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Abstract 

The coronation of Nicholas II in 1894, marked a shift in the dynamic of Imperial Russia. What 

was beginning to become a modernized society under Alexander II seemed to be undone shortly 

within the reigns of both Alexander III and Nicholas II. However, it was Nicholas II who 

significantly transitioned the empire away from a path toward modernity and instead steered the 

empire for a path of oppression and economic hardship for all classes but the nobility. The 

Jewish community in Imperial Russia had been targeted by a series of organized, often violent 

attacks beginning in the 1800s. This, in addition to discrimination by the general population, 

caused a wave of anti-Semitism to spread throughout the Russian territories. Those who fled did 

so due to unfair treatment by the government, rampant ethno-nationalist agendas, and poor 

economic conditions at the hands of Tsar Nicholas II. An analysis of the factors that can lead to 

economic downturn and inequality among citizens within societies that emphasize 

authoritarianism and propaganda is essential in understanding the governmental policies that led 

to the Jewish diaspora of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The February Revolution was the 

culmination of ineffectual leadership of a top-down autocracy that failed to modernize 

economically in an attempt to maintain control over the population and not spark uprising, 

leading to the eventual diaspora of many religious minorities, most notably Jews.  

 Keywords: Tsar Nicholas II, Russian Empire, Jewish diaspora, pogroms, Pale of 

Settlement, anti-Semitism, February Revolution, tsarism 
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Background of Anti-Semitism 

Perhaps one of the most significant events in the history of the Jewish community in Eastern 

Europe, and in Russia, is the establishment of the “Pale of Settlement” that occurred during the 

late 18th century. After Poland was divided by Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Russia in 1795, 

Russian officials allowed Polish Jews to continue to live in the newly acquired Russian 

territories. It was in this “pale” of western Russia, ranging from the Black Sea to the Baltic Sea, 

that more than 5 million Jews would go on to settle. This further hindered their socio-economic 

status and civil liberties. The Pale of Settlement served as a deterrent for the Jewish assimilation 

into Russian culture and represented a barrier from the political, religious, and educational 

opportunities that were possible for those residing beyond it (Gitelman, 2001).  

A second major event in the history of the Jewish community in Imperial Russia is the 

assassination of Tsar Alexander II. Due to tsarist propaganda and the interests of the police, a 

wave of anti-Jewish sentiment rose across Russia following the assassination, as one of the four 

conspirators who had killed the tsar happened to be Jewish. This event and the violence that 

would follow would serve to create decades of injustice and hardship for the Jewish people of the 

Russian Empire, as propaganda and sweeping legislation hindering the livelihood of Jews would 

become more and more common in Russian society.  

In response to the widespread anti-Jewish sentiment, many Russian officials and citizens 

alike, took it upon themselves to incite violence against people of the Jewish faith. These 

organized riots and targeting of Jewish communities were known as “pogroms.” Pogroms 

continued throughout most of the 19th century under the direction of the tsars and members of the 

general population.  
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Previous leaders had taken actions against the Jewish community in Russia. Prior to 

Alexander II’s reign, under the decree of Nicholas I, the Jewish community’s conditions became 

worse. Nicholas had a severe disdain for the Jewish community. This is perhaps best illustrated 

by the numerous decrees that had targeted Jewish occupations and residences. None was more 

intrusive than the 1827 Jewish military ordinance, in which a percentage of the Jewish 

community was to be selected and forced to serve a minimum of 25 years in the military. Zvi 

Gitelman writes, “In an attempt to convert the Jews, Nicholas I used the carrot as well as the 

stick…The first Jewish graduate of a Russian university (1884), Lev Mandelshtam, exemplified 

the ambivalence felt by some Jews who had benefitted from exposure to Russian culture and 

escaped the Pale but could not escape their attachment to Jewishness and Jews” (Gitelman, 2001, 

p. 6). This attempt by the Russian government, through its military and educational sectors, at 

converting Jews led to more distrust of Russian officials by many in the Jewish community, and 

the community struggled with whether they could truly adopt principles of both societies.  

Alexander III, the son of and successor to Alexander II, had been influenced so severely by 

his predecessors and through public and political opinion that, after Alexander II’s assassination, 

the status quo shifted to viewing the Jewish community as “the other.” Pogroms continued, as 

did propaganda and religious conversion on behalf of the Russian government. Alexander III’s 

reign was a step back in the treatment of rural Jews. Judith Kalik describes this period as “the 

only epoch when the liberal age and the subsequent reaction coincided with the improvement and 

then the worsening of the living conditions” (Kalik, 2018, p. 36). The progress of increased civil 

liberties, such as land ownership reform under the annexation of the Polish-Lithuanian 

commonwealth under Alexander II, was seemingly undone at the hands of the Russian elite. In 

an attempt to seek revenge for the death of this father, Tsar Alexander III made it a key objective 
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of his reign to oppress rural landowners- more specifically, those rural landowners who were 

Jewish.  

The oppression of land-owning Jews in rural areas of the Russian Empire dates back to the 

16th and 17th centuries. To best exert control over the masses, the Russian government 

maintained its ownership of the liquor companies in Muscovy, effectively exercising a state 

monopoly to promote civil docility in the form of alcoholism. Propaganda was then distributed 

blaming the state-wide drunkenness among the working class on the “work of Jews” in the event 

that anyone attempted to blame the nobility for allowing this epidemic to occur.  

In response to the so called, “Jewish problem,” advisor to the tsar, Konstantin 

Pobedonostsev, was reported to have said that it, “…would be solved by having one-third of 

them killed, one-third of them converted to Christianity, and one-third driven out of the country 

forever” (Gitelman, 2001, p. 11). A wave of modern Russian anti-Semitism rolled through the 

country in the 1880s. This prompted an influx of Russian Jews to flee the empire. The peak of 

the Jewish diaspora was between the period of 1891 and 1910. Almost five million Jews lived in 

Russia during this period, and consequently, over a million Jews fled the Russian Empire for the 

United States (Gitelman, 2001).  

