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I n t r o d u c t i o n

The Modern Age is the Jewish Age, and the twentieth century, in partic-
ular, is the Jewish Century. Modernization is about everyone be-
coming urban, mobile, literate, articulate, intellectually intricate,
physically fastidious, and occupationally flexible. It is about learn-
ing how to cultivate people and symbols, not fields or herds. It is
about pursuing wealth for the sake of learning, learning for the sake
of wealth, and both wealth and learning for their own sake. It is
about transforming peasants and princes into merchants and
priests, replacing inherited privilege with acquired prestige, and
dismantling social estates for the benefit of individuals, nuclear fam-
ilies, and book-reading tribes (nations). Modernization, in other
words, is about everyone becoming Jewish.

Some peasants and princes have done better than others, but no
one is better at being Jewish than the Jews themselves. In the age
of capital, they are the most creative entrepreneurs; in the age of
alienation, they are the most experienced exiles; and in the age of
expertise, they are the most proficient professionals. Some of the
oldest Jewish specialties—commerce, law, medicine, textual inter-
pretation, and cultural mediation—have become the most funda-
mental (and the most Jewish) of all modern pursuits. It is by being
exemplary ancients that the Jews have become model moderns.

The principal religion of the Modern Age is nationalism, a faith
that represents the new society as the old community and allows
newly urbanized princes and peasants to feel at home abroad. Every
state must be a tribe; every tribe must have a state. Every land is
promised, every language Adamic, every capital Jerusalem, and
every people chosen (and ancient). The Age of Nationalism, in
other words, is about every nation becoming Jewish.

In nineteenth-century Europe (the birthplace of the Age of Na-
tionalism), the greatest exception was the Jews themselves. The

125-79331_Slezkine_TheJewishCentury_3P.indd   1 03/07/19   11:42 am

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be 
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical 
means without prior written permission of the publisher. 

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



2 I N T R O D U C T I O N

most successful of all modern tribes, they were also the most vulner-
able. The greatest beneficiaries of the Age of Capitalism, they would
become the greatest victims of the Age of Nationalism. More des-
perate than any other European nation for state protection, they
were the least likely to receive it because no European nation-state
could possibly claim to be the embodiment of the Jewish nation.
Most European nation-states, in other words, contained citizens
who combined spectacular success with irredeemable tribal foreign-
ness. The Jewish Age was also the Age of anti-Semitism.

All the main modern (antimodern) prophecies were also solu-
tions to the Jewish predicament. Freudianism, which was predomi-
nantly Jewish, proclaimed the beleaguered loneliness of the newly
“emancipated” to be a universal human condition and proposed a
course of treatment that applied liberal checks and balances (man-
aged imperfection) to the individual human soul. Zionism, the
most eccentric of all nationalisms, argued that the proper way to
overcome Jewish vulnerability was not for everyone else to become
like the Jews but for the Jews to become like everyone else. Marx’s
own Marxism began with the proposition that the world’s final
emancipation from Jewishness was possible only through a com-
plete destruction of capitalism (because capitalism was naked Jew-
ishness). And of course Nazism, the most brutally consistent of all
nationalisms, believed that the creation of a seamless national com-
munity was possible only through a complete destruction of the
Jews (because Jewishness was naked cosmopolitanism).

One reason the twentieth century became the Jewish Century
is that Hitler’s attempt to put his vision into practice led to the
canonization of the Nazis as absolute evil and the reemergence of
the Jews as universal victims. The other reasons have to do with the
collapse of the Russian Empire’s Pale of Settlement and the three
messianic pilgrimages that followed: the Jewish migration to the
United States, the most consistent version of liberalism; the Jewish
migration to Palestine, the Promised Land of secularized Jew-
ishness; and the Jewish migration to the cities of the Soviet Union,
a world free of both capitalism and tribalism (or so it seemed).

