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The 'two centuries' of Solzhenitsyn's book on Jewish/Russian relations, Two Centuries Together,  are the period from 1772-1972.
 1772 was the year of the 'first partition' of Poland, the carving up of a substantial part of Polish territory between between Russia, Prussia and Austria. 'It is from this year that we can date the first important encounter between Jewish and Russian destinies.' (p.36). Russia got the Eastern part of what is now Belarus together with, according to Solzhenitsyn, some 100,000 Jews. With the second and third partitions (1793 and 1795) Russia got most of the rest of modern Belarus, a large part of what is now Western Ukraine (with Brest Litovsk sitting on the border with the area taken by Austria) and (again according to Solzhenitsyn) about a million Jews.

1972 may not mark the end of the encounter between Jewish and Russian destinies but it was an important date in the exodus of Jews from the Soviet Union: 'Although a small number of Soviet Jews were granted exit permits in the years 1945-68, and 4,300 in 1968-70, substantial emigration began only in March 1971. In 1971 a total of 14,300 Jews left the USSR for Israel; in 1972, 31,500; in 1973, 35,300 ... In the period 1968-76, 132,500 Jews emigrated from the USSR on Israeli visas, of whom 114,800 went to Israel.'
 This, and the strange fact that it occurred in the midst of a ferocious anti-Zionist propaganda campaign on the part of the Soviet government, will be discussed in a later article. But for the moment let us return to 1772. What sort of Jewish population was it that Russia received with the partitions of Poland?

There had been a native Jewish population in the area through the conversion of local peoples mainly in and around what is now South Eastern Ukraine and Georgia, most famously the Khazars.
 From the tenth century, there was a large (Solzhenitsyn tells us largely Khazar) Jewish population in Kiev at the time of the conversion to Christianity of its King, Vladimir, the beginnings of the story of Orthodox Russia, in 988. Kiev, seen by Russians as the cradle of their civilisation, fell to the Mongol invasion in 1240 and was afterwards disputed mainly between the Tatars, successors to the Mongols, Lithuanians and Poles while the centre of gravity of the Slav Russian Orthodox culture moved northwards to Novgorod in the West and Vladimir more Eastward, eventually centring on the principality of Moscow. A Jewish population continued in Kiev through this period.

THE JUDAISING HERESY

There had been a small Jewish presence in Muscovy until the early sixteenth century when the Jews were expelled following a crisis in the Orthodox Church, the 'Judaising heresy'. Solzhenitsyn tells the story as follows:

'According to Karamzin (very highly respected Russian historian - PB) it began thus: the Jew Zechariah, who in 1470 had arrived in Novgorod from Kiev, "figured out how to lead astray two spirituals, Dionis and Aleksei; he assured them that only the Law of Moses was divine; the history of the Redeemer was invented; he was not yet born; one should not pray to icons, etc. Thus began the Judaizing heresy." [...]

'After the fall of Novgorod, when Ivan Vassilyevich III [1440-1505, the Grand Prince of Muscovy who united Russia under Moscow's rule, not to be confused with Ivan IV, 'The Terrible'] visited the city, he was impressed by their piety and took both of the first heretics, Aleksei and Dionis, to Moscow in 1480 and promoted them as high priests of the Assumption of Mary and the Archangel Cathedrals of the Kremlin. [...]

'The Novgorod Archbishop Gennadi uncovered the heresy in 1487, sent irrefutable proofs of it to Moscow, hunted the heresy out and unmasked it, until in 1490 a church council assembled to discuss the matter, under the leadership of the just-promoted Metropolitan Sossima. [...]

'"The noteworthy liberalism of Moscow flowed from the temporary 'Dictator of the heart' F. Kuritsyn. [Feodor Kuritsyn, Ivan's plenipotentiary Secretary - so to speak the "Foreign Minister", "famous on account of his education and his capabilities."]The magic of his secret salon was enjoyed even by the Grand Prince and his daughter-in-law ...  The heresy was by no means in abatement, but rather ...  prospered magnificently and spread itself out. At the Moscow court ...  astrology and magic along with the attractions of a pseudo-scientific revision of the entire medieval worldview" were solidly propagated, which was "free-thinking, the appeal of enlightenment, and the power of fashion." [...]

