienna who hailed from Czernowitz had convinced him both to move to the city and hold the
event there. See Jess Olson, ÒNation, Peoplehood and Religion in the Life and Thought of Nathan
Birnbaum,Ó (Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 2006), 171-198.
15 As cited in Goldsmith, Architects of Yiddishism, 193.
16 My emphasis. As cited in Dovid Katz, Words on Fire: The Unfinished Story of Yiddish (New York,
2004), 268-69.
17 Ibid.
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national language, and on the other hand, from Hebraists unhappy with the very

implication of Yiddish as a Jewish national language at all.

Organizationally, nothing came of the conference (even the original minutes were

lost). Its most significant product was the formal initiation of the Jewish language

question as part of the broader national question, as clearly expressed on the pages of

Evreiskii mir and in the Jewish political debates of the inter-revolutionary period. The

fact that many of these intellectuals experienced their conversion to Yiddish in the living

rooms of St. Petersburg and elsewhere, and debated the question with one another on the

pages of the Russian language Jewish press would at first seem ironic, but in fact speaks

volumes about an important transformation occurring in the Jewish intellectual life of

inter-revolutionary St. Petersburg. The younger generation of Jewish intellectuals was in

the process of consciously refashioning themselves from essentially Russian intellectuals

to a new phenomenon, the Yiddishist intellectual. Of course the most well-known

Yiddish literary figures such as I. L. Peretz, Mendele, and Sholem Aleichem, years earlier

took up Yiddish as a literary language. But the adoption of Yiddish as the political

language of professional activists was a new phenomenon in Russia (though it began

earlier in London and New York). Even Chaim Zhitlovsky, an early advocate of political

Yiddishism, wrote all of his political tracts before Czernowitz in Russian.18 Exemplifying

this transition were people such as Nokhem (Nahum) Shtif (1879-1933), who became

engrossed in Yiddish literary studies in, of all places, the library of the Asiatic Museum

                                                  
18 ZhitlovskyÕs New York acclaim resulted from lectures delivered in Russian on the Yiddish language,
nationalism, and socialism. Yet at the time, this seemed not to matter. As Leon Kobrin wrote, ÒEven those
who did not understand what he had to say ran to hear him. When he held a lecture in Russian you could
find individuals in the packed hall who did not understand a single word of Russian.Ó As cited in Tony
Michels, A Fire in Their Hearts: Yiddish Socialists in New York (Cambridge, MA, 2005), 138.
Furthermore, as Michels points out, the fact that Zhitlovsky used Yiddish in his speeches and sometimes
delivered Yiddish speeches was considered revolutionary. Ibid., 139.
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in St. Petersburg. Shtif, who was to become an important folkist, underwent a self-

described transformation between 1908 and 1912, devoting himself to two objectives, in

his words, Yiddish literary study, and Òthe struggle against russification, against russified

banality and its influences, [a struggle] strengthened with a national-mystical element.Ó19

For some, the conversion from Russian to Yiddish was less of an epiphany and

more of a process. In Aron PerelÕmanÕs article ÒOn the Question of LanguageÓ published

in Evreiskii mir in 1909, he argued that although the language debate was quickly

becoming the central question of Jewish cultural life, it was for the time being neither

possible nor desirable for the Jews to choose only one language. PerelÕman questioned

the claims of those who saw Yiddish as uniquely positioned to resist external assimilatory

pressure and suggested that despite the new Yiddishist spirit, Russian was the adopted

language of Òthe majority of our intellectuals,Ó resulting in an inevitable linguistic

eclecticism. To PerelÕman, everything did not rest upon language, as the new Yiddishists

suggested. Quite the contrary, the only realm of Jewish life in which the question of

language had pressing relevance was that of schools.20

One year later however, PerelÕman had become more Diaspora nationalist, and in

doing so, had converted to the cause of Yiddish. In his article ÒThe Jewish Language in

the DiasporaÓ published in Evreiskii mir in 1910, PerelÕman claimed that Yiddish

originated Òfrom a higher form of the peopleÕs distinctive character, upon which the

nation now depends. It is not only an instrument of the peopleÕs life; it is the slogan of

national unity.Ó21 Most importantly, he came to agree with those individuals, such as

Matisyohu Mieses, who equated the Russian language with assimilation, and connected