This book is an attempt to tell the story of the Jewish Age and
explain its origins and implications. Chapter 1 discusses diaspora

I N T R O D U C T I O N 3

Jewish life in a comparative perspective; chapter 2 describes the
transformation of peasants into Jews and Jews into Frenchmen,
Germans, and others; chapter 3 focuses on the Jewish Revolution
within the Russian Revolution; and chapter 4 follows the daughters
of Tevye the Milkman to the United States, Palestine, and—most
particularly—Moscow. The book ends at the end of the Jewish Cen-
tury—but not at the end of the Jewish Age.

The individual chapters are quite different in genre, style, and
size (growing progressively by a factor of two but stopping merci-
fully at four altogether). The reader who does not like chapter 1
may like chapter 2 (and the other way around). The reader who
does not like chapters 1 and 2 may like chapter 3. The reader
who does not like chapters 1, 2, and 3 may not benefit from trying
to carry on.

Finally, this book is about Jews as much as it is about the Jewish
Century. “Jews,” for the purposes of this story, are the members of
traditional Jewish communities (Jews by birth, faith, name, lan-
guage, occupation, self-description, and formal ascription) and
their children and grandchildren (whatever their faith, name, lan-
guage, occupation, self-description, or formal ascription). The
main purpose of the story is to describe what happened to Tevye’s
children, no matter what they thought of Tevye and his faith. The
central subjects of the story are those of Tevye’s children who aban-
doned him and his faith and were, for a time and for that reason,
forgotten by the rest of the family.
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Polish, 89; service nomads under, 36–37;Jews, 26, 121, 185, 366; and national ed-

ucation, 69–70; Samuel on, 323; of ser- and Sholem Aleichem, 206; in Soviet
Union, 104, 262, 314; and Unitedvice nomads, 26; and Sholem Aleichem,

204; and Zionism, 204 States, 89, 209, 262, 314–15, 348,

I N D E X 4 1 7

350, 352; and Weber, 82; and Zionism, East Asians, 34
Eckstein, Gustav, 85206, 348, 363, 364. See also radicalism;

socialism economic determinism, 82
economy: Frankfurt School on, 88; of hostcosmopolitanism, 24, 247, 276

Cossacks, 106, 107, 141, 144, 161, 175, vs. stranger, 22; Jews in, 42, 43, 54–55;
Mercurian success in, 26; modern, 42–180, 188–89, 190, 282, 308

craftsmen, 8, 10, 27, 333, 334, 335 43; Protestants in, 42; and purge of So-
viet Jews, 303; of Russian Empire, 115,Crédit Mobilier, 47

Crimea, 248, 294, 299, 336 116, 123; Sombart on, 54–55; of Soviet
Union, 209, 210, 218, 219, 220, 222–culture: and communism, 97–98; during

Great Terror, 275; and Jewish assimila- 23, 229, 230, 276, 333. See also capital-
ism; wealthtion, 63, 67–75; of Jewish nationalism,

101; and liberalism, 71; and Mercurian- education: of American Jews, 261–62, 318,
368; American Jews in, 316, 318; and as-ism, 125; as mirror for host vs. strangers,

11, 21, 22; of modernity, 71; and nation- similation, 62, 63; of European Jews,
49–50, 62, 63, 95–96; European Jewsalism, 61, 71; neutral secular, 51; and

Pale Jews vs. non-Jews, 105–10; in in, 50; of Germans in Russian Empire,
111, 113; liberal, 62, 63; in Marxism asPalestine, 213; and Petőfi, 97; Russian,
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Lukács, Georg, 63, 96–97 in Russian Empire, 148; of Russian
Jews, 151; and science, 80, 81; andLunacharsky, A., 162, 179–80, 187–88

Luxemburg, Rosa, 85 Sholem Aleichem, 205; sin in, 80; Soviet,
102–3, 247, 248, 276, 322; and tribal-
ism, 80, 162Magyars, 72

Mahler, Gustav, 63 Marxism-Leninism, 301, 306
materialism, 82, 156, 213, 214, 260. SeeMaimonides, Moses, 170

Mairanovsky, G. M., 304–5 also wealth
Mazut Company, 121Maisky, I. M., 291

Malashkin, Sergei, 219, 220 McCarthy, Joseph, 315
Mead, Margaret, 323, 324Malays, 10, 33

