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THE STORY SO FAR: JEWS AND CAPITALISM

In the previous article in this series I tried to give some idea of the context in which, first in 1871 in Odessa, then in 1881 in more central parts of the Ukraine (though it touched Odessa again) pogroms broke out for the first time in the Russian Empire. I stressed the traditional role of Jews as the commercial class in the areas of Poland that had been incorporated into the Russian Empire in the late eighteenth century, very crudely summarised as a system in which the classes were defined by religion and ethnicity - Polish Catholic landlords, Ukrainian or Belorussian Orthodox peasants, Jewish middlemen, the Jews performing the role of 'bourgeoisie', the class which everywhere in Europe was challenging the landed aristocracy as the ruling class and in the process developing a materialist and liberal philosophy in opposition to traditional ritualistic religious systems.

The position of the Jews as the commercial class in the formerly Polish 'Pale of Settlement' was becoming more and more untenable, especially following the emancipation of the serfs in 1861 and the failed Polish rebellion of 1863. The emancipation of the serfs had increased the ability of the peasantry to provide these services for themselves, thus putting more pressure on a competition already exacerbated by the steady increase in the Jewish population, at a rate faster than the Slav population. The failure of the Polish rebellion, together with the emancipation of the serfs, had also greatly weakened the position of the Polish landlords who had in the past been major patrons of the Jews in their manufacturing, trading, money-lending and administrative roles.

While this deterioration was true for the great majority of Jews, a minority whose financial position was already secure, was in a position to profit from the increased possibilities for trade and industry so that the gap between poor Jew and rich or even moderately comfortable Jew was increasing and was assuming an intellectual form with Orthodox Judaism and hasidism widespread among poor Jews, and the haskalah - the Jewish secularising enlightenment - taking root and giving rise to more European bourgeois-liberal ideas among the more securely established Jews (with Odessa as a major centre for Jewish intellectual life).

Under the Polish system the Jews had had a system of self government - the kahal - which conferred a sense of community across divisions of wealth, but the kahal had been abolished by government decree in 1844, though, as we shall see, it was widely believed that it still existed in a more informal, clandestine manner.

In the previous article I asked how the functions of a commercial class were fulfilled in Russia itself ('Great Russia'), given that Jews were only allowed to settle there under very stringent and exceptional conditions. I took up Richard Pipes's argument that although there was a legally constituted merchant class, the conditions under which it was forced to operate were such that it could not fulfil its role and certainly could not develop into a bourgeoisie on the European model. In consequence its role was largely divided between serf and landlords, with serfs, while still remaining serfs, sometimes accumulating large fortunes.

This naturally puts us in mind of the Russian 'kulak' (the word derives from the Russian word for a fist). John Klier, who I take to be the main authority on Russian-Jewish relations - at least in the English language literature - has an interesting discussion on the relations between the concepts 'Jew' and 'kulak'. He quotes the influential Kiev based paper Kievlanin in 1868: 'the Jews fully correspond to the Great Russian kulak.'

Kievlanin had been founded four years earlier with Russian government support as part of a campaign to 'russify' Ukraine in opposition not so much to the Jews, or Ukrainians, as to the Poles.
 The Jewish writer Ilya Orshanski in the rival paper Den', arguing that Great Russia should be open to Jews, said that there was little danger that the Jews would exploit the peasants because it was already being done by the kulaks. Later, at the time of the pogroms, a writer in the influential 'thick journal' Delo asked why if the anti-Jewish pogroms had been caused by Jewish exploitation there were no pogroms against the kulaks. They were worse than the Jews. The Jews 'resemble summer midges who got in one's throat, eyes and ears, rather than the [kulak who was a] poisonous fly.' The main difference between them was that the Jews were numerous and poor and therefore, because of the competition, lowered prices, while the kulak raised them. The Jews were forced to play this role by the situation in which they found themselves, while the kulak had chosen it: 'There was always something left in a field harvested by a Jew, while a kulak blighted it to the roots.''

The legislation on the emancipation of the serfs was accompanied by what appeared to be the first stages of a process of emancipation of the Jews. This included legislation allowing the most successful section of the Jewish merchant class ('merchants of the first guild') to settle in St Petersburg. The effect was almost immediate and quite startling. It saw the establishment of the first commercial banking system in Russia chiefly associated with the Gintsberg family, providing the credit for an immediate expansion of Russia's industrial capacity and the establishment of a railway network, also largely dominated by Jews, notably the Poliakoff family.