                                                  
19 N. Shtif, ÒOytobiografye pun Nokhum Shtif,Ó Yivo bleter 5:3-5 (1933): 206.
20 A. PerelÕman, ÒK voprosu o iazyke,Ó Evreiskii mir 1, 1909 (January): part II, 89.
21 A. PerelÕman, ÒEvreiskii iazik v diaspore,Ó Evreiskii mir 1, 1910 (8 January): 8.
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the Zionists to russification.22 According to PerelÕman, the ZionistsÕ Òviolent campaign

against the hated zhargon and their overt preference for the Russian language mark the

movementÕs complete repudiation of the nationalization of the Diaspora and their return

to the principle of Ônegation of exile.ÕÓ In effect, PerelÕman claimed that Diaspora

nationalists must move away from Russian precisely because of the perception (not in all

cases accurate) that Zionists presented Russian Jewry with the false choice between

adopting the language of the state or the language of the Zionist movement. PerelÕman

continued, ÒThose who put the question: Hebrew or Russian Ð this is the same as

declaring: Palestine or assimilation. É National-democratic Jewry must with equal force

fight against russifiers cloaking themselves in the mantle of Hebraism, as against

Hebraists playing into the hands of russifiers.Ó23 In countering the Zionists, PerelÕman

thereby attempted to align Ònational-democratic JewryÓ Ð by this time a signifier for

autonomist intellectuals - with Yiddish, and hence also with the masses.

The transition from Russian to Yiddish among Jewish intellectuals could produce

results equally awkward and ironic. Dubnov tirelessly pointed out the artificiality of both

the Yiddishist and Hebraist promotion of their respective language as the national

language of the Jews. In reference to the first meeting of the Jewish Literary Society,

Dubnov remarked in his memoirs, ÒHere, in a meeting of Petersburg intelligentsia, where

everyone spoke Russian, is where the current turned to purely Jewish literature, and

against [all things] Russian-Jewish, that is to say, against the use of the Russian language.

At the time I recorded in my notes ÔA sign of the times! It was not long ago that Russian-

                                                  
22 On Mieses see Dovid Katz, Words on Fire, 272-274; Goldsmith, 139-158, 200-208.
23 PerelÕman, ÒEvreiskii iazik v diaspore,Ó 9.
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Jewish literature was all considered batlonus (useless exercises)!ÕÓ24 On another

occasion, Dubnov and I. L. PeretzÕs mutual dislike for one another simmered to a boil

when Peretz visited St. Petersburg in 1911. When Dubnov insisted on delivering a speech

in PeretzÕs honor in Russian instead of Yiddish (despite AnskyÕs entreaties), Peretz

protested and Dubnov stormed out of the banquet in anger.25 Dubnov claimed Ansky, for

his part, spoke yevonishe Yiddish (like a Jewish veteran of the Russian army), a claim

supported by the composer and founder of the Jewish Folk Music Society, Iulii Engel,

who described an incident on his ethnographic expedition with An-sky in 1912 when a

Jewish coachman in Ruzhin would only answer them in Ukrainian and Russian, taking

their Yiddish for a joke.26

Dubnov saw Russian, Yiddish, and Hebrew all playing different, but equally

important roles in Jewish life. As a result, he defended each language from its detractors.

In the wake of Czernowitz, Dubnov passionately defended the value of Russian. Against

the Bund and converted Yiddishists like Shtif, he defended Hebrew as the ÒnationalÓ

(natsionalÕnyi) Jewish language, in contrast to Yiddish, the ÒpopularÓ (narodnyi)

language.27 And soon after Czernowitz, on the pages of Evreiskii mir, Dubnov defended

Yiddish against the Zionists. Like PerelÕman, Dubnov saw the Zionist battle against

Yiddish as a betrayal of the mutual interest between Zionists and Diaspora nationalists in

developing the national consciousness of Russian Jewry. In his famous essay ÒThe

Affirmation of the Diaspora,Ó addressed to his close friend, the founder of spiritual

                                                  
24 Dubnov, Kniga zhizni, 297.
25 Ibid., 316-17.
26 From the typescript of a lecture delivered on November 8, 1915, at a Moscow concert organized by the
Jewish Folk Music Society. See Iuly (Yoel) Engel, ÒJewish Folksongs: The Ethnographic Expedition,Ó in
ÒThe Upward Flight: The Musical World of S. An-skyÓ accompanying Gabriella Safran and Steven J.
Zipperstein eds., The Worlds of S. An-sky: A Russian Jewish Intellectual at the Turn of the Century
(Stanford, 2006).
27 Dubnov, Kniga zhizni, 297. Peretz made the identical distinction at Czernowitz.
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Zionism Ahad HaÕam, Dubnov suggested that only two issues prevented an