'Soon Ivan III reconciled himself with his wife Sophia Palaiologos [as so often in these matters the religious question was bound up with rivalry between different factions for the succession to Ivan - PB], and in 1502 his son Vassili inherited the throne. (Kuritsyn by this time was dead.) Of the heretics, after the Council of 1504, one part was burned, a second part thrown in prison, and a third fled to Lithuania, "where they formally adopted the Mosaic faith."'

Jews came back into Russia with the Polish invasion, known as the Time of Troubles, 1598-1613. Solzhenitsyn says that after Russian sovereignty was restored in 1613 with the beginning of the Romanov dynasty, they were able to remain, albeit in small numbers.

THE JEWS IN POLAND

But the real pre-history for the Jews themselves lay in Poland, using that term to cover the territory (now in Ukraine and Belarus) that fell to Russia in the partitions, and without going into the details of the interplay between 'Poland' and 'Lithuania.'

This 'Poland' had become a place of refuge for Jews, both from the East (Khazars etc) and German Jews from the West. According to Leon Poliakov in his History of Antisemitism: 'In a country with a rudimentary economy, whose population consisted only of nobles and serfs, the Jews soon gained a dominant role in all activities connected to the circulation of goods and money. It is certain that at first they lived in a state of excellent harmony with the Christians. We have already had many occasions to make this observation and I believe we can see a constant link between the moral state of an uncultivated population, only barely worked by the teachings of Christianity, not having yet learned to harbour any particular suspicions with regard to the so-called 'deicide' race, and its primitive state of economic development, allowing the Jews to assert themselves in a field where they didn't yet have any competition.'

He says that some of the earliest Polish coins, from the eleventh and twelfth centuries, carry inscriptions in Hebrew. A substantial hostility to Jews began to manifest itself from the end of the fourteenth century (accusations of ritual murder and profanations of the Host) and at the end of the fifteenth century they were expelled from Warsaw and Cracow. But, says Poliakov:

'the economic and even administrative positions the Jews could fall back on were so solid, so profoundly rooted in the social foundations of the country right up to modern times, that it was impossible to remove them. Contrary to what happened in the West, where the numerical weakness of the Jews would in the end facilitate their economic integration and cultural assimilation, the existence in the East of a Jewish social class would result in the appearance of a real nation sui generis.' (p.390)

Poliakov sees this numerical strength as being maintained by a constant influx from the West, from Germany, in particular following massacres that accompanied the Black Plague. He thinks that already in the fifteenth century their number was approaching 100,000, 'a number that is certainly open to question but the first systematic census, conducted around 1765, shows that they made up 10% of the population of the country. Given such a solid demographic basis, they exercised all crafts, held a monopoly in some of them and were organised along the lines of a state within a state.'
They didn't live in ghettos, they fulfilled essential administrative functions, notably tax and customs collections, set up industries, worked closely as assistants to the local nobility (as 'court-Jews - very little courts of course, given the anarchic fragmentation of power in Poland at hat time'). 'Overall, it is true to say that in Poland they formed a whole social class - that urban middle class that had taken so long to form in Poland. Last distinctive characteristic: contrary to the great flexibility which previously their ancestors had shown in quickly adopting the normal language of the European countries where they were installed, the Polish Jews maintained the use of German, which became yiddish ...'
This predominance of a version of German seems to suggest that there were many more Jews of Western origin than of Eastern, but Poliakov suggests that it was more a matter of cultural prestige than of numbers. Very important for the subsequent development in Russia was the tight social organisation of the Jewish communities:

'It is not surprising, given what  has just been said, that the Jews in Poland enjoyed a very high degree of internal autonomy, not just on a local but also on a national level. They more or less administered themselves, following a constitution which could be called customary and federal. At the local level there was the community, or 'kahal' which corresponded to a particular territorial area and included together with the Jews of a town of whatever importance those who lived in the surrounding area. The government of the kahal was oligarchic' chosen by the richest and most influential members of the community. They looked after the collection of taxes, public order, the synagogue, a strictly regulated labour market. They chose the rabbi 'a most important personage since his moral authority was reinforced by powers in judicial matters. He was by right president of the Judicial Commission, the kahal's tribunal'. The kahal presided over a number of other commissions looking after charitable works, ransom of Jewish prisoners, care for the elderly, refugees, poor students etc and, very importantly, the proper respect for the dead.