IAKOV BRAFMAN AND THE RUSSIAN VIEW OF JEWISH HISTORY

The period also saw the development, mainly in St Petersburg, of what might be called, if it isn't a contradiction in terms, a philosophical antisemitism. Dostoyevsky's essay on The Jewish Question, published in 1877, and the response of Konstantin Pobedonostsev in 1877, which I referred to in the last article, could be taken as examples. They both saw the Jews as representing capitalism and the associated Western European liberal and secularising philosophy. To quote Pobedonostsev: 'they embody the spirit of the century.'

The argument that the Jews were a malign force not just in the particular circumstances of the Russian Empire but in the world generally was reinforced by the publication in 1869 of Iakov Brafman's Book of the Kahal. Klier (Imperial Russia's Jewish question, p.281) calls this 'the most successful and influential work of Judeophobia in Russian history' which, given the competition provided by The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, seems a large claim. Brafman was a Jewish convert to Orthodoxy who, coming from a very poor background with no, or very little, education, had become a teacher of Hebrew in the Russian Orthodox seminary in Minsk. In 1866 he had obtained leave of absence to go to Vilnius, capital of Lithuania, where he presented himself as a missionary to the Jews. In the Vilenskii Vestnik, the official publication of the North Western Educational District, he published an article arguing that the problem with Jewish culture did not lie with the Talmud as such but with the 'Talmudic Kingdom', a system of social organisation which allowed a Jewish elite to exercise control over every aspect of the lives of the Jewish masses and which, he claimed, had been reinforced by Polish and Russian government policy.

Through the director of the North West Educational District, I.P.Kornilov, he obtained a government stipend to translate Jewish texts which he claimed would prove his case. These were the 'pinkas', the communal record book of the Kahal of Minsk from 1794 to 1833. Unlike the Protocols, these were genuine texts though initially, from 1867 to 1869, very poorly translated and edited. The 1869 version contained 285 documents. A much more scholarly Russian edition was published by the Imperial Geographic Society in 1875, with 1,055 documents.

The 1869 edition contained a commentary by Brafman which gave his version of Jewish history. He claimed that the Kahal, as an institution governing the whole of the Jewish world, had been formed after the destruction of the temple of Jerusalem in order to discipline and regulate Jewish life. It was the Kahal that commissioned the Talmud, creating a bewildering set of regulations that could only be understood and interpreted by an elite. The Kahal took responsibility for every aspect of Jewish life - the rules for the slaughter of animals for example gave it control over the supply of food. The main intention was to keep Jews separate from the societies in which they lived. To this end they established their own legal system in disrespect of the gentile system. Perjury was permitted in the gentile courts - it could be forgiven on the Day of Atonement. The Kahal could regulate competition among Jews by giving particular Jews a right of monopoly to exploit particular gentiles. He quoted the Talmud to the effect that gentile property was an empty lake into which Jews had the right freely to cast their nets.

He outlined five new Jewish brotherhoods which had taken on the Kahal's role of controlling international Jewry. They included the St Petersburg based 'Society for the Spread of Enlightenment among the Jews' recently established by the banker Evzel Gintsburg but also, and chiefly, the Paris based Alliance Israélite Universelle, which had come into existence in 1860 and was a favourite target for anti-semitic theorists. Klier (p.291) describes Brafman's account of the Alliance as 'an accurate, if critical, summary of its goals and objectives.' and says that the whole argument was much more credible than most of the contemporary European anti-semitic fantasies.

Brafman attracted widespread Russian support, including from the journals Kievlanin and the St Petersburg based Golos ('The Voice') but was subjected to withering criticism by Jewish intellectuals in Den' ('The Day') and Novoe Vremia (New Times). In 1870, Brafman was appointed Censor of Jewish books in the Chief Office for Press Affairs in St Petersburg, where he died in 1879. His work was continued by his son, Alexander, developing the argument that the Alliance Universelle was aiming not just at establishing domination over Jews but over the world as a whole.