Òamalgamation of thoughtÓ between his folkists and the spiritual Zionists: the Ònegation

of the DiasporaÓ and the Zionist attack on Yiddish (itself a reflection of the first). Dubnov

stated of Yiddish:

as a part of the foundation of our peopleÕs unity, to abandon it at this time, when the languages of

the surrounding nations are tearing away from our people tens of thousands of Ôchildren,Õ who will

not have the ability to converse with their Ôfathers,Õ to abandon strengthening the ability of

zhargon [Yiddish] to compete with foreign languages Ð this would be insane. Since there is not

much hope in the transformation of our old national language [Hebrew] into the language of daily

life for all the Diaspora, we would be committing a national crime if in the struggle with

assimilation we did not use all the strength of resistance given to us by our popular language

[narodnyi iazyk].Ó28

Dubnov, like others, saw Yiddish as a tool in the struggle against assimilation,

and acknowledged its advantages over Hebrew as a unifying (Ashkenazic) Diasporic

language. Yet it is difficult to understand how Dubnov could write without even a hint of

irony in this Russian-language journal, supposedly devoted to fighting ÒJewish

assimilationism,Ó that ÒforeignÓ languages in fact lead to assimilation, when by such a

definition, he himself was an assimilated Jew serving as Chief Editor of an assimilationist

journal. Dubnov was not one of those Jewish intellectuals who converted to Yiddishism.

In fact, he continued to defend Jewish use of the language of the state, a norm he

considered to have long historical precedent.29 But DubnovÕs equation of the

abandonment of Yiddish with ÒinsanityÓ speaks volumes about the intellectual life of

inter-revolutionary St. Petersburg, in which the most Russian of Jewish intellectuals

began to fear the bogeyman of assimilation in their adopted political and social language.

                                                  
28 S. M. Dubnov, ÒUtverzhdenie golusa,Ó Evreiskii mir 5, 1909 (May): 58.
29 Dubnov, Kniga zhizni, 313-314.
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The glaring fact that despite the promotion of Yiddish by intellectuals, in reality it

remained few of these intellectualsÕ chosen daily language became particularly difficult

to justify among Bundists, whose use of Russian clearly marked them as separate from

the Jewish proletariat.30 In addition, the Bund was at that moment sitting at the nadir of

its popularity and searching for a means of reestablishing its influence.31 Thus, at the

BundÕs tenth conference, held in Lemberg (Lvov) in 1910, Yiddish was used as the

conference language for the first time. The 25 delegates, prominent Bundists despite their

small number, sought to enter into the language war on the side of Yiddish while

maintaining the internationalist leanings of the organization. In theory, the BundÕs

endorsement of both Yiddish and autonomism remained cautious, and the Bund still

prioritized class consciousness over national consciousness. Over the course of 1909 the

BundÕs leading theorist on the national question, Vladimir Medem, had moderated the

BundÕs earlier opposition to participating in Jewish communal politics, while still

carefully warning against what he called Ògovernmental fetishism.Ó32 On the question of

language however, Medem decisively shifted the Bundists towards a Yiddishist position.

Medem took particular exception to Dubnov, Peretz, and othersÕ distinction between

Jewish ÒnationalÓ and ÒpopularÓ languages. He granted that titles can have symbolic

meaning but urged people not to be distracted by such distinctions. As Medem observed

