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peasants' impoverishmen t b y giving them alcoholi c beverage s on credi t o r 
in exchang e fo r thei r pawnin g essentia l items . Th e peasant s ar e thereb y 
rendered incapable of managing their domestic economy. 7 

Spurred b y Karneev' s report , th e Senat e aske d th e governor s o f 
other province s t o submi t thei r view s o n th e Jewis h question , i n 
what wa s th e first  officia l surve y o f Imperia l official s o n th e subject . 
The response s wer e universall y unsympatheti c i n thei r assessmen t 
of th e Jews ' rol e i n society , an d i n thei r prescriptio n o f restrictiv e 
measures.8 

"The Defender  of  His  People":  Nota  Notkiris 
Reform Projects 

Nota Khaimovic h Notki n entere d th e officia l discussio n o f th e Jew -
ish questio n a t thi s tens e an d rathe r inhospitabl e moment , wit h a 
1797 memorandu m addresse d t o Genera l Procurato r Alekse i Kura -
kin, an d submitte d fo r consideratio n b y the Tsar . I n it , Notki n dre w 
attention t o th e Jews ' ow n acut e poverty , examine d it s cause s an d 
harmful consequences , an d mad e specifi c proposal s fo r it s allevi -
ation. 

Notkin's memorandu m attribute d th e Jews ' growin g povert y t o 
the restrictiv e lega l measure s take n agains t the m i n recen t years : 
the prohibitio n o n thei r tradin g i n th e citie s o f inne r Russia , th e 
expulsions o f Jew s fro m thei r long-standin g place s o f residenc e i n 
the villages , an d th e impositio n o f double taxation . Thes e measure s 
had cause d thousand s o f Jew s t o los e thei r livelihoods , an d ha d 
put tremendou s financial  burden s o n th e kahals . Inte r alia , Notki n 
acknowledged tha t th e Jews' economic hardship s ha d als o produce d 
negative consequence s fo r societ y a t large . Jew s ha d becom e in -
creasingly concentrate d i n th e leasin g o f tavern s an d th e sal e o f 
alcohol, a n activit y whic h wa s no t "usefu l t o society," an d man y o f 
them faile d t o pa y taxe s t o th e stat e treasur y becaus e o f thei r 
financial plight. 9 

To addres s thi s crisis , Notki n proposed , first,  th e overal l "equal -
ization o f [the Jews'] taxes with tha t o f members of other religions, " 
and second , a n ambitiou s governmen t progra m o f retrainin g an d 
resettlement. Specifically , h e advocate d th e creation o f Jewish colo -
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nies i n th e territorie s o f Ne w Russi a alon g th e Blac k Sea , whic h 
would engag e i n anima l husbandr y (th e breedin g o f cattl e an d 
sheep), craft s (th e manufactur e o f cloths , ropes , an d sails) , an d 
farming (includin g th e plantin g o f tree s an d vineyards) . A s a n 
incentive fo r Jews t o resettl e i n th e south , colonist s shoul d b e ex -
empted fro m al l state taxes for a  number o f years, followin g whic h 
they shoul d b e allowe d t o pa y thei r taxe s i n kind , i n th e for m o f 
agricultural an d industria l products . Th e colonist s woul d eventu -
ally becom e full-fledge d owner s o f thei r enterprises , wit h th e righ t 
to sel l the m freely . Notki n wa s confiden t tha t th e projec t woul d 
attract foreig n (Jewish ) investment , an d woul d actuall y increas e 
the treasury's income from Jewish taxation. 10 