Meanwhile, into the dynamic Russian political environment stepped Nicholas II, who was 

attitudinally ill-suited to serve as tsar upon the unexpected death of Alexander III in 1894.  As 

Gitelman notes, Nicholas’s ill-prepared reign would mark an even-further backward transition 

for the conditions and status of the Jewish community in Russia (Gitelman, 2001). Between 1894 

and 1903, Russian officials maintained discriminatory policies targeting the Jewish population, 

such as not recognizing Jewish converts to Russian Orthodoxy and requiring religious temples to 

be reconstructed periodically for seemingly trivial legal violations.  
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Conditions and Historical Status of Russian Jews 

Under Nicholas II, the turning point in the social fabric for Russian Jews was the Kishinev 

pogrom in 1903. Joshua M. Karlip has observed, “Much more deadly than the pogroms of the 

early 1880s, the Kishinev massacre mobilized a generation of Jews in their teens and twenties to 

seek new radical solutions to the Jewish plight in tsarist Russia…socialism, rather than Zionism, 

emerged as the most popular ideology among Russian Jewish youth in the aftermath of the 

Kishinev pogrom” (Karlip, 2013, p. 26). Having lost faith in the traditions and cultures that they 

were accustomed to, a new generation of Jewish teens and adults placed their trust in the 

emerging ideology of socialism, as opposed to the values that were emphasized by their religion 

which had been under attack by the tsarist regime for decades.  

The Kishinev massacre was a major turning point during the reign of Nicholas II. Mass 

protests followed, both nationally and internationally, targeting the Russian government for its 

lack of condemnation of the atrocities committed against the 50,000 Jews who were settled in 

Kishinev. Prominent writers and community members made it known that the Russian 

government was complicit in allowing a clear violation of human rights to occur. The over-

arching conclusion was that the authoritarian regime of Nicholas II was set on crushing any and 

all opposition, perceived or real. For instance, Gitelman writes, “Some leading tsarist officials 

expressed the opinion that the Jews had gotten what they deserved…” (Gitelman, 2001, p. 23). In 

the eyes of Nicholas II and his advisors, the Jews were not just an ethno-religious minority; they 

were threatening the social order of the empire with their rebellions and perceived radical 

positions.  

After the Kishinev massacre, collective bargaining, governmental representation, and the 

spreading of the ideology of socialism were at the top of the Jewish population’s priorities. The 
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philosophy of socialism had entered into the minds of Russians in 1898, with the founding of the 

Russian Social Democratic Labor Party (RSDLP). Jewish laborers sought to have representatives 

within the prominent labor organizations and leagues at the time. As a result, the “General 

League of Jewish Workingmen in Russia, Poland, and Lithuania” would go on to be formed 

1901. This league, also known as the “Bund,” worked to position itself inside of the greater labor 

organization that was the (RSDLP). The Bund was accepted into the party under its self-

declaration that it was, “the sole representative of the Jewish proletariat” (Gitelman, 2001, p. 15). 

This representation allowed a targeted minority group to feel more secure and confident in the 

political system, albeit, however authoritarian and un-democratic it may have been.  

Eventually, this organization would become plagued with conflict. Inner divisions between 

Bolshevik and Menshevik factions of the RSDLP would lead to the ousting of the General 

League of Jewish Workingmen from the RSDLP. Although the Bund’s position toward 

advancing the Jewish proletariat only occurred for a few years, the impact that the organization 

had on Jewish attitudes was profound.  The Bund, although expelled from the RSDLP, provided 

Jewish laborers with an environment in which they could hypothesize universal solutions for the 

betterment of their conditions. In addition, some members provided the group with job training. 

Still, the main shift in the attitudes of the Jewish working class came from the fact that they now 

had a powerful collective to protect themselves and assert their political positions, however 

radical they were perceived by monarchists to have been.  

A key component of the growth in socialist thinking by Jews was that many religious 

“thought leaders” inside the movement made it known that socialism and Zionism did not have 

to be mutually exclusive philosophies. The combination of religious, cultural, and political 

ideologies made it easier for Jews to mobilize and make their opinions known through public 
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demonstrations. The most important of which would begin in January of 1905 and last for 

several months to follow (Gitelman, 2001).  

In response to the increase in socialist thought and the public demonstrations for increased 

worker’s rights that had been occurring, an associate of Nicholas II ordered guards to fire upon 

the protestors who gathered around the Tsar’s palace in January 1905. The result of this dramatic 

repression was an event that came to be known as “Bloody Sunday.” In a bid for improved 

working and living conditions, these demonstrators were quickly gunned down by the police 

force. Rather than be deterred with the threat of additional violence by the Russian government, 

the events of Bloody Sunday actually evoked more and more protests from demonstrators across 

the empire. On October 17, 1905, Nicholas finally relented and agreed to transition the empire to 

that of a constitutional monarchy. No longer would the parliament serve as just a formality; 

instead, it would now have legislative capabilities to address the needs of the masses.  

The process by which Nicholas II conceded and gave into the demands of the workers and 

their manifesto could be described as both calculated and deceptive. Initially, Nicholas II’s 

advisors made an effort to crush the demonstrators with violence. Only when this resource was 

exhausted and proven not to work, did they agree to the demands of the working class. This 

agreement was far from irrational, however. The transition to a constitutional monarchy was 

calculated in such a way to preserve the authority of the tsar by any means. As was standard 

under his regime, Nicholas II was quick to resort to violence to settle any dispute, such as in the 

instance of the mobilized pogroms of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  

Most actions taken under the direction of Nicholas II could be described as reactive. For 

example, Moscow governor, Grand Duke Sergei Aleksandrovich, suggested in 1891 that the 

Jews be removed, which “…led to brutal expulsions of two-thirds of the city’s thirty thousand 
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Jewish residents” (Wortman, 2013, p. 201). This move was in an effort to reassert the European 

and Orthodox national spirit that Nicholas sought to emphasize throughout his reign. To be a 

favored Russian of the empire, in the eyes of nationalists, the Russian elite, and Nicholas, a 

person had to adhere to Russian Orthodoxy as well as subscribe to the values and adopt the 

thought processes present within the rest of European society. Some of these “traditional” 

European values included viewing any religious minority as “the other,” supporting social class 

differences, and holding the belief that government, rather than the people, should instigate 

reform.  

I see the last phase of the Jewish experience in Imperial Russia as occurring for the years 

1881-1917. It was in this era that the crux of Russian-Jewish relations was impacted at a great 

magnitude. Tsar Alexander III’s oppression of urban and rural Jews directly led to the 

widespread protests for change that were demonstrated by Jews and other unhappy parties during 

the reign of Nicholas II. The rise of the RSDLP contributed to the ideals of socialism becoming 

more mainstream. Once the principles of socialism entered public consensus, civil unrest 

erupted, which culminated in the events of the Revolution of 1905.  