                                                  
30 See Joshua D. Zimmerman, Poles, Jews, and the Politics of Nationality (Madison, WI, 2004), 248-251.
Although Bundists ascribed to themselves a considerable role in the creation of modern Yiddish culture,
David Fishman has challenged the BundÕs self-proclaimed founder status in two articles: ÒThe Politics of
Yiddish in Tsarist Russia,Ó in From Ancient Israel to Modern Judaism, 155-171; and ÒThe Bund and
Modern Yiddish Culture,Ó in The Emergence of Modern Jewish Politics: Bundism and Zionism in Eastern
Europe, ed. Zvi Gitelman (Pittsburgh, 2003), 107-119.
31 Repression, emigration, and disillusionment extracted a heavy toll on the Bund, reducing its membership
from 33,890 people in 274 local organizations in 1906, to approximately 2,000 people in ten local
organizations by 1910. Zimmerman, Poles, Jews, and the Politics of Nationality, 227.
32 See Vladimir Medem, ÒDi yidishe kehile,Ó Tsayt-fragen 1910, no. 2 (March): 24-37, and idem.,
Natsionalizm oder Ôneytralizm,ÕÓ Tsayt-fragen 1910, no. 3-4 (August): 15-25.
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in Evreiskii mirÕs collected volume of essays on the national question, ÒThis dualism

corrodes the roots of the national movement, paralyzing its strength, decreasing its

resolve. It creates a cult of fossilization, giving rise to rotten hypocrisy, by virtue of

which non-believing freethinking people don the mask of pietists.Ó33 In his attack on

mask-donning secular Hebraists (read Zionists) Medem went beyond the Bundist

embrace of Yiddish as the language of the Jewish proletariat, arguing that the

impossibility of separating Hebrew from Judaism negates any possible function Hebrew

might serve as a national language.

 Eventually Evreiskii mir buckled under the weight of its own contradictions. It

folded not because of political conflict, but because of financial difficulties due to a lack

of public interest. The publication was evidently in financial trouble and its continued

existence in question as early as October 1909, when it began to contemplate

reorganizing both its format and finances. The editors sought to enlist the efforts of

intellectuals in St. Petersburg and other cities, including Moscow, Kiev, Odessa, and

Riga, and sent letters to prominent Jews seeking both guidance and financial

contributions.34 The publication also changed its format after its first year from a monthly

thick journal in two parts to a much thinner magazine appearing three times per month

and concentrating a greater percentage of pages to political issues. The new format

attempted to transition from theoretical debate to more practical concerns of communal

organization. But one has to wonder how long and effectively the Òbattle against

                                                  
33 V. Medem, ÒVsemirnaia evreiskaia natsiia,Ó 103.
34 TsGIA SPb f. 2049, op. 1, d. 33. In two letters to M. I. SheftelÕ, Dubnov and the chair of the finance
committee described a meeting held in Petersburg 18 October 1909 with representatives from Petersburg,
Moscow, Kiev, and Odessa for the purpose of finalizing a new finance committee and debating the
reorganization of the publication, and Dubnov requested SheftelÕÕs presence at the next meeting (1
November).
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assimilationÓ could be waged by a Russian-language publication read only by a narrow

band of intellectuals who themselves were increasingly coming to equate the Russian

language with the forces of assimilation.

Soon after Evreiskii mir folded, the young Yiddishists, PerelÕman, Shtif, Shmuel

Niger, Israel Tsinberg, and Israel Efroikin, as well as the more elderly An-sky and H. D.

Horovits (the former editor of Der fraynd), created a new journal, Di yidishe velt.

Abandoning the pretense of non-partisanship, the new journalÕs editorial board reflected a

particular folkist and Diaspora nationalist worldview. An-sky, PerelÕman, Horovits, and

Efroikin reconstituted the Folkspartey in 1912, and thus Di yidishe velt was intended as a

semi-official party organ.35 The new publication catered rather explicitly to Òder yidisher

inteligentsÓ with the aim of building a bridge between modern culture and the culture of

the folk.36 The editors were aware of the difficulties of conducting such a task in St.

Petersburg, a city they described as Òaloft from the new Yiddish house, remote from

every Jewish tradition, dry in daily Jewish life, and only in the least aware of the noise of

the true poetry that surrounds folk-life and folk-custom.Ó37 David Fishman points to the

reconstitution of Evreiskii mir in the form of Di yidishe velt as emblematic of the rise of

Yiddish high culture.38 Certainly the Jewish intelligentsia became less interested in

publishing Jewish literature in Russian, than Yiddish literature in the original. The failure