Malinke, 22 medicine: American Jews in, 315, 318,
369; European Jews in, 50, 70–71, 104;Mandelstam, Osip, 67–68, 129, 136, 137,

147, 190, 264, 281, 324, 343, 351 and Freudianism, 81; Germans of Rus-
sian Empire in, 113; intellect in, 28; JewsManievich, Abraham, 126

Marcuse, Herbert, 86 in, 1, 369; as modern occupation, 41;
and Nazism, 103–4; Russian EmpireMargi, 13

Margolina, Sonja, 92 Jews in, 105, 125; Soviet Jews in, 224,
225, 307–8, 329Margolin family, 120–21

Markish, Ester, 210, 221, 310–11, 353– Mehta, Zubin, 30
Meir (Meyerson), Golda, 296–9754, 358

I N D E X 4 2 7

Mekler, Abram, 238 of United States, 207, 215, 367, 368,
369; universal, 65; values of, 28; writersMelamid, Aleksandr, 343

Mendele Mokher Sforim (Sholem Yakov Ab- as, 29; and Zionism, 102, 269
Mercury, 10, 29. See also Hermesramovich), 101

Mendelssohn, Moses, 51 meritocracy, 142, 158, 337, 339, 350, 369
Meromskaia, Tsafrira, 210, 221, 231, 238,Mendl, Menachem, 211

Mensheviks, 148, 152, 273 239, 272, 273, 354; Nostalgia? Never!,
256–57merchant(s): cleverness of, 27; craftiness of,

10; and Hermes/Mercury, 8; intellect of, messianism, 58–59, 91–93, 102, 103, 263,
268. See also religion28; Russian Jewish, 118; stranger com-

munities as, 5–6. See also business; com- Mickiewicz, Adam, 67, 71, 97
middle class. See bourgeoisiemerce; trader(s)

Mercurians/Mercurianism: as aliens in Rus- Middle East, 34
middlemen, 25, 34, 105, 112, 115, 123sian Empire, 166; aloofness of, 45–46;

and Apollonianism, 24, 27–28, 29, 30– migration: to European cities, 47; from
Pale of Settlement, 257; to Palestine, 2,35; in Babel, 188; and bodily purity, 45;

and Bolsheviks, 173, 192; business inte- 210, 211, 212, 266–69; Russia as source
of, 122, 149, 212; to Russian cities, 116,gration of, 123; characteristics of, 23; as

communists, 37; corporate kinship 117, 149; to Soviet cities, 2, 206, 210,
211, 212–13, 216–19, 222, 223, 224,among, 34–35; and culture, 125; dan-

gers to, 35–39; economic success of, 26; 238, 243; of Soviet Jews, 341, 354–59,
370; to United States, 2, 116–17, 149,and European Jewish assimilation, 60–

61; European revolt against, 211; Euro- 207, 210–11, 213–15, 260–66, 315,
357, 358–59, 368peans’ development as, 41; and exiles as

divine punishment, 22; and family, 35; Mikhoels, Solomon, 138, 290–91, 292,
294, 298, 311and Freudianism, 81; Germans in Rus-

sian Empire as, 112–14; in Gorky, 164; Mil, M. L., 303
military, 114–15, 175, 225. See also Redin imperial Russia, 237–38; intellect of,

26–27; internal cohesion of, 35; in Joyce, Army; Whites
millenarianism, 35, 91–92, 103, 269. See77, 78; language of, 16, 20, 28, 29; and

Marxism, 81, 148; and modernity, 136; also religion
Minc, Hilary, 314occupations of, 28; and polytheism, 65;

postexilic Jews as, 40; and Protestant mind. See intellect
Mints, I. I., 302ethic, 33–34; purity/pollution among,

15; and radicalism, 90–91; and Roth, Mishin, V. P., 335, 336
Mississippi Summer volunteers, 348–49317; of Russian Empire, 111, 112–14,