The father-son duo of Tsar Alexander III and Tsar Nicholas II had similar views in the field 

of social policy. Both subscribed to “a neo-Slavophile image of a patriarchal tsar” (Wortman, 

2013, p. 201). This neo-Slavophile ideology involved heavy suppression of minority faiths and 

creeds. For instance, Nicholas II believed that the pogroms incited against Jews were merely a 

result of the frustration of an Orthodox majority who wanted to drive out ethno-aliens. Jews, in 

this understanding, represented a backward transition from Westernization. The three major tools 

used by Alexander III and Nicholas II to resist Westernization and maintain an Orthodox-

centered institution were assimilation, punishment, and expulsion.  
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Assimilation of the Jewish population in Russia involved either meeting the demands of 

Jewish thought-leaders or encouraging religious converts through societal privilege or dis-

incentives. By converting to Russian Orthodoxy or being open to Russification, Jews could 

engage in more benefits of Russian society. Gitelman writes of this topic, “Jews could expect 

nothing from the government in society in the way of welfare and educational functions” 

(Gitelman, 2001, p. 28). Though often rejected from the educational facets of the Russian 

Empire, members of the Jewish community found ways to bolster one another in the way of 

religious teaching and literacy; they boasted one of the highest literacy rates as a percentage of 

population in all of Russia. With communal support, Jews found ways to resist the policies of 

assimilation that were directed under Alexander III and Nicholas II.  

Punishment was used to coerce the Jewish population into leaving or assimilating into the 

general population. Aside from the threat of physical harm via pogroms, one such example of 

punishment and hardship placed on the Jewish community is Alexander III’s and his 

government’s attempt at “introducing limits on Jewish residence and restricting admissions to 

universities and the bar” (Wortman, 2013, p. 201). By penalizing Jewish applicants in the 

educational sector, the Russian government hoped to incentivize the renunciation of Jewish 

affiliation and/or the promotion of leaving Imperial Russia if one did not subscribe to Russian 

Orthodoxy.  

Expulsion most famously involved the use of the Pale of Settlement to restrict the livelihood 

of Jews living in the Russian Empire. In addition to forced separation, the risky nature of being 

restricted to the Pale of Settlement meant that resources could be scarce and competition 

plentiful. The most common livelihoods of the Jewish community in Imperial Russia consisted 

of agriculture and artisanship. Both occupations were extremely difficult considering very few 
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Jewish families had an ample amount of capital or supplies. According to Gitelman, “In many 

communities, it was calculated, 40 percent of the population fell into the luftmentshn 

[unemployed] category” (Gitelman, 2001, p. 50). The economic situation in the Jewish 

community in the Pale of Settlement was so dire that in the peak of its severity- in 1900- an 

estimated one in three families relied on the assistance of Jewish-orchestrated welfare programs. 

The idea of socialism appealed very much to the Jewish population of Russia at the turn of 

the 20th century due to the attractiveness of better conditions for workers and the opportunity for 

the working class to stage a revolution and make their political needs and desires known. The 

precursor of what would become this revolution began in October of 1905 on Bloody Sunday. 

The aftermath of Bloody Sunday paved the way for the pursuance of Jewish liberal politics 

(Orbach, 2010). As dictated by a prior decree from Nicholas II in December 1904, restrictions on 

the non-Russian Orthodox communities were being rolled back. More specifically, restrictions 

imposed upon the greater non-Orthodox community were indicated to be in the process of 

changing positively for these groups with the introduction of an elected legislative body. As 

such, the Jewish community had increased faith in their ability to now be represented in 

government, since Nicholas had established the legislative body known as the Duma after the 

events of the Bloody Sunday demonstrations.  

The establishment of the Duma, or Russian Senate, demonstrated that Nicholas II was 

committed to maintaining a positive public image. The Jewish community was especially excited 

to see the changes implemented from the December decree that established the Duma. The 

prospect of finally engaging in increased communication with government officials was also 

attractive. More specifically, in a later decree, Nicholas announced that there would exist a 
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pathway for citizens of the Empire to voice their grievances to the Senate so it could be notified 

to act and pass appropriate legislation (Orbach, 2010).  

For the Jewish community, this transparency would result in hundreds of thousands of letters 

and statements being drafted and submitted to the Duma. The main topics of these notes ranged 

from better economic conditions to the removal of the residential restrictions that had been 

placed on them throughout the Russian Empire and its territories. The needs of the Jewish people 

were presented to government officials in a calculated manner so as to appeal to the economic 

incentives for doing so. Relaxing the legislation dictating where religious minorities were 

permitted to reside would offer other regions in Russia additional labor, investment, as well as 

the unique skills and benefits of another culture. 

As traction gained behind the fight for increased liberties, Jewish coalitions and collectives 

began to rise around the empire to voice opinions in a more cohesive and collected manner. As a 

result, the League for the Attainment of Full Rights for the Jewish People of Russia formed in 

March of 1905 (Orbach, 2010). Religious and civil liberties were fought for, as well as the right 

to establish residencies and businesses beyond the Pale of Settlement. This coalition, however, 

suffered from disorganization and a difference of opinion on a variety of issues. For instance, 

some members felt that the possibility of Jewish representation could be seen as a referendum on 

Russian-Jewry’s existence within the Russian Empire. The fact that Jews could finally vote in 

the 1905 summer elections signaled that perhaps Nicholas and his regime were becoming more 

committed to liberalizing and adopting equal protections for all subjects of the Empire.  

What added to the confusion and tension among members of the League was the occurrence 

of pogroms in April of 1905. In several cities with large Jewish populations, rioting and targeted 

attacks broke out against Jewish residents and businesses. For many Jewish figureheads in the 
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League, the lack of a government-led response to quell the attacks was a disturbing fact (Orbach, 

2010). The League began to come to grips with the idea that perhaps Nicholas’s perceived 

commitment toward increased protections for the Jews was not genuine. If the government could 

not organize a response or take action against those who threatened civil liberties, then the 

League would be likely to not have protection within the Duma. Moreover, any legislation that 

could be passed would not be drafted with the Jewish community’s representation. Thus, doubts 

existed over the validity of the newly established Duma legislature and its transparency and 

legitimacy.  