THE POGROMS

One of the theories of the origins of the 1881 pogroms is that they were fomented by Great Russians who had come to the area in search of work:

'The spring of 1881 found large numbers of Great Russians in the south and southwest regions of the Empire. In addition to those who normally sought seasonal jobs in the usually rich fields of the Ukraine, there were those thrown out of work in St. Petersburg and Moscow by the industrial crisis and depression of 1880-1881. The local crop failures and near famine of these years gave little promise of finding gainful employment. Still they came ... Being strangers far from home, these workers undoubtedly felt a strong sense of rootlessness, alienation, and anonymity. Many must have lost hope in their prospects for finding employment. They were hungry; homeless, embittered, and given to occasional acts of thievery and assault. Cases are on record of unemployed labourers in this region in this period committing crimes simply in order to be thrown into jail, where they were at least guaranteed something to eat. A pogrom had the advantage that it promised, as a bare minimum, a bellyful of vodka.'
 

Without suggesting that such workers were influenced by the 'philosophical anti-semitism' that was developing in St Petersburg, we might suggest that they were influenced by the phenomenon that had given rise to it - the sudden appearance in St Petersburg of a new class of very rich and powerful Jews associated with the rapid expansion of banking and industry and the effect this was having on a proletariat in the very early stages of its development. To quote Aronson again (p.31): 'the pogroms were more the result of Russia's modernisation and industrialisation process than of age-old religious and national antagonisms.'
The pogroms started in Elzavetgrad in the Ukraine during the Easter 'Bright Week' (the week following Easter Sunday celebrations).
 The immediate context was the assassination the previous month of Alexander II, the 'Tsar liberator', responsible for the emancipation of the peasantry from serfdom in 1861, and also for a considerable easing of the restrictions that had been placed on the Jews. 

According to Klier trouble was expected in Bright Week and the local Chief of Police called in an army contingent to deal with it but after nothing had happened in the first three days they withdrew. Klier points out that the forces available to the police were totally inadequate. In Elizavetgrad there were 87 police for a population  of 45,000; in Pereislav, where the trouble spread, 16 for 16,000; in Poltava, 76 for 40,000. Since Emancipation, rural peasant communities were supposed to be self governing with an elected village elder and two elected policemen. These posts were unpaid and people were reluctant to take them on. For those who did take them on the temptation to corruption was strong and they had a bad reputation. By 1900 throughout the Empire as a whole there were some 8,500 policemen to a total population of 90 million.

Despite the connection with Easter, Klier is dismissive of the idea that the pogrom was religiously inspired: 'the model of peasants emerging from the Russian Orthodox Paschal service intent on settling scores with "Christ killing Jews" is nowhere to be found in any pogrom report. There was no such thing as an "Easter Sunday" pogrom in Orthodox communities.' (p.68). I might add that if there was it would have to start at the earliest at 3.00 in the morning. The Orthodox Good Friday services are as it happens full of anti-Jewish sentiment. But the point about Bright Week is that it is a period of carousing and drunkenness, which tended to take place in taverns run by Jews who therefore found themselves in the middle of it. The Elizavetgrad pogrom was sparked off by a quarrel in a Jewish-owned tavern. According to Klier, the Orthodox clergy intervened 'almost without exception' against the pogroms when they broke out and they were under orders from the Holy Synod, the governing body of the Church, at the time run by Pobedonostsev, to give anti-pogrom sermons.
 

Klier describes three 'waves' of pogroms. In Elizavetgrad itself, 418 Jewish homes were attacked and 290 shops and stalls wrecked. 601 people, mainly town-dwellers but with some peasants, were arrested and though they were soon freed, 480 people were brought to trial (it doesn't appear that very many were actually punished). Two days after the pogrom had begun, the governor of the province arrived and demanded the return of stolen property. So much was returned that a warehouse had to be hired to store it all.

Nonetheless the violence spread out, affecting in all, three cities, a railway station, two small towns and forty villages, with 882 Jewish homes attacked and 434 commercial buildings damaged. This first wave was finished by the end of April.