115, 237–38; of Russian Empire Jews, Mitin, M. B., 302
Mlynek, Anna, 232–33106, 107, 121, 140, 155, 192; of Rus-

sian Federation Jews, 361, 362; of Rus- modernism, 75, 77, 103
modernity: Armenians as models for, 30;sian Jewish revolutionaries, 155; in Rus-

sian Revolution, 199; and Samoilov, 281; and capitalism, 99, 207; and Christianity,
41; culture of, 71; debate over Jewishscriptural, 30, 31; and secret police, 306;

of Soviet Jews, 192, 201, 218, 237, 247, success in, 52–60; of England, 66; in
Europe, 1–2, 40–46; of France, 66;255; in Soviet Union, 209, 237, 238,

254, 255, 310; in State of Israel, 328, and Freudianism, 81; and Germans of
Russian Empire, 114; and Holocaust, 46;364; strangeness of, 35; superiority of,

26; tribalism of, 24, 35; of Trotsky, 265; and Jews, 1, 30, 52–60, 61, 63, 64, 73,

125-79331_Slezkine_TheJewishCentury_3P.indd   426 03/07/19   11:43 am

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be 
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical 
means without prior written permission of the publisher. 

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



4 2 6 I N D E X

liberalism (cont.) Markish, Perets, 191, 221, 292, 298
marriage, 12–13, 15, 21, 105, 179–80,and Russian Empire, 153; Russian intelli-

gentsia on, 158–59; of Russian Jewish 361, 363, 371
Marshak, Samuil, 134, 135, 280revolutionaries, 153; and Soviet Jews,

338; and tribalism, 318; in United Martin, Terry, 274
Marx, Karl: aloneness in, 84; on capitalism,States, 2, 104, 207, 318–19, 338, 348,

350. See also neutrality 2, 60; and father, 63; and Jews, 2, 60,
91, 99; and Judaism, 93–94; middle-classLichter, S. Robert, 349

Lifshits, Mikhail, 233 family of, 83; socialism of, 153
Marxism: alienation of labor in, 102; andLissitzky, El (Lazar Markovich [Morduk-

hovich] Lisitsky), 126, 179, 227; Beat the American Jews, 263, 264, 318; and Apol-
lonianism, 148; and Bund, 148, 151;Whites with the Red Wedge, 199–200

literacy: among service nomads, 29; in Eu- and communism, 80, 82, 162; division
of labor in, 80; education in, 95–96; evilrope, 41; of Jewish Bolsheviks, 175; of

Jews in Cheka, 177; as means, 20; as in, 102–3; father in, 162; Frankfurt
School on, 87; and Freudianism, 319,modern, 1; of Parsis, 31; of Soviet Jews,

222–23, 224, 252. See also education 320, 321–22; and history, 80, 81; intelli-
gentsia in, 162; and Jews, 2, 92, 95–96,literature, 45, 65, 214, 239–42, 266. See

also culture 162, 247, 248; and Judaism, 83–85, 98;
and liberalism, 318; and Mercurianism,Lithuania, 50, 108, 337

Litvinov, Pavel, 342 81, 148; millenarianism in, 92; moder-
nity of, 80, 148, 162; and nationalism,Loez, 19

Lotman, Yuri, 342 80, 82, 322; nationality in, 246; and
Nazism, 103; on patricide, 100; peasantsLöwenthal, Leo, 86, 98
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Petőfi, Sándor, 67, 71, 97 Preuss, Hugo, 85
Petrograd Soviet, 176, 334 professions: of American Jews, 261, 315–
Petrosian, Tigran, 338 16, 318, 350; and assimilation, 62, 63;
Philippines, 33, 36, 38 diaspora Jews in, 1, 30; European Jews
philosophes, 66 in, 49–52, 62, 63, 70–71, 72, 90, 91,
physician. See medicine 104; and Freudianism, 319; of Germans
Piedmont Principle, 274 in Russian Empire, 112–13; liberal, 62,
Pinsky, Leonid, 233 63; and modernity, 142, 207, 332; and
Pisarev, D. I., “Progress in the World of nationalism, 207; Russian Empire Jews