                                                  
35 The issue of Di yidishe veltÕs party affiliation is not entirely clear. According to Dubnov the publication
was founded as a party organ. Dubnov, Kniga zhizni, 322. Barry Trachtenberg suggests, however, that Di
yidishe velt was programmatic in its support for Yiddish, Jewish communalism, and folklore, but not
partisan, especially under the editorship of Shmuel Niger. Barry Carl Trachtenberg, ÒFrom Zhargon to
Visnshaft: The Generation of 1905 and the Transformation of Yiddish,Ó (Ph.D. diss., University of
California Los Angeles, 2004), 177. With Di yidishe veltÕs move to Vilna in 1913 and the assumption of
Niger as editor, the original political purpose of the paper may have receded to the background (or simply
became irrelevant), but the content of the publication remained consistent to its original mission of
Diaspora nationalism, cultural revival, and the ideal of reaching out to the folk.
36 ÒUnzer veg,Ó Di yidish velt 1 (1912), 1-6.
37 Ibid., 2.
38 Fishman, The Rise of Modern Yiddish Culture, 14.
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of a Jewish World in Russian and its replacement by a Jewish World in Yiddish can also,

however, be seen as symbolic of the reconstruction of Jewish intellectual life from

Russian to the vernacular of the majority of East European Jewry.

When Jewish political groups began talking to one another again following the

divisive conclusion of the first Russian revolution, they focused on both the future of

Jewish autonomy and the question of language. These two issues were connected, not

merely by practical matters such as the language of Jewish education and the language of

Jewish communal government, but also in the manner in which both served as archetypes

for debating the larger question of Russian JewryÕs future. The short life of Evreiskii mir

reflected growing cooperation among various Jewish political factions, and the articles on

its pages foreshadowed coming conflicts. Despite disagreements, Evreiskii mir also

demonstrated how autonomists of all stripes began to view themselves as part of a

movement. As this movement coalesced in no small part around opposition to

Òassimilationism,Ó conducting its activities in Russian seemed less tenable, and the

transformation of the individual participants from Russian to Yiddish intellectuals

seemed an ideological and political necessity.

Culture and Autonomy in Practice

As political disillusionment set in following the failed 1905-7 revolution, some

hope developed that the government would allow more substantial cultural work than

permitted previously. At the earliest moment allowable by the government, Jewish

intellectuals, lawyers, and activists established a number of cultural projects of a

nationalist and autonomist bent. The Jewish Literary Society was established in St.
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Petersburg in 1908 for the purpose of discussing questions of Jewish literature, culture,

and communal affairs, and by 1910 had 850 members.39 Though the SocietyÕs functional

language was Russian, its goal was to foster the creation of Jewish literature in Yiddish.

Following St. Petersburg, Jewish Literary Societies sprang up across the empire, with 120

local branches established in the three years of its existence. Perhaps most importantly, in

1908, the Russian government permitted the establishment of a Jewish Historical-

Ethnographic Society, an institution that would survive the governmentÕs eventual

closure of minoritiesÕ cultural institutions (and indeed, outlive the government itself).40

The purpose of the Jewish Historical-Ethnographic Society was very clearly to initiate a

Jewish cultural revival by creating the cultural foundation for Jewish national self-

consciousness in Russia and Eastern Europe, and its key participants stated so rather

explicitly.41 Finally, the same individuals who established the Jewish Historical-

Ethnographic Society and the Jewish Literary Society also engaged in a massive

encyclopedia project between 1908 and 1913, creating a multi-volume work of Jewish

history and culture intended as a Russian equivalent to the American Jewish Encylopedia.

The Evreiskaia entsiklopediia claimed no less an objective than demonstrating how Òthe

fate of the Jewish peopleÕs cultural creativity relates to the civilization of nearly all

peoples.Ó42

                                                  
39 ÒEvreiskoe literaturnoe obshchestvo,Ó Evreiskaia entsiklopedia vol. 7 (St. Petersburg, 1908-1913), 450.
40 I have written about the founding of the Jewish Historical-Ethnographic Society elsewhere. See Simon
Rabinovitch, ÒPositivism, Populism and Politics: The Intellectual Foundations of Jewish Ethnography in
Late Imperial Russia,Ó Ab Imperio 3 (2005): 227-256.
41 Minutes of the meeting of 23 November 1908. TsGIA SPb, f. 2129, op. 1, d. 54. ÒUchreditelÕnoe
sobranie i publichnyia zasedaniia Evreiskogo Istoriko-Ethnograficheskogo Obshchestva,Ó Evreiskaia
starina 1:1 (1909): 157. See also S. Dubnov, ÒProtsessy gumanizatsii i natsionalizatsii v noveishei istorii
evreev,Ó Evreiskii mir 1, 1909 (January), 48.
42 ÒOt izdatelei,Ó Evreiskaia entsiklopedia vol. 1 (St. Petersburg, 1908), iii. For more on the debates in
organizing the encyclopedia (from DubnovÕs rather frustrated and biased perspective) see Dubnov, Kniga
zhizni, 287-88, 295.
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Theorists of national development in Europe have suggested that within Ònon-