Perhaps th e mos t interestin g featur e o f Notkin' s memorandu m 
was it s def t us e of contemporary absolutis t an d physiocrati c ideas . 
The state d goa l o f hi s colonizatio n pla n wa s t o rende r th e Jew s 
"good and useful citizen s in society, an d punctual tax-payer s to the 
treasury." To achieve thi s goal , thei r live s needed t o be rearrange d 
so that the y could "hav e sustenance from th e labor of their hands " 
and engag e i n "usefu l work. " Notki n accepte d muc h o f th e lat e 
eighteenth-century criticis m o f Jewish involvemen t i n th e produc -
tion an d sal e o f alcohol , althoug h hi s explanatio n o f it s cause s 
and hi s prescriptio n fo r it s refor m differe d fro m tha t o f Russia n 
contemporaries. Followin g i n th e traditio n o f C . W . Doh m an d 
Moses Mendelssohn , Notki n argue d tha t th e Jews wer e capabl e o f 
economic reform , i f onl y productiv e avenue s o f employmen t wer e 
opened u p t o them . Hi s proposal t o creat e Jewish agricultura l an d 
industrial colonie s bore the influence o f a similar effor t undertake n 
by Joseph I I of Austria i n 1786.11 

Notkin's memorandum wa s the first contribution b y a Jew to th e 
political debate on the Jewish question i n Russia. Although neithe r 
Kurakin no r Tsar Paul responded in writing to his proposals, Notkin 
continued to be actively involved in the debate in subsequent years, 
when i t assumed greater urgency and intensity . 

In June 1800 , the Senate dispatched Coun t Gavrii l Derzhavi n o n 
his secon d officia l tou r o f Byelorussia , thi s tim e t o investigat e th e 
shortage o f brea d i n th e region , an d instructe d hi m t o pa y specia l 
attention t o th e activitie s o f th e Jews, "wh o ar e a  majo r caus e o f 
the peasants ' ruinatio n there. " Derzhavin' s repor t o r "Opinion " 
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(the ful l titl e wa s "Th e Opinio n o f Senato r Derzhavi n Regardin g 
the Avoidance o f Grain Shortage in Byelorussi a b y Curing the Mer -
cenary Trades of the Jews, an d Regardin g Their Reform, an d Othe r 
Things") wa s a  comprehensiv e Judeophobi c tract . I t presente d a 
demonic imag e o f th e Jews , a s th e eterna l enemie s Chris t an d o f 
mankind, a s dishones t an d avariciou s parasites , an d a s a n inher -
ently criminal , immora l people . Hi s concrete proposal s t o the Sen-
ate regardin g th e refor m o f th e Jews* legal statu s wer e a s follows : 
the abolitio n o f th e kaha l an d it s replacemen t b y a  governmenta l 
"Protector o f th e Jews" i n charg e o f thei r affairs ; abolitio n o f th e 
Jews' right to vote and be elected in municipal elections ; the force d 
deportation o f "unnecessar y Jews " fro m th e villages , wher e the y 
distilled an d sol d alcohol , t o agricultura l colonie s i n Ne w Russia . 
He urged tha t th e ban on Jewish residence in inner Russia be main-
tained and , indeed , strengthened , an d tha t Jewis h proselytizin g 
activity b e prohibited, a s well a s the employmen t o f Christian ser -
vants by Jews. 

Derzhavin als o proposed stric t stat e contro l ove r Jewish culture : 
outlawing traditiona l Jewish dress , requiring the education o f chil-
dren abov e ag e twelv e i n Russia n stat e schools , stric t censorshi p 
and contro l ove r th e publicatio n o f Hebre w books , an d a  ba n o n 
importing such book s from abroad . Th e "Opinion" was guided by a 
vision of isolating the Jews, restricting their harmful activities , an d 
closely policing al l aspects of their lives.12 