Plants and Animals,” 145 in, 116, 118, 123–25, 143–44, 154,
Plautus, 239 158; Russian Federation Jews in, 362;

and socialism, 207; and Soviet Commu-Pobedonostsev, K., 156

I N D E X 4 3 1

nist Party, 306–7; Soviet Jews in, 224, Rappoport, Ya. D., 199
reason/rationality, 54, 55, 66, 77, 81, 93,225, 226, 237, 301–8, 309, 314, 329,

335, 336; in Soviet Union, 237, 331–35; 107, 156. See also intellect
Red Army, 167, 169–70, 176, 180. See alsoof United States, 207. See also occupa-

tion(s); specific professions Bolsheviks; Russian Revolution
Red Terror, 178, 182, 308, 345proletariat, 37, 100, 148, 163–64, 252,

263 religion: and American Jews, 349–50;
Chamberlain on, 52; critical theory as,Prometheus, 8, 23

Protestantism: American, 370; and Ameri- 86–87; and Freudianism, 81, 82, 319,
321, 322; Gorky on, 163; Jacobs on, 53;can Jews, 263, 357, 359; in England, 65;

and European Jews, 54, 56; and liberal- and Jewish nationalism, 101, 102; Marx-
ism as, 81, 322; and Mercurianism, 65;ism, 43–44; and Mercurianism, 33–34;

and modernity, 41–42, 43; Peters on, 56; of modernity, 65; and nationalism, 1, 61,
67, 70, 101, 102; as private, 67; of Prot-Sombart on, 54; and tribalism, 43;

Weber on, 41, 42 estantism, 41; of Russian Federation
Jews, 361; and Russian revolutionaries,Protestant Reformation, 65

Proust, Marcel, 76–77, 341 147; and Soviet Jews, 228; and Soviet
New Economic Policy, 219; Soviet policyPrussia, 48, 49–50, 50

purity/pollution, 13, 15–16, 21, 41, 45, on, 246–47; Soviet revolt against, 220;
tolerance of difference in, 46; and tribal-56, 108, 109, 229, 314

Pushkin, Alexander: Babel on, 135; in com- ism, 321; in United States, 67, 207; uni-
versalist, 21, 24. See also messianism; mil-munist culture, 98; death of, 74; devo-

tion to, 127, 129, 131–32, 135, 136, lenarianism
Renaissance, 64–65, 66144, 172, 240, 343; Eugene Onegin,

240; and Jewish assimilation, 68; and Renner, Karl, 85
revolution: Benjamin on, 216; Gorky on,modern culture, 71; as national messiah,

67; as national poet, 74; in rise of nation- 164; in Jabotinsky, 215; Jewish, 3, 92,
167, 180, 203, 211, 220, 263, 282, 319,alism, 45; Samoilov on, 282; Sholem

Aleichem as, 148, 247, 267; and Soviet 326, 331, 360; Jewish success at, 118; re-
ligion in, 147; Russian, 167, 175, 199,cultural elite, 231, 232, 233, 239; and

Soviet intelligentsia, 277; in United 326, 360; and Russian Jews, 144, 149–
55, 156–58, 160, 167, 178, 339; scien-States, 213; Volin on, 279
tific, 64; in Sholem Aleichem, 204; and
Soviet elite, 234, 236; and Soviet intelli-Rabelais, François, 66, 240

Rabin, Oscar, 343 gentsia, 277; and Soviet Union, 275. See
also Bolsheviks; radicalismRabin, Yitzhak, 120

Rabinovich, Isaak, 126 Ribicoff, Abraham A., 357
Richler, Mordechai, 316race, 58, 59; Chamberlain on, 52; Jacobs

on, 53; and science, 103. See also blood; Rieff, Philip, The Triumph of the Therapeu-
tic, 321ethnicity; germ-plasm; nationality

Racine, Jean-Baptiste, 66 Riumin, M. D., 306
Roizman, Matvei, 219, 220radicalism, 85–99. See also communism;

revolution; socialism Rom, 25, 27, 29. See also Gypsies
Romance languages, 18, 19Rafalkes-Nir, Nahum, 175

Rafalovich family, 119 Romani (language), 16, 17, 18, 19
Romania, 314Raikhman, L. F., 304
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