The second wave began on 26th April in Kiev and the surrounding area. I'm using Klier's dates and I think he is using the Old Style (OS) Julian calendar still in use in the Russian Empire until 1917. The governor here, Alexander Drenteln, had been the Chief of Gendarmes in St Petersburg at the time of the assassination of Alexander II and he was particularly anxious to avoid being involved in further trouble. The army was brought in before the pogrom started and he intervened personally to try to stop it. 500 people were arrested when a mob attacked the home of the wealthy Jewish sugar baron, Josef Markov Brodski. The army fired into the crowd killing four people. But as with the Elizavetgrad pogrom the violence spread, following towns and Jewish agricultural colonies along the railway lines South and East of Kiev to the Tauride and Ekaterinoslav provinces. This wave came to an end by the 10th May.

The third wave lasted from 30th June to 16th August 1881, covering the Poltava and Chernigov provinces, East and North of Kiev. It had been preceded by petitions from various towns in the area, for example Pereislav, Poltava, demanding the expulsion of resident Jews. During this period a total of eleven people were killed, all of them pogromists killed by the army. Kier (p.35 and pp.66-7) maintains that the pogromists were observing a principle of attacking only property and not persons, except where they encountered resistance. By the 16th August he says 'all significant pogrom activity in the Pale of Settlement came to an end.'
There was, however, a probably unrelated pogrom on Christmas day in Warsaw in the kingdom of Poland which was a supposedly autonomous part of the Russian Empire. It broke out after twenty five people were killed in a stampede in the Roman Catholic cathedral caused by a false fire alarm. It was believed that the cry had been raised by a Jewish petty thief wanting to evade capture.

In the Easter period in 1882 it looked as if the pogroms were going to resume in Ukraine when there was an outbreak in Balta, on the Odessa-Kiev railway line, a town with a population of about 20,000, more than half of them Jews. Trouble had been expected and Jews had been authorised to establish their own night patrols over the Easter period. This, according to Klier, is the only case in which government reports confirm the occurrence of rape.

Antony Polonsky, in a book published about the same time as Klier's, gives a total of 259 pogroms, 219 in villages, 4 (as we've already seen) in Jewish agricultural colonies, and 36 in cities or small towns. He claims that 25 Jews were killed in the 1881-2 pogroms, and he adds a 'final pogrom which occurred in Nizhny-Novgorod on 7th June and was accompanied by an accusation of ritual murder' when 'ten Jews were hacked to death with axes'.'
 This may require some explanation since Nizhny-Novgorod (which under the Soviet Union became Gorky) is in Russia proper, outside the pale of Settlement. Wikipedia informs me that a Jewish community had formed in Nizhny-Novgorod on the basis of Jewish soldiers (Jews had been subject to conscription since 1827), 'required to live in the city where they served. They subsequently became merchants and traders.' The Wikipedia piece, without mentioning the 1884 pogrom, says that a synagogue was built there in 1881-3.

SIMON DUBNOW AND THE JEWISH VIEW OF JEWISH HISTORY

Until 1971 and the publication of Hans Rogger's essay The Jewish policy of late tsarism it was almost universally believed that these pogroms had been fomented by the Tsarist government or by 'dark forces' close to it. This was the view forcefully put in what was long accepted as the definitive account - Simon Dubnow's History of the Jews in Poland and Russia. Dubnow was a contemporary of the events concerned and is an interesting and important figure in his own right. He was born in 1860 in the Belorussian town of Mstislavl. He was therefore raised as a teenager through the 1860s and 1870s in a period when, following the reforms of Alexander II, there was a general optimistic assumption that Russia was on the road towards a modern liberal society in which restrictions on Jews would gradually be lifted. He himself, in defiance of his family tradition, became an enthusiastic supporter of the Jewish enlightenment, the haskalah, and subsequently of the European materialist and liberal world view - Comte, Büchner, Mill, Spencer - which in Russia went under the term 'Nihilism'.

He doesn't seem to have been particularly upset by the 1881-2 pogroms at the time they occurred. Until the late 1880s, according to the account by Robert M.Seltzer,
 'Dubnow had maintained in his reviews and articles that the pogroms of 1881-2 were only a passing aberration. The Russian government would soon realise that it must emancipate the Jews. Russian jewry could best prepare for citizenship by undertaking a program of thorough religious and cultural reform, including the extirpation (with government's help) of Hasidic and other superstitions.' (p.292).