Shortly after Derzhavi n submitted hi s "Opinion," Tsar Paul died, 
and hi s repor t wa s lef t i n limbo . I n Novembe r 1802 , th e recentl y 
crowned Tsa r Alexander I  ordered th e formation o f the State Com-
mittee fo r th e Organization o f Jewish Life , whose task was to draf t 
new, comprehensiv e legislation . Th e Committee consiste d o f Derz-
havin (the n Ministe r o f Justice) , Coun t Vikto r Kochube i (the n 
Minister o f Interna l Affairs) , Mikhai l Speranski i (the n Assistan t 
Minister o f Interna l Affairs) , Coun t V . A . Zubov , an d th e Polis h 
counts Ada m Czartorysk i an d S . O. Potocki . I n a  sign o f openness , 
Committee member s were permitted t o select deputie s from amon g 
the "mos t enlightene d Jews" to serve as advisers to the Committee , 
and Notki n wa s invited b y Derzhavin t o serve in tha t capacity . I n 
his letter o f invitation, Derzhavi n acknowledge d Notkin' s "zea l o n 
behalf o f th e genera l good , an d usefu l proposition s fo r th e Jewis h 



STRUGGLES FO R EMANCIPATIO N 8 7 

people, whic h hav e reache d th e attentio n o f Hi s Imperia l 
Highness."13 

Some historian s hav e conclude d fro m th e lette r tha t Notki n an d 
Derzhavin wer e o n clos e friendl y term s a t th e time , an d tha t thei r 
relations soure d onl y afte r th e Committee' s proceeding s began . Thi s 
seems unlikely , sinc e Derzhavin' s Judeophobi c view s wer e wel l 
known fro m hi s "Opinion." Derzhavi n probabl y considere d Notkin' s 
appointment politicall y prudent , i f no t inevitable , sinc e h e was th e 
foremost Jewis h politica l leader , an d ha d writte n a  well-know n 
memorandum o n th e Jews ' economi c reform . Derzhavi n ha d n o 
reason t o fea r tha t Notkin' s opinions , a s opposed t o hi s own, woul d 
carry th e day , sinc e th e Jewish deputie s serve d onl y i n a n advisor y 
capacity.14 

One o f Notkin's firs t action s following hi s appointmen t a s deput y 
was t o dra w th e Committee' s attentio n t o th e fea r an d anxiet y 
which it s ver y creatio n ha d generate d amon g Russia n Jewry . H e 
wrote t o Coun t Kochubei—an d not , interestingl y enough , t o hi s 
official "sponsor " Derzhavin—t o advis e hi m tha t th e Jews wer e i n 
a stat e o f panic tha t th e Committe e intende d t o issu e harsh decree s 
against them . I n respons e t o Notkin' s appeal , Kochube i issue d a 
reassuring circula r lette r i n January 1803 , which declare d i n part : 

By the establishmen t o f a  committe e t o overse e thei r affairs , i t wa s no t 
intended to hinder [the Jews'] position or diminish their essential privileges. 
On the contrary, through the examination of all circumstances, their better 
organization an d tranquillity ar e sought.15 

In Ma y 1803 , Notkin submitte d a  memorandu m t o th e Commit -
tee regardin g th e Jews' s "bette r organizatio n an d tranquillity. " I t 
offered a  blueprin t fo r refor m whic h wa s diametricall y oppose d t o 
Derzhavin's "Opinion " an d th e earlie r anti-Jewis h pronouncement s 
of th e Senat e an d provincia l governors . Indeed , th e memorandu m 
can mos t profitabl y b e rea d a s a  point-by-poin t respons e t o Derz -
havin's "Opinion. " 

Notkin emphaticall y denie d tha t th e Jew s wer e morall y defec -
tive, an d tha t the y wer e responsibl e fo r th e ruinatio n o f th e 
peasants. 

To conside r th e Jew s a s th e onl y culpabl e one s fo r th e povert y o f th e 
peasants i s withou t foundation . I n man y place s wher e ther e ar e Jews , 
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peasants live amid plenty, an d on the contrary, i n other places there are no 
Jews and the peasants suffer privation . .  .  .  The abuses ascribed to the Jews 
are mostly unsubstantiated , an d i f there are abuses , they com e solely fro m 
poverty. Therefore , i n orde r t o utilize th e Jews for th e benefi t o f the stat e 
and themselves, i t is necessary to ward off their poverty. 16 