This organisation 'was favoured by the Polish authorities for whom it was convenient to raise taxes globally and by community and consequently to be dealing with a strong community power. Later these authorities decided that it would be even more convenient to impose a single global sum of money annually on all the Jews at once, requiring them themselves to share out responsibility among the different communities. As a result the consultations and meetings which had been taking place among representatives of the kahals in a sporadic and irregular manner acquired a great importance. Starting in the second half of the sixteenth century these representatives would meet twice yearly in the Fair in Lublin in the spring and that of Yaroslav in Galicia in the Autumn ... the federal chamber thus put together, a real Jewish parliament with thirty or so members, was called the 'Council of the Four Lands' and it wasn't without good reason that contemporaries compared it to the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem. Never, in fact, had the Jews in Europe enjoyed such a degree of autonomy.'
The contrast with Germany is striking. Where legal documents relating to Jews in Germany took the form of requirements imposed on the Jews who were not considered to be a legal entity in their own right, in Poland they took the form of ugody - contracts agreed between Christians and the legally accredited representatives of the Jewish community. According to an academic account of the ugody system:
'In order to assess the origin of the legal agreements between Christian burghers and Jews in early modern Poland, one thinks first of those German territories from which the great majority of Polish Jews originated. In the course of the sixteenth century, German Jewry suffered expulsions from most large urban centres, including some of the most prestigious and ancient communities in German land, as well as from most Imperial cities. In sharp contrast to developments in Poland, where the sixteenth and first half of the seventeenth centuries are considered the "Golden Age" of Jewish communal life, marked by a significant extension of autonomous rights and the flourishing of prominent communities, German Jewish communities suffered what Yitshak Baer called a process of "atomisation" by which he meant their reduction into small and dispersed aggregates, mostly in rural areas (the landjudenschaften) dependent on the goodwill of local or regional princes ...'
 

THE KHMELNITSKY UPRISING

This Polish idyll was severely shaken in 1648 with the Cossack uprising led by Bogdan Khmelnitsky which entailed large scale massacres of Poles and Jews and eventually, after many twists and turns involving Sweden, Lithuania, Transylvania, the Crimean Tatars, even the Ottoman Empire, resulted in Eastern Ukraine, including Kiev, being incorporated into Russia, at first on a semi-autonomous basis as a Cossack 'hetmanate', a development which could be seen as the beginning of Russia's conversion into a Russian Empire. 

I don't entirely understand why, then, 1667, rather than 1772, should not be regarded as the date on which a substantial Jewish population was incorporated into the Russian Empire. According to the Wikipedia entry on 'History of the Jews in Kiev': 'After the Russian occupation in 1654, Jews were not allowed to settle in the city. This ban was lifted only in 1793 after the third partition of Poland' [sic. the third partition was, as we have seen, in 1795). Poliakov says that between 1648 and 1668 'no Jew remained on the left bank of the Dnieper - those who were spared were sold as slaves to the Turks ... the total number of victims [in the whole area, including the right bank - PB] rose to several tens of thousand, perhaps to 100,000 ...' (p.399). The Dnieper became the frontier line between what was left of Poland after 1667 and the Russian Empire (somewhat confusingly, the 'left bank of the Dnieper' is the area to the East, towards Russia. When we look at the map it's the area to the right). Nonetheless Poliakov also says that in 1727, when Catherine I (widow and successor of Peter 'the Great', not to be confused with Catherine II 'the Great') wanted to expel the Jews from Ukraine and Russia 'it concerned those Jewish shopkeepers and artisans whose rootedness in the local economic life I have already described. Under these conditions, as soon as they tried to expel them, serious complications arose and the civil and military authorities were obliged to grant numerous exceptions to avoid a more serious disruption.' (p.420). So they were still there. Solzhenitsyn, incidentally, describing the same event - Catherine's attempt to expel the Jews - simply states that it didn't last very long, without giving reasons.