Revolution and a Changing Government 

Criticisms of the tsar extended well beyond the sphere of influence of socialists and Jews. 

Those who identified as monarchist sympathizers believed that, “Responsibility for such a state 

of political affairs had to lie inevitably not with objective shortcomings of the system but rather 

with the character of the reigning tsar himself” (Podbolotov, 2004b, p. 106). Radicals and those 

critical of the tsar were divided for a few reasons- either the authoritarian style of governing was 

the issue or the authoritarian who was governing was ineffectual. Radicals from all angles of the 

Russian political spectrum tussled with this idea, and it became a major point of dissent. 

Regardless of which side of the argument one belonged to, a desire for change was the common 

denominator. If this change could not be done organically, such as through the legislative 

reforms of 1905, then all revolutionaries would again take the matter into their own hands and 

either abolish the political system and tsar, as was suggested in October 1905. 

Ironically, several government officials foresaw the events of Bloody Sunday and its 

aftermath years before radical socialists and monarchists emerged in Imperial Russia. For 

instance, Russian General Kireev went on record to say in 1900 that, “There is autocracy but no 
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autocrat…The country is heading toward a constitution” (Podbolotov, 2004b, p. 107). At the 

time that General Kireev said these statements, the period of Nicholas II was still relatively new, 

with Nicholas assuming the throne in 1894. For a close advisor and military leader to lose 

confidence in the tsar’s ability to lead meant that dissension may have existed among ranks or 

toward the political process of tsarism, and the prospect of rebellion was conceivable.  

Nicholas’s response to the spike in violence and the severity of the pogroms of the early 

1900s could be described as one of fear and concern. Revolutionaries and counterrevolutionaries 

became so radicalized that there was no longer one clear aggressor who threatened the Tsar’s 

safety. Monarchists clashed with ethno-nationalists who also clashed with socialists and 

anarchists. While Nicholas II demonstrated anti-Semitic beliefs and was complicit in the 

pogroms of the years prior, the pogroms of 1905 were devoid of all government-involvement. 

Records indicate that portraits of the tsar were burned at many of these demonstrations which 

helps to ascertain the assertion that Nicholas himself had become a target in the same way that 

religious minorities were while under his rule, such as in the instance of the 1903 Kishinev 

pogrom (Podbolotov, 2004a).   

With public opinion falling drastically regarding the Tsar and the extreme hatred 

demonstrated toward religious minorities during the span of the 1905 pogroms, Nicholas again 

found himself struggling with his political alliances. It would seem that a decision had to be 

made in order to preserve his political image and legacy- whether to ally himself with the 

disgruntled, ethno-nationalist majority, or to finally assist the Jewish population that had been so 

routinely deceived and violated throughout his familial history. Just as prospects were becoming 

hopeful for the Jewish community, Nicholas II decided it would be best to preserve his status by 

catering to the tyranny of the masses. The best example of this alliance-change is demonstrated 
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through Nicholas’ subsequent meetings with German policy ministers in 1907. It was here that 

he went on record to admit, “The worldwide union of Jews and Masons was a deadly danger, and 

that international Jewry was the leading force in the 1905 Revolution” (Podbolotov, 2004a, p. 

198). This statement runs contrary to the “newly-found” dedication toward advancing living 

conditions for all Russians that Nicholas and his advisors had claimed, such as seen through the 

1905 voting reforms.  

Nicholas’s inconsistencies regarding his feelings toward the Jewish community in Russia 

are profound. At the beginning of his reign, Nicholas expressed a benign attitude regarding 

governance over the Jewish community; such had been the case for Alexander III. Over time, 

repression of the Jewish community increased under Nicholas, and the search for greater civil 

liberties remained relatively stagnant during this period until 1903. In the wake of a myriad of 

threats during 1903 to 1905, Nicholas transitioned to committing himself to advancing civil 

liberties and representation, just as Alexander II had done. After 1905, Nicholas’ reign can be 

characterized by fear, weakness, and ineffectuality, as he again turned his back on commoners 

and the Jewish population in favor of doing whatever necessary to extend his survivability. This 

process of wavering in his beliefs and a lack of transparency in his government further 

contributed to the peasant outcry.   

Nicholas’s indecisiveness contributed heavily to his unpopularity and poor policy. In 

addition, miscommunication and individualism among his advisors aided to this problem. For 

instance, following the 1903 Kishinev massacre, the Tsar made a comment to his advisors to the 

effect that, “Jews needed to be given a lesson, as they had become conceited” (Podbolotov, 

2004a, p. 198). Rather than let his true feelings penetrate the population, advisors initially made 

public statements on behalf of Nicholas in response to the recent acts of violence. Whether or not 
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the government was complicit in these tragedies is debated. However, what is consistent is that 

advisors such as the Minister of Internal Affairs, V.K. Plehve, made it known to the public that 

the Tsar expressed his sympathies and even offered to compensate the families of victims of the 

pogroms. This was done in a way to stop any and all suspicion of government wrong-doing 

and/or the possibility that the public would classify Nicholas II as just as anti-Semitic as his 

predecessors.  

 Uncertainty and inconsistency in policies regarding the Jewish community were key 

trademarks of Nicholas’s administration. For instance, Nicholas initially struggled with 

condemning the number of pogroms that occurred during his reign, as his views toward the 

Jewish population were in line with those who committed the acts of violence. As time 

progressed, Nicholas often described a feeling of fear to his advisors in reference to the 

concentration and widening scope of violent radicals. Nicholas believed that if revolutionaries 

widened their scope, they too, could begin to target government-officials and set a revolution in 

motion. This inner conflict between assessing a growing threat and sympathizing with their anti-

Semitic cause is reflective of an indecisive Nicholas. This indecisiveness would lead to the 

beginning of a period of great weakness within Imperial Russia.  

 Differences in opinion and radical beliefs by government officials contributed to 

confusion and disorganization. While Nicholas made sure his top advisors condemned the 

pogroms, this did not stop lower rank government-officials from doing the opposite. It was 

discovered that St. Petersburg Police Department officer M.S. Komissarov printed papers calling 

for the public to, “Kill Jews, to tear them apart into tiny pieces” (Podbolotov, 2004a, p. 202). 

These papers were later distributed to a right-wing extremist group who then spread them 

throughout the country. In addition to Nicholas’ quickly changing opinions on how to best 
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address the violence, he also had to struggle with rogue government officials, further adding to 

his disconnect and poor relations with the majority of the public.   

