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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
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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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Bakst, Léon (Lev Rozenberg), 126, 134among, 29; as models for modernity, 30;
Ottoman massacres of, 166; as profession- banking, 27, 35, 47–48, 49, 118, 120,

121, 126als, 30; revolutionary, 152; in Russian
Empire, 6, 111, 115; in Soviet Union, Batum Oil Association, 121

Bauer, Otto, 85336; as traders, 34
Armstrong, John A., 112 Bavaria, 85, 92

Bedny, Demian, Warriors, 278Arnold, Matthew, 55, 65, 263
Aronson, Naum, 134–35 Begin, Menachem, 365

Beilin, Abram, 343–44Arosev, A., The Notes of Terenty the Forgot-
ten, 197–98 Beizer, Mikhail, 176–77

Bek, Aleksandr, The Volokolamsk Highway,artisans, 28; and Prometheus, 8; Russian
Jewish, 105, 115, 122, 155; segregation 329

Belkin, Abram, 233of, 10; as violators of norms, 23
arts, 63; European Jews in, 50, 51; Russian Belkin, M. I., 304

Bell, Daniel, 265Jews in, 126; Soviet, 342–43; Soviet
Jews in, 224, 225, 226, 329. See also Belorussia, 218, 225, 336, 337

Belorussia-Lithuania, 117culture
Asch, Sholem, 186 Ben-Gurion, David, 211, 212, 213,

268, 291assimilation, 22, 60–64, 67–75, 96, 163,
207, 300, 361 Benjamin, Walter, 86, 216

Ben-Yehuda, Eliezer, 204Austria, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 62, 63, 85–86
Austro-Hungarian language, 64 Berdiaev, Nikolai, 91–92

Berezovsky, Boris, 362Aven, Petr, 362
Averbukh, Susanna, 136 Bergelson, David, 298, 299

I N D E X 4 1 5

Berlin Wall, fall of, 358 bourgeoisie, 83; Bolsheviks on, 173, 174,
Berman, Jakub, 314 184; in Europe, 50; Frankfurt School on,
Berman, M. D., 199 87; Kazin on, 214; purge of, 309; Rus-
Bernstein, Eduard, 85 sian revolutionaries on, 157; service no-
Bezymensky, Aleksandr, 228 madism as, 37; and Soviet Jews, 218,
Biale, David, 365 219, 225, 299
Bible: on chosenness, 26; education in, Braz, Osip, 126, 135

128; endogamy in, 12–13; intellect in, Brenner, Joseph Hayyim, 73–74, 89, 209
26; and Joyce, 77; millenarianism in, Brest-Litovsk negotiations, 176
91–92; moneylending in, 9–10; and so- Brezhnev, Leonid, 334, 340, 355, 356
cialism, 94 Brodsky, Isaak, 126

Bikerman, I. M., 183, 185 Brodsky, Joseph, 340, 342, 343
Birnbaum, Solomon, 18–19 Brodsky, Lazar Izrailevich, 121
Birobidzhan, 248–49 Bromberg, Ia. A., 208, 210–11, 213–14,
Bismarck, Otto von, 49 263; The West, Russia and the Jews,
Blake, William, 44 183–84
Blank, Aleksandr Dmitrievich, 245 Bronstein, David, 137
Blank, Moshko Itskovich, 245 Bronstein, Lev Davydovich. See Trotsky,
Bleichrsder, Gerson von, 49 Leon (Lev Davydovich Bronstein)
Bleichrsder banking house, 47, 120 brotherhood, 145, 148, 156
blood: Jews by, 286–88, 295, 301, 359; Brushtein, Alexandra, The Road Leads Off

and purity/pollution, 21; in Soviet into the Distance, 347
Union, 285; taboos on, 60. See also eth- Brutman, Semen, 191
nicity; race Brym, Robert J., 341

Boas, Franz, 98, 342 Budapest, 48, 63
body, 1, 107, 225; purity of, 15–16, 41,

Bukharin, Nikolai Ivanovich, 200, 245,
45, 56

270, 308, 313
Bogoraz, Larisa, 342

Bukharitsyna, Parasha, 146
Bolkosky, Sidney, 69

Bulatov, Erik, 343
Bolsheviks, 152, 162, 256; and anti-Semi-

Bulgakov, Mikhail, 243–44
tism, 310; and Apollonianism, 212; on

Bund, 101, 128, 148, 151, 273
bourgeoisie, 173, 174, 184; and collec-

Burakumin, 10, 11tive redemption, 211; defeat of, 334; and
Burma, 33ethnicity, 173–74; Gorky on, 163; and
business, 28; in America, 261; in Europe,Jewish Revolution, 180; and Jews, 169,