dominant ethnic groupsÓ (i.e. national minorities), efforts by activists to curtail

assimilation and win back members of the group already assimilated mark a key step in

the formation of Ònational elites.Ó43 The transformation of the Jewish language of politics

from Russian to Yiddish occurred parallel to other national movements in the Russian

empire whose Ònational elitesÓ experienced similar transitions. In the Finnish national

movement for example, the Finnish language was initially only used by its intellectual-

activist leadership for administrative and propagandistic purposes, until the Russifying

policies of the imperial government spurred militant linguistic nationalism.44

Furthermore, throughout the empire literary societies played a role in cultivating

linguistic nationalism and it is for this very reason that the government, after briefly

tolerating their existence, attempted to shut all of them down. As early as 1910 Stolypin

issued a circular urging the closure of all Ukrainian and Jewish national organizations

Òpromoting the rise of national self-consciousness.Ó45 Jewish, Ukrainian, and Polish

literary societies all had their permission to operate revoked in the summer of 1911.

During the inter-revolutionary period, the empireÕs Jewish political classes

became ever more poignantly aware that if the Jews did not create a program for non-

territorial Jewish autonomy, they would be left without the autonomous rights of the

other national minorities. Even more problematic, as the majority of the empireÕs Jews

lived in its western borderlands, they would be forced to take up the national demands of

                                                  
43 Gerhard Brunn, Miroslav Hroch, and Andreas Kappeler, ÒIntroduction,Ó in The Formation of National
Elites, Andreas Kappeler ed. (New York, 1992), 4.
44 See Miroslav Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe: A Comparative Analysis of the
Social Composition of Patriotic Groups among the Smaller European Nations, Ben Fowkes trans
(Cambridge, 1985), 75.
45 Viktoriia [Victoria] Khiterer, Dokumenty sobrannye Evreiskoi istoriko-arkheograficheskoi kommissiei
Vseukrainskoi akademii nauk (Kiev, 1999), 294.
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other minorities in place of their own national aspirations. Although it would be wrong to

call the participants in the discussed ventures a cohesive group, in devoting themselves to

the battle against assimilation in the Diaspora these individuals took the important step in

establishing themselves as the defenders of Russian JewryÕs national interests.

The challenge for many of the Jewish intellectuals who debated Jewish

nationalism, autonomism, and communal self-government on the pages of Evreiskii mir,

or sought to foster national self-consciousness through the new Jewish cultural projects

was to transition from a theoretical discussion of Jewish needs to practical work for their

fulfillment. Many were consciously aware of such difficulties. One journal devoted to

discussing problems of Jewish education in Russia argued that the educational and

financial security of future generations rests in Òthe appreciable shift from the realm of

theoretical argument and disagreement to the sphere of real practical transformation of

[communal] duties,Ó a process requiring careful thought and detailed planning.46

Debates about Jewish community and self-government were not merely

conducted in the press. Indeed, practical efforts towards this transition included not only

institutions such as the Jewish Literary Society and Jewish Historical-Ethnographic

Society, but also a Òconference on Jewish communal affairsÓ organized by the St.

Petersburg lawyers and liberals Maksim Vinaver and Genrykh Sliozberg, and held in

Kovno in 1909. Influential Jews from all of the major parties were invited to Kovno in

order to determine the fundamentals of Jewish communal government in Russia, in

preparation for their future legal ability to form such governments.47 The premise of the

                                                  
46 ÒOt redaktsii,Ó Vestnik obshchestva rasprostraneniia prosveshcheniia mezhdu evreiami v Rossii 1910,
no. 1 (November): i.
47 A report on the conference including transcripts of speeches was published in Evreiskii mir. ÒOtchet o
soveshchanii evreiskikh obshchestvennykh deiatelei proiskhodivshem v Kovne 19-22-go noiabria 1909 g.Ó
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conference was a Duma bill in its preparatory stages that would potentially liberalize all

religious denominational societies and communities. At the same time, the two Jewish

Duma members, Naftali Fridman (1863-1921) and Leopold Nisselovich (1856-1914),

were preparing a bill for the official legal recognition of the Jewish community

(obshchina), and were therefore important in organizing the conference. Some saw in

such a law the potential for Jews to reform their existing communal structure and

introduce the kahal as a true (and democratic) Jewish communal government. The

question remained, however, how and who such a kahal, (in Yiddish kehille), should

govern.