 In a legal sense, many pogromists were treated sparingly. Those who committed violence 

and looted communities were found guilty, but many escaped with shorter sentences of 

approximately eight months in jail (Podbolotov, 2004a). However, the schemers in such events 

were punished severely with up to ten years of hard labor in a work camp. The impact of the 

legal system on the organizers of such events parallels the way in which Nicholas was uncertain 

and ineffective at dealing with public demonstrations. The inconsistencies between his 

sympathies toward the radical right’s cause and Nicholas’s desire to crush any and all public 

demonstrations did not bode well for him. The right saw Nicholas’s lax attitude toward pogroms 

as an endorsement of their activities. The left, which was partially comprised of socialists and 

Jewish revolutionaries, saw Nicholas’s lax attitude as a sign to increase the magnitude of their 

countermovement and to resort to additional radical means to overthrow the Tsar.  

  Nicholas II’s ministers were often very sympathetic to the political right’s views. 

Conservatives, such as Count A.I. Konovnitsyn who led the Union of Russian People, 

commented on the arrests of pogromists with what he perceived to be, “Harshness of Nicholas 

and the courts” for who he referred to as “patriots” (Podbolotov, 2004a). The Union of Russian 

people was the number one exporter of antisemitic pamphlets and newspapers in Imperial 

Russia. One of the main reasons Nicholas catered to the needs of high-ranking officials is that 

they were one of the few major subsets of the population that were still in favor of upholding the 

governmental status quo. The fact that even the right could pose a threat to monarchy was 

overlooked as Nicholas and nationalists united over a common enemy for whom they believed 

was ruining Russia -- socialists and Jewish intellectuals.   
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Nicholas’s confidence as well as his public image were shaken not only after the rioting 

of 1905 occurred, but also after Russia’s failure against Japan in the Russo-Japanese War. A 

result of the failed military action was that government resources were exhausted, and many 

across the Russian Empire fell into poverty and were affected by the subsequent famine and 

economic downturn from this great defeat. To address the growing animosity towards 

government officials and to stop the famine, Nicholas II appointed Pyotr Stolypin as Minster of 

the Interior in 1906. By appointing Stolypin, a strong-willed official with a reputation for civil 

service and decisive action, Nicholas endeavored to shore up the appearance of a weakened 

government. Moreover, the Ministry of the Interior was extremely important in portraying the 

image of a renewed dedication regarding policies that bolstered living conditions for subjects 

within the Russian Empire.  

Stolypin was a major stakeholder in the governmental policies toward peasants as well as 

the driving force behind interpreting the status of Jewish residents of the Russian Empire. The 

appointment of Pyotr Stolypin was influential in attempting to qualm the fears and frustrations of 

the outraged masses. Nicholas believed that Stolypin’s track record of working to better the lives 

of his constituents would bode well for his public image. Prior to the appointment of Stolypin, 

Nicholas and his advisors pursued a strategy of keeping the poor uneducated and harshly 

controlled so as to not spark an uprising. Given that this plan did little to prevent the violence 

that erupted in 1905, the chamber reluctantly adopted a different strategy. Perhaps by bettering 

living conditions, the chamber could promote a legion of monarchist supporters who would 

abandon the ideas of socialism and the liberalization of industry that groups such as the 

Trudoviks promoted inside of the Duma.  
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The Duma’s legitimacy came into question when Stolypin ascended to the role of Prime 

Minister shortly after his stint as Minister of the Interior. Stolypin notably bypassed the 

legislative process on several different instances and instituted martial law as well as sweeping 

agricultural and civil right reforms. Stolypin believed that Nicholas lacked the qualities 

necessary to lead decisively. As such, he took it upon himself to transition Russia to a more 

authoritarian and militant entity during his time as Prime Minister from 1907 to 1911.  

What contributed to the bettering conditions for the Jewish community during the period 

of 1907 to 1911 was the fact that the Prime Minister’s second in command, I.Ia. Gurliand, was a 

known member of the Jewish community. Additionally, Stolypin possessed the politically and 

socially “progressive” view of striving for practical and moral legislation applying toward the 

Jews in the same way that legislation did most other subjects of the Empire (Ascher, 1995). 

While the pragmatic reasoning behind Stolypin’s agrarian reforms is debated, the changes may 

have been done in an effort to demonstrate a case against socialism that the peasant population 

could see. Stolypin and Gurliand believed that improving people’s lives would decrease the 

appeal of socialism. Nicholas agreed to embrace this strategy after his attempts to remain neutral 

were ineffectual at stopping the violence on all sides of the political spectrum.  

 The mastermind behind the institutional changes during Stolypin’s time as prime 

Minister was Gurliand. Gurliand was said to have been so influential that, “[For] the nationalities 

question, provincial reform, administrative procedures, the labor movement, electoral reform, 

and the agrarian question- the Prime Minister sought Gurliand’s advice” (Ascher, 1995, p. 514). 

Gurliand’s position as advisor to the Prime Minister was the highest position of political 

influence (and one of few positions of political influence) to be occupied by a Jewish person in 

the Russian Empire. Historically, Jews were restricted from holding positions in government and 
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academia throughout Imperial Russia. Gurliand was only able to attain such a position due to his 

“forced conversion” to Russian Orthodoxy early into his professional career. Characteristic of 

Nicholas’ reign as tsar was a lack of opportunity for those who refused to renounce their cultural 

heritage or religious beliefs. Gurliand, while on the inside, worked to help abolish these 

restrictions placed upon members of the Jewish community and those in the Pale of Settlement.  

 Stolypin’s agrarian reforms consisted of granting more rights for landowners and the idea 

that peasants could have their land claims recognized for the first time. Even more notable than 

the agrarian reforms were Stolypin’s attempts to rewrite legislation regarding the “Jewish 

question” in Russia. In October 1905, Stolypin came to the Council of Ministers seeking to 

adjust the restrictions on the Jewish subjects of the Empire. The proposal put forward involved 

allowing Jews who had traded for years outside of the Pale of Settlement the opportunity to settle 

beyond it. Additionally, restrictions within the Pale of Settlement toward Jewish ownership, 

trade, and military involvement would be finally be lifted. Lastly, Jews would be granted the 

opportunity to serve in positions of hierarchy in both the government and private sector. 

Deliberation on this proposal lasted for hours between cabinet members.  