His views however changed radically as the 1880s progressed. In particular, following an unsuccessful effort to get permission to stay in St Petersburg:

'Late in 1886, after a two month wait in the capital to obtain bona fide legal residence there, his request was again denied and he was ordered to leave the city within twenty-four hours. He went to the nearby village of Tsarskoe-Selo, greatly perturbed. The snowdrifts among which he walked were "a symbol of frozen Russia, a lifeless country, crushed under the Tsarist regime," and "the sign of Cain, 'Jew,' follows me everywhere."'
He realised that though he had ceased to be a Jew he hadn't been accepted as a Russian. According to an entry in his diary, 1887:

'The twenty seventh year of my life was a decisive moment. Until then my thoughts still ran to general literary plans, although actually I worked only in Jewish literature. I was unhappy with this narrow sphere of activity and longed for the broader problems which my mentors Mill, Spencer, Renan and Taine studied. My eye illness, involving the danger of losing normal sight, gave me the impulse for deeper thought. I became convinced that true creativity required the process of self-limitation - that qabbalistic secret of concentration  that the Infinite used to create the world from primordial chaos. I now understood that my path to the universal lay expressly through the field of the national in which I was already working. One could serve humanity only by serving one of its parts, all the more so a nation of the most ancient culture. It became clear that my general knowledge and universal ambition would give fruitful results in conjunction with the inherited treasures of Jewish knowledge and the yet unformed Jewish ideals. From this time began my propensity for the great themes of Jewish history.' (pp.293-4)

He moved to Odessa where he soon became an important part of a thriving Jewish culture, developing a philosophy which he called 'historism' (not to be confused with 'historicism'). 'A fundamental assumption of "historism" is that the goal of personal development is the realisation that one's tastes, convictions and character result from the imprint of past experience, reworked by thought and crystallised into a definite form. Therefore "a conscious relationship to the past is the criterion of personal development."' And this applies as much to peoples as to the individual: 'The essence of the Jewish national ideal is historical consciousness. Armed with the laws of Jewish historical development, the Jewish masses will be equipped to withstand the blows of fate, the sagging morale of the secular intelligentsia will revive, the national feeling of those who require a rational justification for remaining Jewish will be strengthened.' (p.295)

These ideas were worked out in a highly influential essay - What is Jewish history? -published in 1893. They provided the basis for a political argument adopted by a group calling itself the Folkspartei, formed in 1907 in St Petersburg and closely allied with the Constitutional Democratic Party, the Kadets. The argument was that the nation is a more fundamental entity than the state: 'Not atomistic citizenship in an assimilationist nation-state but legal autonomy in a culturally pluralistic, multinational state would provide the Jewish people with a recognised place in a world of nations and at the same time facilitate full Jewish participation in modern civilisation.' He was sympathetic to the Zionist idea of a distinct Jewish state but believed that it could only cater for the needs of a small part of the Jewish people. The immediate need, he told a gathering in Odessa in 1891, was not emigration to America or to Palestine but 'a propaganda tour of Europe to stir up the world against despotic Russia.' 

The History of the Jews in Russia and Poland was published in an English translation in Philadelphia between 1916 and 1920. In 1917, after the February Revolution, he was given access to the Russian government archives and published several volumes concerning policy towards the Jews. I will come back to that if and when I come to the Kishinev pogrom in 1903. He was out of sympathy with the Bolshevik revolution, seeing little point in equal rights for Jews if Jews could not develop a distinct national culture. In 1922 he moved to Berlin where he wrote extensively on Jewish history and national consciousness. With the coming to power of the Nazis he moved to Riga. Following on the Nazi takeover of Latvia, according to the account in Wikipedia, he was first, at the age of 81, bundled out of his home and into the Riga ghetto and then shot as Jews in the ghetto were being rounded up for the massacre that occurred in the Rumbila forest.