At the Kovno conference two competing definitions of Jewish community

emerged: one that maintained the essential character of Jewish self-government as a

religious and community body, and the secular version, which aimed to replace the

religious community with national identification and secular self-government. Still, the

conference delegates reached a surprising degree of agreement on the vague outline of

future Jewish self-government (presented as a virtual certainty), partly by avoiding the

most contentious issues such as the language question, Palestine, or the struggle of the

Jewish proletariat. The (future) communal governments were to be democratically

elected juridical bodies with the power of compulsory taxation over members of the

Jewish community. Yet, the very reason for reconstituting the legal community was left

intentionally vague, and open to further interpretation. According to the delegates, ÒThe

purpose of the community is to care for religious institutions, welfare, and spiritual-

                                                                                                                                                      
Evreiskii mir 1909 (November-December): part II, 32-61. Henceforth ÒOtchetÓ. A stenographic report was
also prepared and is available in the YIVO library. See Soveshchanie evreiskikh obshchestvennykh deiatelei
v g. Kovne 19-22 Noiabria 1909 g. Stenograficheskii otchet (St. Petersburg, 1910), 7-10. Henceforth
Soveshchanie.
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cultural well-being of whom it is constituted.Ó48 Despite the open-ended nature of its final

declaration, the Kovno conference demonstrated the extent to which the gap in

worldview between the more ardent nationalists and the so-called liberals had narrowed,

and not only in terms of communal self-government. Liberals such as Vinaver now spoke

in strikingly nationalist terms about the ÒnationalÓ significance of their communal efforts,

and by completely adopting the rhetoric of nationalism, attempted to co-opt the

increasingly separatist Jewish intelligenty into their own projects. The gap was even, to a

certain extent, narrowing between socialist and non-socialist conceptions of Jewish

national goals. The Kovno conference was the first significant example of political

cooperation between these two groups (or more accurately, all groups), and reflected the

BundÕs new commitment to Ònational-culturalÓ activism (but not nationalism).49

Like Evreiskii mir, both the Kovno conference and St. PeterburgÕs new Jewish

cultural institutions resulted from the efforts of a growing body of Jewish intellectuals in

the imperial capital who aspired to lead Russian JewryÕs transition to a politicized and

self-conscious national group. The significance of Evreiskii mir, as well as the inter-

revolutionary Jewish cultural projects, lies in representing a bridge between discussing

the Jewish national idea and fostering Jewish national self-consciousness in Russia, by

actively engaging Russian Jewish history, culture, and community. If Jews would

understand the historical roots of their right to national equality in the Russian empire,

then they would be more likely to support demands for Jewish autonomy. Nonetheless,

                                                  
48 Soveshchanie, 215.
49 Two works by Vladimir Levin address the changing approach to the Jewish community and ÒbourgeoisÓ
Jewish politics on the part of the Jewish socialist parties. See Vladimir Levin, ÒThe Jewish Socialist Parties
in Russia in the Period of Reaction,Ó in The Revolution of 1905 and RussiaÕs Jews: A Turning Point?
Stefani Hoffman and Ezra Mendelsohn eds. (Philadelphia, forthcoming); and idem, Òha-Politikah ha-
Yehudit ba-Imperyah ha-Rusit be-idan ha-reÕaktsiyah 1907-1914,Ó (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, 2007).
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the fact that such projects were based in St. Petersburg and conducted in Russian created

its own impetus to both cultural production and communal reorganization. By virtue of

the St. Petersburg Jewish intelligentyÕs constant awareness of their physical and linguistic

separation from those whom they sought to instill with national self-consciousness, the

creation of new Jewish publications, cultural, and communal institutions served these

representatives of diverse political groups in their struggle against Òassimilation,Ó a

struggle which itself became a surrogate for genuine political mobilization.