 Nicholas felt that if such legislation could be cleared by his court, he would certainly 

have no choice than to accept it, given his track record for siding with his advisors on many 

decisions regarding socio-economic status. Many cabinet members, however, objected to some 

of the provisions of Stolypin’s proposal. For instance, cabinet member Vladimir Kokovtsov 

asserted the idea that, “The Jews are so clever…that no law can be counted upon to restrict 

them” (Ascher, 1995, p. 518). Many others in the cabinet agreed with the anti-Semitic remarks 

and pushed for keeping the status quo. Eventually, Stolypin was able to convince the majority of 
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the cabinet to support some of these reforms and to spare Nicholas the trouble of having to 

choose a side on this issue among cabinet members. 

Diaspora and Nicholas’s Abdication 

 In December 1905, Nicholas II explained to his court that, after careful consideration, the 

Jews were not to be given any leeway in regard to their restrictions. Once again, the demands of 

the Jewish community went unanswered by members of the tsarist regime. Even with the benefit 

of a Jewish advisor to the Prime Minister, a relaxation of restrictions could not occur. It is 

important to know that Stolypin agreed to the reforms but went on record to illustrate that these 

changes needed to be done gradually for both the purposes of safety and respect to Nicholas and 

the other subjects of the Empire. Despite some opposition from cabinet members and the Tsar, 

Stolypin pursued with, “More lenient policies on such matters as the expulsion of Jews from 

interior provinces in 1907, the barring of Jews from the armed forces in 1908, and the raising of 

quotas for them in secondary schools in 1909” (Ascher, 1995).   

 As a result of Nicholas II’s failure to embrace this proposal, the Jewish community 

searched for new ways to reconvene and represent themselves and their demands. Perhaps one of 

the most significant groups active during the period of Stolypin’s term as Prime Minister was 

known as the Odessa Jewish intellectuals. This group made vocal the grievances of the Jewish 

community and fought for enforceable legislation that detailed the following demands: freedom 

to reside outside the Pale of Settlement, the ability to own land, full business rights, fair taxes, 

and for “western” civil rights and liberties (Horwitz, 2013). Additionally, this organization was 

influential in protesting several unjust doings of the Tsar, such as the “korobka”, which was a tax 

on certain meats and candles. The types of meats and candles that were subject to this tax were 

often kosher meats and candles used for religious ceremonies, mainly affecting the Jewish 
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community. The intended consequence of such a tax instituted was that the Jewish community 

was disproportionately affected. Additionally, government officials were known to 

misappropriate the funds collected from the Jewish community and put them toward other 

causes. The parties that were intended to receive the funds from such a tax were rabbis and other 

religious authority. Religious services were intended to be benefitted, but due in part to the 

selfishness and prejudices of many in the government and public sector, these funds were stolen, 

further contributing to the severe living conditions inside the Pale of Settlement.  

 In conjunction with widespread poverty, famine, and lowered economic output 

throughout the Empire in the aftermath of failed wars, the conditions in the Pale of Settlement 

were especially harsh. Barred from serving in the public sector and attending universities without 

first renouncing their religious beliefs, many Jews found themselves relying on subsistence 

living within Jewish villages, or shtetls. During the mid to late 1800s, more opportunities arrived, 

however, and Jews expanded to artisanship and other skilled industries. Gitelman describes the 

large exodus that originated from the Jewish community in Imperial Russia in the late 1800s by 

stating that, “Massive emigration overseas was probably more economic than political in nature. 

It was on the foundations of unemployment, exploitation, and the lack of opportunity…” 

(Gitelman, 2001, p. 52). The repression of this community over a period of centuries led to the 

mass-departure of over one million Jews to the United States in search of a better life.  

 Those who failed to emigrate after 1903 were left in Russia to feel the negative effects of 

the Russo-Japanese War in 1904 and would later go on to be affected by the strain of Russian 

involvement in World War One in 1914. The failure of Nicholas II reflected poorly on the nation 

that the general population was expected to serve when drafted into the military. Jews were one 

of the subsets of the population that exhibited wavering feelings regarding supporting their 
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country in wartime, due to the fact that their country actively governed against their civil rights 

and freedoms. Nevertheless, the Jewish population believed that perhaps their service in the war 

could help work in favor of their movement for full civil rights. Over 500,000 Jews served in the 

Russian army during the First World War. Within just a few months of service, Jews were 

already accused of the conspiring or contributing to the country’s failures. In 1914, Russian 

authorities organized for expulsions and retribution to be instated against the Jewish community 

(Gitelman, 2001, p. 55). Oligarchs ordered the media be censored to minimize the illustration of 

the positive contributions of the Jewish community toward the war effort, and to instead 

highlight conspiracy theories that blamed Jews for several military failures.  

 Perhaps one of the most egregious acts by the Russian government during the span of the 

First World War was not against the opposition, but rather against their own civilians. In May 

1915, a General Nikolai A. Radkievich ordered roughly several hundred-thousand Jews to leave 

the provinces in which they resided and move out of the Pale of Settlement. As a result of this 

expulsion and from the war’s tendency to create evacuees, almost half a million Jews became 

refugees. The Russian government then rescinded its century-long ordinance of requiring all 

those of Jewish faith to live within the Pale of Settlement, as this had now become impossible to 

enforce. The first Jews were welcomed inside the interior of the Empire in 1915. Despite a 

relaxation of living restrictions, Jews were increasingly distancing themselves from authorities. 

Shtetl communities laid in shambles, and many Jewish soldiers began to question why they 

should follow orders that sent them to the slaughter. Many expressed desires of deserting or 

leaving their country following the end of the war. Of those that stayed, the Bolshevik faction of 

the RSDLP gained wide support from the Jewish community, as both united in a struggle to take 

down the autocracy and put an end to the tyranny of Nicholas II and any subsequent tsars 
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(Gitelman, 2001, p. 60). Promises of lifting any remaining religious restrictions imposed by the 

tsarist regime were enough to garner support for the Bolsheviks by the thousands.  

The Jewish community in Russia often consisted of two distinct groups- intellectuals and 

commoners. An internal struggle was present within the community regarding how to best 

preserve cultural roots and whether or not Russification was destroying the progress of Jewish 

communities. Issues such as education, intermarriage, and renunciation of religious beliefs for 

societal benefit were key topics of debate within Imperial Russia. Just as intellectuals and 

commoners clashed ideologically during the decades prior to the First World War, the Jews who 

subscribed to militant-socialism were split on how to best serve the Jewish collective following a 

possible overthrow of the Russian government by the Bolshevik faction.  