90; and family, 25, 34–35, 47, 121, 122;173, 175–88, 205, 338, 360; and Mer-
in Russia, 120–23. See also commerce; en-curianism, 173, 192; and Petrograd So-
trepreneurs; merchant(s); trader(s)viet vs. Provisional Government, 334;

and Russian avant-garde, 342; Russian
Cahan, Abraham: on American Jews, 208;language of, 276–77; and youth, 211–

entry of into Russian culture, 128–29,12. See also Jews (Soviet); Red Army; Rus-
133, 134, 135; father of, 138; and Free-sian Revolution
man, 263–64; The Rise of David Levinsky,Bonner, Elena, 354
213, 266; and youth culture, 145–46Boran people, 22

Cama, Bhikhaiji Rustom, 30Borokhov, Ber, 204
Cambodia, 38Botvin, Mikhail, 226

Boulton, Marjorie, 98 Camões, Luı́s de, 45, 65, 66

125-79331_Slezkine_TheJewishCentury_3P.indd   414 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 1 4 I N D E X

Apollonians/Apollonianism (cont.) Axelrod, P. B., 151
Azbel, David, 345101; Jews as antipodes of, 40; in Joyce,

77; and Marxism, 148; and Mercurian- Azerbaijanis, 273, 336
ism, 24, 27–28, 29, 30–35; and moder-
nity, 136, 137; nationalism of, 37; in Pal- Babel, Isaak, 160–62, 304, 324; and Aliger,

282, 283; “Childhood. At Grandmoth-estine, 209; and Roth, 317, 351; in
Russian Empire, 106, 107; of Russian er’s,” 130–31, 132–34; Cossacks in, 141,

188–89, 190; execution of, 271–72; fa-Federation, 361; of Russian Jewish intelli-
gentsia, 140; and Samoilov, 281; in So- ther of, 139; on grandmother, 137–38;

“Jewess,” 266; and Jews in Russian civilviet Union, 209, 237, 238, 254, 255; of
State of Israel, 328, 364; of Trotsky, 265; war, 174–75; on Pushkin, 135; and Red

Army, 167, 169–70; Red Cavalry, 188–in Zionism, 149, 212, 269
Aptekman, O. V., 146–47 90; “The Road,” 172; and Roth, 317,

351; and Russian culture, 280; andArabs, 31, 209, 365
Aramaic, 18, 20 Samoilov, 280, 281, 282; and secret

police, 172, 190, 255; “The Story ofArany, Janós, 97
Arendt, Hannah, 77, 99 My Dovecot,” 124

Bagritsky, Eduard (Dziubin), 168, 169,Armenian Amira, 6
Armenian Dashnaks, 273 172–73, 221, 227, 235, 282, 283; “Feb-

ruary,” 200–203; “The Tale of Opanas,”Armenian Gregorians, 34
Armenians, 5, 6, 20, 121; corporate kinship 195–96; “TBC,” 198–99

Baitalsky, Mikhail, 196, 216, 221, 229–30,among, 34; as entrepreneurs, 30; extermi-
nation of, 38; homeland of, 8; literacy 272
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Leichter, Käthe, 63–64kulaks, purge of, 309
Lenin, V. I.: in Babel, 170; on democraticKun, Béla, 85, 97, 98, 178
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Rákosi, Mátyás, 314 Romanticism, 66, 75

125-79331_Slezkine_TheJewishCentury_3P.indd   431 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 3 2 I N D E X

Romm, M. I., 309–10 (Assyrians) in, 111; Pale of Settlement
in, 2; pogroms in, 116, 118, 166; Provi-Rosenberg, Ethel, 304, 315

Rosenberg, Julius, 304, 315 sional Government of, 334; Pushkin as
national poet of, 74; railroad industry in,Rosenfeld, Isaac, 264; Passage from Home,

266 120, 121–22; Red Terror in, 178; secular-
ism in, 149; Time of Troubles in, 167;Rosenzweig, Franz, 69, 93

Roshal, Semen, 179 universalism of, 64; view of Jews in,
143–44, 155–62; Westernization of,Roth, Henry, Call It Sleep, 266

Roth, Philip, American Pastoral, 316–17, 111; women in, 124. See also Jews (Rus-
sian Empire)350–51, 371

Rothman, Stanley, 349 Russian Federation, 359–63
Russian Revolution, 360; and civil war,Rothschild, James, 49

Rothschild banking house, 35, 47, 48, 49, 172, 173–74; defined, 167; February
Revolution, 175; in Fiddler on the Roof,120, 121

Rozanov, Vasilii, 12 326; Mercurianism in, 199. See also Bol-
sheviks; Red Army; WhitesRoziner, Feliks, 210, 216, 273

Roziner-Rabinovich, Judit, 273 Russians: and Bolsheviks, 310; education
of, 223; and ethnicity, 250; Gorky on,Rubin, Vitaly, 253–54