Nonetheless the Khmelnitsky rising had a huge impact on the Jews, economically and culturally, in Poland and Polish Ukraine: 'From the second half of the seventeenth century they were no longer the principal bankers of the country - this role passed to Christian capitalists, above all the religious communities, churches and monasteries, whose wealth, mainly in land, had remained intact. The Jews, both communities and individuals, were in debt to them; the chronic indebtedness of the kahals, through their desperate efforts to refloat the Jewish economy, became a major social problem for Poland and continued to get worse through to the end of the eighteenth century. In 1765, the Polish diet suppressed the 'Council of the Four Lands', the Jewish federating organisation, finding it easier to impose on Jews, instead of the old global tax, a poll tax of two zlotys a head. So ended the Jewish semi-state autonomy ...' Seeking the means of making a living, many Jews 'installed themselves in rural areas as innkeepers, tavern keepers, artisans or peddlers, most of them living in extreme poverty.' (Poliakov, p.400).

A CULTURAL AFTERMATH

As many Jews left the area, sympathy spread to other Jewish communities throughout the world, encouraged by dramatic accounts of the massacre, and this was accompanied by the appearance of new religious movements, most dramatically that associated with the Jewish Messiah, Sabbatai Zevi, originating in 1648 in Smyrna, in Anatolia. According to Poliakov, 1648 had long been prophesied on the basis of an interpretation of the Zohar, chief text of the Kaballah, as the year of the coming of the Messiah, and a reading of the name Khmelnitsky in Hebrew characters could be interpreted as meaning 'The sufferings of the birth pangs of the Messiah will come on the world.' (p.402). Gershom Scholem, in his Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, argues for a continuity between the Sabbatian movement and the emergence of the Hasidim, a movement which posed a serious challenge to the authority of the kahals and the Rabbis in the eighteenth century:

'the Hasidic movement made its first appearance in the regions where Sabbatianism had taken strongest root, Podolia and Volhynia (both areas incorporated into the Russian Empire as a result of the partitions - PB) ... Those groups of Polish Jewry which already before and at the time of the first appearance of the Baal Shem (reputed founder of Hasidism. He died in 1760) called themselves Hasidim included many Sabbatians, if they were not indeed wholly crypto-Sabbatian in character, and it took some time before the difference between the new Hasidim of the “Baal Shem” and the old ones became generally appreciated ... A further and very important point in which Sabbatianism and Hasidism join in departing from the rabbinical scale of values, namely their conception of the ideal type of man to which they ascribe the function of leadership ... In the place of these teachers of the Law, the new movements gave birth to a new type of leader, the illuminate, the man whose heart has been touched and changed by God, in a word, the prophet.'

Poliakov, who has earlier evoked the organisation of Polish Jewry as a state within a state, now suggests that the international sympathy for the Polish Jews after the Khmelnitsky rising, combined with the international impact of Sabbatianism, marked the beginnings of what could be called a Jewish national consciousness:

'These social changes were accompanied by new spiritual and religious currents. They left on the mentality of the Polish Jews a characteristic mark and, what is more, they had vast repercussions among all the Jews of the diaspora. It was a remarkable process of influences having the whole of Europe as its centre and in which an iinfiltration of Christian concepts (which this time did not stop at the details of life and customs but left their mark on the new messianic movements) played a role. And that is how, solidly implanted on the banks of the Vistula [in the area which went to Austria - PB] and in the Carpathian forests [the area which went to Russia - PB], a Jewish nation took on a definitive form.' (p.400).

AN ORTHODOX LIBERATION MOVEMENT?

But the Khmelnitsky rising, remembered by Jews and Poles alike as so terrible, was remembered as glorious in the Ukrainian and Russian Orthodox world. Orthodoxy had been tolerated and had even flourished under Tatar rule both in Ukraine and in Russia but it had been persecuted under the Poles. Khmelnitsky's actual motives seem to have been more to do with personal grudges than any large nationalist or religious project but his rising mobilised the repressed Orthodox population and the resulting union with Russia was widely experienced as a liberation. In 1954, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union published 'twenty one theses' on the tercentenary of the 'Pereiaslav Agreement' between Khmelnitsky and the Muscovite government, hailing it as the union of Ukraine and Russia, though Khlemnitsky in fact turned against Moscow and allied wth Transylvania in 1656 when Moscow allied with the Poles against the Swedes. It was eventually Khmelnistky's son, Iurii, who renewed the Russian alliance, establishing the semi-independent but Russian aligned 'hetmanate', finally suppressed by Peter the Great after his victory over the Swedes in the Battle of Poltava in 1709.