 The Zionist movement gained its footing from inside a Jewish faction of the Bolshevik 

party. Prior attempts at forming a Jewish governing body were abolished by Tsar Nicholas I in 

1844 (Horowitz, 2013). A growing sentiment toward Jewish nationalism had been stirring in the 

midst for decades after the destruction of a possible Jewish representative body. Many Jews were 

struggling with the harsh reality that integration within society was a difficult truth of life in the 

empire. Prominent Zionist thinkers such as Avram Idel’son advocated for expanding Jewish 

initiatives and representation in order to demonstrate their commitment to full rights of 

citizenship within Russia. More specifically, Idel’son was notable for contrasting other staunch 

Jewish nationalists at the time by writing, “The condition of a Jewish merchant or factory owner 

depends on the success of the non-Jewish peasant economy, and he brings a profit with his 

business not to Jewish society, but to the given region, its entire population in equal measure” 

(Horowitz, 2013, p. 115). Now the Jewish population was divided in how to best seek the full 

attainment of civil rights- either to integrate or to flee to another country.  
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 One major factor that led to the mass diaspora of Jews from Imperial Russia (which 

included Ukraine, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and Poland) were the Odessa Pogroms. Tensions 

between the Eastern Orthodox and Jewish populations in Russian territories began to flare after 

many Jews expressed their support for Japan during the Russo-Japanese War. The result of the 

violent actions that occurred during late October 1905 became the most brutal of all pogroms 

within this region of the Russian Empire. Jews and Gentiles clashed, and the Russian 

government sought to use its census data to search for a solution to this cultural and religious 

divide.  

 The Russian Imperial 1897 Census was crucial in informing legislators and the general 

population of the national and cultural configuration of the empire. The composition of the 

Jewish delegation was as follows, “When the first All-Russian census was conducted, 314,000 

Jews were residing outside the pale; this accounted for a mere 6 percent of the overall numerical 

strength of the Jewish population of the Russian empire” (Charnyi & Lang, 2008, p. 247). This 

census also highlighted the spoken languages within the Russian Empire. Yiddish speakers 

accounted for four percent of the total population. The census revealed that Jews were not the 

least represented minority within the empire. Rather, the Indo-European Ossetians were the 

smallest in both national and lingual minority- with approximately 170,000 of this origin. 

Despite not being the smallest demographic within the Russian Empire, Jews faced violence and 

mistreatment on disproportionately higher levels with respect to all other populations.  

 The Jewish intellectual leadership may have also indirectly contributed to this mass 

repression. Great leaders in the arts and sciences, such as Lev Levanda, Judah Leib Gordon, 

Moses Lilienblum, Menashe Morgulis, and Alfred Landau stressed the importance of resisting 

the complete merge of cultures (Horowitz, 2013). By resisting assimilation, the Jewish 
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population angered several Russian officials whose wishes were to create a unified cultural 

Russia. Jewish leaders supported the prospect of achieving full citizenship, but never illustrated 

intentions to lose their association with the greater Jewish collective. Intellectuals and their open 

rejection of certain Russian values played a key role in Nicholas II and his court’s anti-Semitic 

views and positions. In many ways, Jewish intellectuals played a role in this further movement of 

Jews beyond that of the diaspora.  

Strangely, anti-Semitism can even be traced back to Nicholas and his wife Alexandra’s 

quest to bring about the creation of a male heir. Nicholas and Alexandra sought the help of 

several occult figures when they could not produce a male heir. One of these figures was Darya 

Ossipova, a psychic who resided in the court at the time of the birth of Alexei Romanov. Her 

presence in the court at the time of Alexei’s birth illustrated the value that the Romanovs placed 

on “holy peoples.” The wanderer known as Antony who served as the successor to Darya 

Ossipova in the court of Nicholas II was a known affiliate of the ultranationalist Black Hundreds, 

a faction of the right-wing monarchist movement (Warth, 1985). The Black Hundreds were one 

of the key groups in the systematic targeting of the Jewish population in the form of pogroms. It 

would appear that forces on the outside of society made their way into the home of the Russian 

tsar and used their influence to promote a nationalist agenda.  

The Black Hundreds embraced tsarism using violence and intimidation to enforce their 

viewpoints and to attack political dissidents. The Black Hundreds were reported to have carried 

out the assassinations of two members of the centrist Constitutional Democratic Party in the 

Duma in 1906 (Loukianov, 2002). Having a close affiliate of a semi-political, criminal enterprise 

may have resulted in Nicholas’ exposure to the anti-Semitic rhetoric of the Black Hundreds. 

Additionally, Nicholas II’s decision-making process may have been compromised due to the 
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political favors that this extremist group could provide given their sphere of influence within the 

court and the legislative Duma.  

Mikhail Rodzianko, the last individual to serve as a chairman of the State Duma under 

Nicholas II, is one such statesman with close access to his court who may have influenced the 

spread of misinformation regarding the Jewish population. He famously commented on French 

miracle worker, Nzer Philippe, and his association with the Romanovs with the remark, “a shady 

and suspicious character of Jewish nationality [who had] some sort of connection with masonic 

organizations and the society called the ‘Grande Alliance Israelite’” (Warth, 1985, p. 336). In 

addition to the Black Hundreds, several administrative figures and those of Rodzianko’s 

“Octobrist” party expressed anti-Semitic positions and claims. Many from this right-wing 

coalition repeatedly used the idea of what they believed to be a Jewish plot or conspiracy in 

order to reinforce their prejudices and to attribute the happenings of the February and October 

Revolutions to (Warth, 1985).   

With the leader of the State Duma and two political parties embracing staunch 

nationalism, it appeared that the fate of the Russian Jews would be grim. However, many 

conservatives were vocal in their concern for Prime Minister Stolypin’s authoritarian tendencies 

and apparent lax attitude toward policies regarding the Jewish population. For instance, the right-

wing publicist K.N. Paskhalov wrote, "It would be more than just strange to suggest that Mr. 

Stolypin, cooperating with supporters of Kokovtsov…and others inspired by their Jewish-Polish 

agencies, has begun to implement the statist ideals of Dubrovin…and other true Russian people” 

(Loukianov, 2002, p. 770). In his publication, Paskhalov expresses his doubt that Stolypin can 

appeal to all major thought-leaders of the right-wing coalition currently present within the Duma. 