Rubinstein, W. D., 48 164; and Jews, 329; modernization of,
252–54; and nationalism, 277–86, 288,Russia and the Jews, 183

Russian (language), 67, 127–30, 276–77 322; and nationalist accounts of Jews,
360–61; and Soviet nationalities, 331; So-Russian avant-garde, 342

Russian Empire: aliens in, 114–15, 166; viet pride in, 275–84; traditional opposi-
tion of to Jews, 362anti-Semitism in, 108–10, 115, 116,

155–62, 166, 221, 360; Apollonians in, Russian Social Democratic Labor Party
(RSDLP), 151–52, 155237–38; Armenians in, 6, 111, 115; back-

wardness of, 143, 152; business in, 121; Russo-Germans, 255
Rwala people, 23–24capitalism in, 123, 141, 153, 156, 162;

Chaadaev on culture of, 66–67; Chris- Rybak, Issachar, 126
Rybakov, Anatoly, 191–92, 209–10, 221tianity in, 105, 115, 116, 146–47; cul-

ture of, 66–67, 69–70, 72, 105–10; de-
mise of, 166; economy of, 115, 116, Sabra, 212, 213, 267–68, 367. See also Is-

rael; Israel, State of; Palestine123; education in, 69–70, 106, 111,
113, 123–25, 127–34, 140, 144–45, Sachar, H., 120

Sakharov, Andrei, 332–33, 334, 340147, 148; emancipation of serfs in, 115;
emigration from, 122; equality in, 110, Samoilov, David, 233, 236–37, 238,

280–81115, 145, 148, 149, 154; Germans in,
111–14, 166, 237, 255; golden age of, Samosud, S., 290

Sampson, John, 17–1870; Gypsies in, 111; industry in, 118–19,
120, 121, 122, 123, 149, 152; intelligen- Samuel, Maurice, 27, 101; The World of

Sholem Aleichem, 323tsia of, 70, 157–58, 162; Jewish popula-
tion of, 105, 117; language in, 106, 127; Schapiro, Leonard, 154, 177

Schatz, Jaff, 95–96, 98legal discrimination in, 110–11; and
liberalism, 153; Mercurianism in, 111, Schiller, Friedrich, 45, 68, 69, 70, 71, 97,

239112–14, 115, 237–38; military in, 114–
15; and modernity, 114, 115–16, 142– Schoenberg, Arnold, 91

Schoenfeld, Joachim, 10943; nationalism in, 141; Nestorians

I N D E X 4 3 3

Schorske, Carl, 62 Sheikh Mohammadi, 5, 8, 17, 22
Shell Corporation, 121Schulberg, Budd, 266

science: American Jews in, 318; and bodily Shelley, Percy Bysshe, 66
Shersher, Leonid, 239purity, 45; European Jews in, 50, 51–52,

104; and Freudianism, 81, 319, 321; and Shifrin, Nisson, 126
Shklovsky, Viktor, 175, 199Marxism, 80, 81; in modernity, 41, 42,

207; and nationalism, 207; in Nazism, Sholem, Gershom, 69
Sholem Aleichem, 292; Brodsky in, 121;103, 365, 366; racial, 103; Soviet Jews

in, 224, 329, 330, 335, 336; in Soviet and Bund, 148; on chosenness, 26; and
Fiddler on the Roof, 325, 326; history in,Union, 306, 331, 333, 334; Stalin on,

306; Veblen on, 59 106; as Jewish Pushkin, 148, 247, 267;
as national writer, 101; revolt against fam-Scientific Revolution, 64

Scotland, 66 ily in, 254; and Roth, 316; Samuel on,
323; Soviet promotion of, 247; Tevye theSDS (Students for a Democratic Society),

348 Milkman, 138, 139–40, 204–5; United
States in, 326; usefulness of, 347–48Second Congress of Soviets, 175

secularism, 23, 63, 102, 104, 149, 209, Shrayer, Maxim D., 203
Shterenberg, David, 126, 227350

Sedov, Lev, 324, 325 Shternberg, Lev, 93–94, 342
shtetl, 46, 247–48, 252, 323–24. See alsoself-hatred, 73–74, 152, 165, 364

Seligman banking house, 47 Pale of Settlement
Shtrum, Viktor, 289, 292Semenchuk, Konstantin, 249–50

Semenov, Semyon, 304 Shulgin, V. V., 181–83, 184, 360
Shvartsman, Lev, 272, 304Semichastnyi, V., 340

Semitic language, 18 Sidorina, Natasha, 231
Simonov, K., 302Serov, Valentin, 126

service nomads: aloofness of, 22; bohemi- Singer, I. J., The Brothers Ashkenazi, 137
Siniavsky, Andrei, 342ans as, 42; bourgeois, 37; as chosen, 26;

danger to, 35–39; diaspora Jews as, 39, Six-Day War, 351, 353, 354, 365
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