The CPSU theses declared: 'In the war of liberation, the Ukrainian people were led by an outstanding statesman and soldier. Bogdan Khmelnitsky. The historic merit of Bogdan Khmelnitsky lies in the fact that, while expressing the age old aspiration and hope of the Ukrainian people - close unity with the Russian people - and while giving leadership to the process of building Ukrainian statehood, he correctly understood its purposes and prospects, realised that the salvation of the Ukrainian people could be achieved only through unity with the great Russian people and worked perseveringly for the reunion of the Ukraine with Russia.' (Sysysn: Khmel'Nyts'kyi Uprising, p.117)

Leaving aside questions of historical accuracy one can imagine how Jews, given their traditional memory of the Khmelnitsky rising might have responded to this. It doesn't seem to show much respect either for the sensibilities of the Poles, newly incorporated into the Soviet sphere of influence.

Ukrainian national separatism also regards the rising in a generally positive light. According to the Wikipedia article on Khmelnitsky:

'In Ukraine, Khmelnytsky is generally regarded as a national hero. A city and a region of the country bear his name. His image is prominently displayed on Ukrainian banknotes and his monument in the centre of Kiev is a focal point of the Ukrainian capital. There have also been several issues of the Order of Bohdan Khmelnytsky — one of the highest decorations in Ukraine and in the former Soviet Union.

'However, with all this positive appreciation of his legacy, even in Ukraine it is far from being unanimous. He is criticised for his union with Russia, which in the view of some, proved to be disastrous for the future of the country. Prominent Ukrainian poet, Taras Shevchenko, was one of Khmelnytsky's very vocal and harsh critics. Others criticize him for his alliance with the Crimean Tatars, which permitted the latter to take a large number of Ukrainian peasants as slaves. (The Cossacks as a military caste did not protect the kholopy, the lowest stratum of the Ukrainian people). Folk songs capture this. On the balance, the view of his legacy in present-day Ukraine is more positive than negative, with some critics acknowledging that the union with Russia was dictated by necessity and an attempt to survive in those difficult times.'

It should perhaps be said that the actual effects of the Khmelnitsky rising on the Jews, though terrible, might have been less terrible than widely believed. A recent article by Shaul Stampfer of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem argues that the demographic evidence doesn't show the decline in population that a serious genocide would have produced:

'The Jews soon enough, if not immediately, recognised the danger and took steps to save themselves ... most Jews resorted to flight, which is the real reason why so many survived, to return slowly when calm was restored. Within a century, the demographic impact of the uprising was hardly visible. The chronicles, true to their purpose of evoking emotion and repentance, omit mention of this reconstruction.

'The number of Jewish lives lost and communities destroyed was immense. However, the impression of destruction was greater than the destruction itself. Had Khmelnitsky intended to slaughter Jews indiscriminately and as an end in itself, the number of victims would surely have been higher. What made the destruction loom so large was the knowledge that so many communities no longer existed. The chroniclers wanted to memorialise a lost world. The mid-seventeenth century was a terrible time for everyone in the Ukrainian lands; Jews were not the only ones to die, but they did suffer more than others ...'

WHAT THE RUSSIANS GOT IN THE POLISH PARTITIONS

I have lingered over this pre-history to Solzhenitsyn's starting date of the Polish partitions in order to try to understand the problem the Russian Empire faced when it took on these areas with their substantial Jewish population. It could perhaps be reduced most simply to a matter of relations between, on the one hand, a serf population, largely Orthodox, tied to the land and to a largely Catholic Polish nobility, owners of the land; and on the other a Jewish population which was free, mobile, had its own distinct social organisation, was used by the Polish nobility to perform functions that were economically necessary but beneath the nobles' dignity, and who could indeed take on the role of landlords themselves by subleasing lands (giving them also rights over churches built on those lands). This was the position which had given rise to the massacres of the Khmelnitsky rising (probably largely committed by those despised kholopy) and, if we accept Poliakov's account, what followed in the areas remaining to Poland was a degenerate version of the same thing - a serf peasantry and a relatively free and self organising Jewish population, still patronised by the nobility to fulfil the functions of a middle class but much poorer than before and facing more competition from Christian rivals, including priests and monasteries. It was in these circumstances of greater poverty that the role of Jews as tavern keepers and distillers of liquor developed, a role that was to assume great importance in their problematic relationship with the Russian state, a state which, unlike the Polish state and nobility, had some concern for the wellbeing of the Orthodox peasantry.
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