More specifically, Pyotr Stolypin and his Jewish advisor I.Ia. Gurliand, would be highly unlikely 
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to consider the positions of either Alexander Dubrovin, a prominent member of the Black 

Hundreds who was responsible for planning and executing several pogroms, or of Vladimir 

Kokovtsov, Finance Minister of Russia and anti-Semite. A consequence of Stolypin’s period as 

Prime Minister was a growing distrust in government and increased support for anarchy.  

One major event pertinent to the history of the Jewish population in Russia and that of the 

Third State Duma is that of the fate of Menahem Beilis, a Jewish factory worker. Baselessly 

accused of performing a “ritualistic murder,” Beilis was imprisoned in 1911 and then made to 

stand trial in 1913 regarding the death of a young Ukrainian boy. Minister of the Interior, Nikolai 

Maklakov, advocated for a delay of the case’s hearing in an attempt to influence the public’s 

opinion with a hopeful conservative-Duma landslide electoral victory. Although faced with a 

prejudiced expert witness, Beilis’s defense proved his innocence, and the result was a great 

victory for the Russian Jewish population. The case, however, did little to change the opinions 

toward Jewish culture and tradition by the Duma majority. The right-wing still clasped onto their 

beliefs of conspiracy and barbarousness when referring to the greater Jewish collective. 

Stolypin’s assassination in September of 1911 by an anarchist signified the dissolution of a 

period in which the Jewish population was represented in some capacity under Nicholas II 

(Rogger, 1966).  

The right-wing faction of the Duma began to crumble beginning in 1911 as criticisms 

over Nicholas’ control over the army, connections with Grigori Rasputin, and the ineffectiveness 

of his administration became increasingly apparent (Loukianov, 2002). With Stolypin’s recent 

assassination, the right hoped that new leadership could improve conditions within the Duma and 

for the greater right-wing coalition. Unfortunately, poor economic conditions in the aftermath of 

the Russo-Japanese War and future entry into World War One would result in relatively 
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ineffective Third and Fourth Dumas. Martial law as a consequence of political instability became 

more and more common in the periods leading up to the February Revolution.  

Zvi Gitelman asserts, that within the Russian Empire in 1917, the two major forces of 

nationalism and communism would serve to “change the Jewish way of life forever” (Gitelman, 

2001, p. 60). Indeed, these two forces paved the way for the abolition of the restraints placed 

upon Jewish communities and Jewish culture. The aftermath of the February Revolution saw 

many Jews flock to the ideologies of Zionism and/or socialism in an attempt to distance 

themselves from the corrupt and iniquitous history associated with tsarism and Imperial Russia’s 

brief stint with “representative democracy.” 

Tsar Nicholas II’s inability to take decisive action or heed the advice of his advisors on 

many issues contributed to his abdication of the throne in March 1917. Growing dissent from the 

harsh economic conditions in the empire led to mass demonstrations in front of Petrograd, the 

Russian capital. Cries for food, better living conditions, and the toppling of the tsarist regime 

were a few of the demands of this giant mob. Ironically, chairman of the State Duma, Mikhail 

Rodzianko, had briefed Nicholas some time ago on this issue, describing the possibility of a 

revolution comprised of anarchists, but Nicholas did not heed this advice (Warth, 1985). 

Contrary to Nicholas’ history of disregarding the suggestions of his court, when the time came to 

vacate his position, as was requested by the protestors, Nicholas vehemently sided with his court 

to delegate his powers to what would become a new provisional government.  

The response by the population was varied in degrees of support. Russian-American 

historian, Michael Karpovich describes the typical right-wing opinion of Bolshevism at the time 

as being, “…but an inevitable punishment for the original sin of the liberal Russian 

intelligentsia- her revolt against the historical tradition as expressed in the monarchy” 
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(Karpovich, 1930, p. 278). In 1917, about 300,000 Jews found themselves supporting Zionism 

through the Conference of Zionist Soldiers (Gitelman, 2001). Others sought the side of the 

Bolsheviks due to their communal attitude regarding identity. For many it would seem that the 

religious-neutral, or in some cases, anti-religious ideology of the Bund was a safer alternative 

than the right-wing, nationalistic representation of Russian Jewry. After all, those that were 

supporters of the tsar were, in many cases, masterminds of the violence toward Jewish 

populations.  

In fact, this aversion by Russian Jews toward nationalism has been seen almost a century 

later. When a population of Russian Jews was surveyed in 1998 about their political leanings, the 

survey’s findings indicated that, “Jews would not support nationalist parties because of the long-

standing association between Russian nationalism and anti-Semitism” (Gitelman, 2001, p. 256). 

Part of Nicholas II’s legacy involved violent pogroms, anti-Semitic propaganda, and harsh legal 

restrictions that confined Jewish populations to shtetls within the Pale of Settlement. Like his 

predecessors, Nicholas responded to the Jewish question in Russia by simply upholding the 

status quo in many ways, such as the continuance of barring Jews from public university and 

government.  

Despite many setbacks, the Russian Jewish collective had several pronounced and 

celebrated victories during the reign of Tsar Nicholas II. First, the Jewish population was 

represented in government to its highest extent ever due to the influence of Prime Minister Pyotr 

Stolypin and his Jewish advisor I.Ia. Gurliand. Second, the acquittal of Menahem Beilis and the 

brief dispelling of anti-Semitic rhetoric was a great source of pride for the Jewish population of 

Russia. Third, the organization and mobilization of groups such as the RSDLP, the Bund, and 

Conference of Zionist Soldiers marked a shift in public perception regarding the strength of this 
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demographic to defend themselves, have political representation, and their opposition to the 

assimilation of cultures- whether that be through migration or resistance to institutions.  

While the abdication of Tsar Nicholas II signified a pronounced shift in religious 

attitudes and freedoms in the Russian territories, the fate of the Jewish population of Eastern 

Europe would continue to be challenged as it would go on to endure decades of hostility in the 

forms of propaganda, violence, ineffectual leadership, and global conflict. The indecisive, fear-

based governing style of Nicholas II is important for historians to analyze to better understand 

the factors that can lead to political polarization, violent demonstrations, the spread of 

propaganda, and the underlying issues that can contribute to a mass exodus of a sizeable 

population.  
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