Conclusion

In a poem written to Dubnov in the very first issue of Evreiskii mir, the poet

Semyon Frug captured much of the essence of the Jewish political and cultural climate in

inter-revolutionary St. Petersburg; in particular the dissonance between the older and

younger generations that resulted from the latterÕs inclination to reject Russian as the

language of politics, and in doing so, increasingly isolate themselves from Russian

culture.50 Frug wrote both Russian and Yiddish poetry, but he never perceived that one of

these languages, culturally or politically must triumph over the other. The poem was

entitled molodniak, the Russian term for saplings that also has the additional meaning of

Òyounger generation.Ó Both Dubnov and Frug exemplified the Russian maskil, or

enlightened Jew, turned nationalist. In their conversion to the cause of Jewish

nationalism, both had challenged the older generation of Jewish leaders, especially

following the 1903 pogroms, for its passivity and willful appeasement of Russian

                                                  
50 For DubnovÕs memories of Frug see S. Dubnov, ÒVospominaniia o S. G. Fruge,Ó Evreiskaia starina 8:4
(1916): 441-459.
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authorities. In 1909, Frug understood correctly that the next generation of Jewish

intellectuals would soon be challenging them.

Inter-revolutionary St. Petersburg should be viewed as the key time and place

when the ÒRussian-Jewish intelligentsiaÓ (and this hyphenated form was used at the time)

consciously transformed themselves into Yiddishist or Hebraist political activists. Many

of the battles of the Jewish language war were fought in the Russian-language Jewish

press because Russian was still, for the time-being, the language of Jewish politics in

Russia. Evreiskii mir, therefore, was representative not only of the many contradictions

inherent in the intertwined cultural and political battles of the period, but its failure also

reflected how a particular form of Jewish nationalism in Russia that balanced Jewish

national demands and cultural activities with participation in the Russian political world,

was failing to appeal to the younger generation of Jewish political activists. With some

notable exceptions, the generation born in the 1880s found it far easier to adapt to the

politics of Yiddish than that born 20 years earlier. For example, aside from a contribution

to its first issue, Dubnov had very little to do with Di yidishe velt, and it is clear that he

was never as comfortable writing in Yiddish as in Russian.51 In fact, the end of Evreiskii

mir accelerated his move away from Jewish politics and Dubnov became more of a

figurehead than an active participant in his party.

The inter-revolutionary period was, in essence, Russian JewryÕs Fathers and Sons

moment. In that novel, published in 1862, the radical and nihilistic views of the younger

generation returning from the city shock the espoused ÒprogressiveÓ fathers who

nonetheless feel obliged to defer to their sons, while not changing their own opinions.

                                                  
51 See the preface to DubnovÕs memoirs where he explains why he composed them in Russian, Kniga
zhizni, 17-18.
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The essence of the sonsÕ critique of the fathers is the latterÕs presumed passivity; the

younger generation accuses the older of speaking of change while failing to act.52 In the

case of the Jews in inter-revolutionary Russia, the more liberal older generation

reluctantly stepped aside to allow the younger and more radical generation to follow

through on the battles they had earlier begun. At Kovno, one participant even made the

Òfathers and sonsÓ analogy explicit, comparing the moderate reformers to the ÒfathersÓ

and the adamant secularists to the Òsons.Ó Jacob Maze claimed the debates over self-

government and community had come to replace the old and constant disputes over how

to infuse Jewish principles into life, which he claimed had now died. ÒThis dead world is

enclosed between ÔFathers and Sons,Õ with both sides granting the other rights, such as

the freedom to keep the old prayer house with all its outmoded procedures, or the right to

stand outside any kind of prayer house at all and outside any kind of understanding of

Jewry.Ó53 Although MazeÕs subsequent lambasting of Ònon-Jewish JewsÓ met with

applause, his familiarity with Turgenev (and the presumed familiarity of the attendees)

demonstrated the tension and challenge for russified Jewish intellectuals in crafting a

form of Jewish national self-consciousness that might navigate the Jewish population

(and themselves) around the rocky waters of assimilation while remaining part of the

Russian body politic.

                                                  
52 An early Hebrew work of Sholem Jacob Abromovich (Mendele), entitled The Fathers and the Sons, A
Love Story related a different story but similar message. Olga Litvak, Conscription and the Search for
Modern Russian Jewry (Bloomington, IN, 2006), 111.
53 ÒOtchet,Ó 43. Soveshchanie, 81.