GOVERNMENT POLICY AFTER THE POGROMS

Dubnow did not invent the thesis that elements of the Tsarist government or 'dark forces' close to government were behind the pogroms. It was widely believed at the time. In her essay The Origins of an enduring myth: the pogroms of 1881-2 in the British popular narrative
 Sam Johnson, specialist in Jewish studies in the Manchester Metropolitan University, refers to 'two memoranda written in 1882. The first, the Gintsburg Memorandum presented to the Tsar on 22 March 1882 (OS) "established a template for attacks" on the Ministry of Internal Affairs, thereby implying that the forces of order had failed to quell the pogroms as a consequence of official directives. The Levin Memorial, written some time between May and June 1882 (OS) and which spoke of "dark forces" at work in the Empire, revealed in some detail the mechanisms by which the pogrom policy operated.' Johnson gives Klier's book on the pogroms as her source. Unfortunately when I was reading it in the British Library I didn't get that far in the time I had available. Johnson continues: 'According to Klier it was the latter memorandum especially that aided in the embrace of the pogrom myth in Russian and Western received opinion; not by coincidence, it was often referred to by Dubnow.' A review of Klier's book refers to 'a 250 page memorandum written by Emmanuel Levin that fully formulated arguments which produced the myth of the authorities' conspiracy in the pogroms.' It is described as 'the major product of the Gintsburg circle.'

This has particular importance because the Gintsburg in question was the banker, one of the most powerful men and certainly the most powerful Jew in the Empire. Klier's book uses material that was difficult of access to Western researchers during the Soviet era and this may explain why the memorandum is not mentioned in an essay on the reaction of the St Petersburg Jewish leadership published in 1984 which nonetheless shows that the Gintsburg circle was very active at the time.
 Principally they were anxious to fend off two, in their eyes, very dangerous ideas. The first, spreading rapidly among the Jews themselves, that life in the Russian Empire was impossible and that the only solution was emigration, whether to North America or to Palestine. The second was the idea being floated by the Minister, Count Nikolai Ignatiev, that the solution to the overcrowding of Jews in the Pale of Settlement would be to transfer them to underpopulated areas in S.E.Asia (we may be reminded of the Soviet project of Birobidzhan). Gintsburg and his circle wanted to keep the attention focussed on the question of equal rights, including the right to settle anywhere in the Empire. At the same time they were also anxious for a reform of Jewish life itself, encouraging both a more modern view of the world and the development of a wider range of productive craft and industrial skills.

I mentioned earlier that the outbreak of the first pogrom in April 1881 had followed hard on the assassination in March of the 'Tsar-liberator', Alexander II by the 'Peoples Will' revolutionary group. The question of how that stands in relation to the pogroms raises the whole matter of the development of radical politics in the 1870s, relations between the radicals and the peasantry, the role played in the radical groups at that time by Jews (important in relation to the radical groups, almost insignificant in relation to the Jewish community as a whole), and the way in which the relationship between Jews and radicals was seen by the population at large. But I think all that requires a separate article. What is important here is the effect it had on government thinking and in particular on the government's response to the pogroms.

The minister of Internal Affairs at the moment of the first outbreak in Elizavetgrad was still Count Mikhail Loris-Melikov, scion of an important Armenian-Georgian family who had fought with distinction in the recent Russo-Turkish war (1877-8) and who had been appointed by Alexander II with the specific intention of developing a programme of constitutional reform. When it was clear that Alexander III had no intention of implementing these reforms he resigned and was replaced by Count Nikolai Ignatiev who, as Russian ambassador in Constantinople, had been largely responsible for fomenting the revolt in Bulgaria that led to the Russo-Turkish war. He had negotiated the Treaty of San Stefano whose terms were so unfavourable to the Ottomans that it prompted a European reaction and the restraint put on Russian ambitions by the Congress of Berlin.

The new mood was symbolised by the Manifesto of Unshakeable Autocracy issued on 29th April 1881 and reputedly written by Dostoyevsky's friend Konstantin Pobedonostsev, procurator of the Holy Synod.

SYMPATHY FOR THE PERPETRATORS

Although Klier establishes that 'Neither the Russian governing elite nor society wanted pogroms' he goes on to say the 'they believed they understood them and they certainly empathised with them' (p.86). They saw the pogroms as an understandable reaction to exploitation by Jews. Klier (p.236) quotes the romantic novelist, Zenaide Ragozin, who acted as a spokeswomen for the Russian view of the world in North America, as saying, in an article drawing on the arguments of Iakov Brafman, that the Jews 'are a parasitical race who, producing nothing, fasten on the produce of land and labour and live on it, choking the life out of commerce and industry as surely as the creeper throttles the tree that upholds it.' 

