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History  of  Jews  in  Russia
Pale  of  Settlement:  only  area  in  Russian  Empire  
where  Jews  were  allowed  permanent  
settlement

• emerged  in  1790  under  Catherine  II,  Jews  still  
regarded  as  Russian  subjects

• reforms  made  in  the  Pale  under  Alexander  II  based  
on  status  or  profession

• officially  abolished  in  1917  with  the  
outbreak  of  WWI



History  of  Jews  in  Russia  (cont.)
Nicholas  I  (1825-1855)

• 1827:  imposed  a  compulsory  military  service  for  Jews

• Pale  of  Settlement  area  reduced  and  Jews  were  expelled  
from  Kiev,  Sevastopol,  and  Nikolayev

Nicholas  II  (1894-1917)

• enhanced  antisemitic policies  established  by  his  father

• rise  of  accusations  of  blood  libel  and  pogroms

• large  emigration  of  Jews  to  the  US  and  elsewhere



History  of  Jews  in  Russia  (cont.)
Under  Bolsheviks

• The  official  stance  renounced  antisemitism,  and  acknowledged  Jewish  contributions  to  socialism

• But  regardless  Jewish  and  other  religious  traditions  were  suppressed  throughout  society,  and  
antisemitic sentiments  were  widespread

Under  Stalin

• Stalin  was  well  known  for  being  antisemitic,  but  the  Soviet  Union  condemned  the  antisemitism
associated  with  Nazi  Germany

• Therefore,  the  Soviet  Union  used  anti-Zionism  as  a  blanket  term  to  cover  their  blatantly  antisemitic
policies

• Various  euphemisms  to  veil  antisemitism that  mirrored  Nazi  Germany

• Culminated  in  the  Doctors’  Plot  in  1953:  accused  a  group  of  Jewish  doctors  of  conspiracy  and  
treason,  publicly  renounced  them  with  antisemitic sentiments  throughout  media



New  York  Times  Article:  1981



New  York  Times  Article:  1981  (Continued)
• Trial  of  lessening  the  flow  of  Jews  to  places  other  than  Israel  

• President  of  organization  HIAS  hopes  that  there  will  be  more  Jews  leaving  the  Soviet  Union

• American  policy  is  that  Soviet  Jews  going  to  Vienna  have  the  choice  of  where  to  resettle  →  
they  don’t  have  to  go  to  Israel  if  other  countries  will  have  them

• U.S.  Government  pays  money  for  resettlement  of  Soviet  Jews

• $25  million  per  year  for  Israel  &  $15  per  year  for  Jews  going  to  places  other  than  Israel  

• Emigration  of  Soviet  Jews  went  from  51,320  in  1979  to  9,013  in  1981

• 66%  settling  in  places  other  than  Israel  as  of  1981,  most  going  to  the  United  States  

• Expected  that  Jews  who  did  not  want  to  go  to  Israel  would  get  help  from  refugee  and  
resettlement  organizations
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New  York  Times  Article:  1987  (Continued)
• There  were  protests  against  Soviet  policies  on  the  emigration  of  Jews

• Protesters  claim  that  foreign  policies  cannot  be  discussed  without  also  discussing  the  400,000  
Jews  who  seek  to  emigrate  

• Panel  discussions  by  delegates  have  turned  into  debates  over  Soviet  
violations  of  basic  human  rights  

• U.S.  trade  laws  with  Russia  cannot  be  changed  until  human  rights  issues  are  resolved  within  
the  Soviet  Union

• Russian  mayors  are  given  lists  of  those  who  wish  to  emigrate  

• At  this  time,  10  cities  in  the  United  States  have  Soviet  “sisters”,  and  other  
arrangements  are  being  made  for  more  Soviet  sisters  



The  Soviet  Government’s  Response  

• In  the  1980s  the  government  made  it  increasingly  difficult  for  Jews  to  
engage  in  their  cultural  and  religious  practices.  

• It  was  asserted  that  the  Soviet  government  was  “engaged  in  a  
‘systematic  campaign  to  disrupt  all  Jewish  religious  and  cultural  activities’  
that  threatened  ‘the  very  survival  of  Judaism  in  the  Soviet  Union”  (Blair)

• Further,  the  final  years  of  Brezhnev government  was  especially  bad  for  
Jews,  and  the  government  specifically  targeted  Hebrew  teachers.



- In  addition  to  the  discrimination  that  Jews  faced  within  the  country,  they  were  also  
restricted  in  their  movement  outside  of  the  Soviet  Union,  as  emigration  from  the  Soviet  
Union  was  very  limited  during  this  time.  

- Emigration  dropped  sharply  from  1981-84  (Blair)  

- 1984  – the  number  of  Jews  allowed  to  emigrate  fell  to  below  1,000  for  the  first   time  since  
the  1970s  (Blair)

- As  of  1985,  20,000  out  of  350,000  Jews  who  had  applied  to  emigrate  had  already  been  
denied  (Blair)  

- Yet,  the  Soviet  Union  maintained  that  all  those  Jews  who  wished  to  emigrate  had  been  
allowed  to  do  so  with  the  exception  of  those  who  had  access  to  government  secrets  
(Blair)  

Cont…



Where  did  the  Jews  go?
• A  record  71,000  Soviet  Jews  were  granted  exodus  from  the  USSR,  of  whom,  only  
12,117  immigrated  to  Israel

• American  policy  initially  treated  them  like  refugees  but  this  policy  came  to  an  end
• Israel,  Germany,  and  the  United  States

• Majority  went  to  Israel
• “Between  1948  and  October  1992,  2,279,179  Jewish  immigrants  arrived  in  
Israel.  Russian  Jews  accounted  for  nearly  27  percent  of  this  total”  (Middle  
Eastern  Research  and  Information  Project)

• About  1  million  Jews  stayed  in  the  Former  Soviet  Union

• Currently  90%  of  Germany’s  Jewish  population  come  from  the  former  USSR
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