Ignatiev gave his views on the origin of the riots in a memorandum to Alexander II submitted in August 1881:

'Having recognized how harmful to the Christian population of the country is the economic activity of the Jews, their tribal seclusion and religious fanaticism, the government for the past twenty years strove by a whole series of measures to promote their assimilation and almost equalized their rights with those of the native inhabitants. In the meantime, the anti-Jewish movement which began this year in the South [...] has proved irrefutably that in spite of all the government's efforts, the abnormal relations between the Jews and the indigenous inhabitants continue as before [...] The main reason for behavior so uncharacteristic of Russians lies in circumstances of an exclusively economic kind. In the last twenty years the Jews, little by little, have taken over not only trade and production but through rent or purchase significant amounts of landed property. Because of their clannishness and solidarity, all but a few of them have bent every effort not to increase the productive forces of the country but to exploit the native inhabitants, and primarily the poorer classes. This provoked the protest of the latter, finding such deplorable expression in acts of violence. [...] Having energetically put down the disorders and stopped the people from taking the law into their own hands in order to safeguard the Jews from violence, an even-handed government must immediately take no less energetic steps to remove the abnormal conditions which now exist between Jews and natives and protect the latter from that pernicious activity which, according to the local authorities, was responsible for the disturbances.' 

In October he established a Committee on the Jewish question under the chairmanship of his deputy, D.V.Gotovtsev, with a brief to examine fourteen proposed restrictions on Jewish activity to give the peasants 'a visible demonstration of the government's concern for their protection from Jewish exploitation' (quoted in Rogger, p.174). The end result was the introduction in May of a set of laws, called 'Temporary Laws', though they remained in force until 1917. Rogger and Aronson
, however, point out that quite a lot of the evidence received by Gotovtsev was actually favourable to an easing of the restrictions on Jewish life, most especially the proposal to allow them freedom to move and settle outside the Pale. The counter-argument to the view that Jews left to their own devices would exploit the peasant was that it was precisely the intensity of competition among the trading classes (Jews among themselves but also with Armenians, Greeks, Old Believers and increasingly with Ukrainians and Russians) and the legal restrictions placed on them that forced them into shady practises as the only means by which they could earn a living.

In the event, the May Laws were less restrictive than Ignatiev's original proposal. To quote Rogger (p.179):

'Among Ignat'ev's sharpest critics were M. Kh. Reutern, Chairman of the Committee of Ministers and a former Minister of Finance, and the incumbent of that office, N. Kh. Bunge. They saw administrative arbitrariness and pogroms alike as undermining property rights, the nation's credit and good name, its hopes for economic stability and growth. The State Comptroller, D. M. Sol'skii, seconded them. "Today they are harassing the Jews," he warned. "Tomorrow it will be the turn of the so-called kulaks [...], then of merchants and landowners. In a word, if the authorities stand by passively, we can expect the development in the near future of the most terrible socialism."'

Rogger continues: 'After turning down both the original fourteen points of the Gotovtsev Committee, and the scaled down emergency program proposed by Ignatiev, the ministers voted, "in the interests of the local population", to yield to his urging on three points. Jews not already living there were forbidden to take up residence in the villages (it might help to forestall trouble), to acquire rural real estate through lease, purchase or any other device, or to conduct business on Christian holy days. The prohibition which Ignatiev and most of the provincial commissions wished to see put on the liquor traffic was rejected, either for fiscal or humanitarian reasons, though some minor restrictions were authorised.'
From a government point of view, then, the 'May laws' could be seen as quite mild, the more so because through most of the 1880s, when Ignatiev was replaced as Minister of Internal Affairs by Dmitry Tolstoy (Pobedonostsev's predecessor as Procurator of the Holy Synod) it appears that they weren't rigorously enforced. From a Jewish point of view, however, they were deeply shocking. Jews had just undergone the most terrifying experience and the government had more or less concluded that it was all their own fault. The impact on Jewish culture and politics was enormous. In particular it produced the first aliyah, emigration to Palestine. It is too large a topic to be dealt with here. I hope to take it up again, together with the related question of the radical politics of the 1870s, in a subsequent article. 
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