Notkin spok e ou t agains t th e proposal s t o restric t th e Jews ' eco -
nomic activity , notin g tha t the y woul d onl y aggravat e Jewish pov -
erty, an d brin g har m t o othe r element s o f societ y a s well . I f Jew s 
were prohibite d fro m leasin g gentr y propertie s an d wer e expelle d 
from th e village s (a s Derzhavi n an d other s ha d suggested) , on e 
hundred thousan d Jewis h men , women , an d childre n woul d b e lef t 
homeless. Wh o woul d fee d them ? An d i f ther e wer e n o Jewis h in -
habitants o n gentr y lands , th e peasant s woul d b e deprive d o f a n 
efficient wa y o f disposin g o f thei r produc e an d purchasin g finishe d 
goods. Score s o f inn s an d tavern s woul d b e close d down , thereb y 
hampering traveler s i n nee d o f foo d an d lodging , an d harmin g th e 
transport o f goods. 

In respons e t o Derzhavin' s proposa l t o forcibl y depor t larg e num -
bers o f "unnecessar y Jews " t o agricultura l colonie s i n th e south , 
Notkin retreate d fro m hi s ow n earlie r enthusias m fo r colonization . 
It woul d b e enormousl y expensiv e t o resettl e an d fee d masse s o f 
Jews i n Ne w Russia , an d t o trai n the m i n agricultura l wor k "t o 
which the y ar e unaccustomed an d no t inclined. " H e contended tha t 
the ide a o f turnin g th e Jews int o a  peopl e o f farmer s wa s "absurd, " 
and tha t i t wa s foolhard y t o impos e upo n the m th e socioeconomi c 
structure o f other peoples . "I t i s impossible fo r everyon e t o lea d th e 
exact sam e kin d o f life. " 

Notkin proposed , instead , tha t governmen t effort s concentrat e 
on large-scal e retrainin g o f th e Jew s i n craft s an d ligh t industr y i n 
their loca l dwellin g places . Eac h Jewish communit y i n th e Empir e 
would b e required t o establish it s own factories , wit h th e assistanc e 
of privat e Jewis h capita l an d stat e funding . Poo r Jew s woul d b e 
assigned t o th e factorie s a s workers , an d th e factorie s themselve s 
would b e considere d commo n communa l property . A s i n hi s 179 7 
proposal, Notki n suggeste d tha t taxe s b e collecte d fro m th e Jews i n 
kind, i n th e for m o f industria l products , an d h e calle d onc e agai n 
for th e eliminatio n o f the Jews' double taxation . H e paid li p servic e 
to th e ide a o f agrarianizatio n b y proposin g tha t thos e Jew s wh o 
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were intereste d i n becomin g farmer s shoul d b e granted vacan t Im -
perial lands in their province of residence and given technical assis -
tance. Bu t clearl y Notki n place d hi s greates t hop e on th e prospec t 
of industrialization, no t agrarianization. 17 

Notkin's 180 3 plan fo r th e Jews ' economi c refor m wa s no t onl y 
more realisti c tha n it s 179 7 predecessor, bu t als o mor e ambitious . 
The earlie r documen t ha d envisione d tha t th e colonie s alon g th e 
Black Se a woul d serv e a s a  socioeconomi c safet y valve , t o absor b 
the Jews ' exces s population ; i t freel y concede d tha t mos t Jew s 
would neithe r mov e south no r chang e thei r occupations . Th e late r 
project, o n th e othe r hand , propose d a  mechanis m fo r th e radica l 
occupational transformatio n o f Russian Jewry a s a whole, withou t 
the traumatic an d costly endeavor of large-scale resettlement . 

The 180 3 memorandum di d no t limi t itsel f t o economi c affairs , 
and included proposals for the reform of Jewish political institution s 
and cultur e a s well . Notkin' s idea s wer e clearl y intende d a s a n 
alternative t o the harsh measure s advocate d b y Derzhavin. Instea d 
of abolishin g th e kahal , h e suggeste d a  syste m whic h woul d hav e 
merged Jewish self-governin g bodie s with th e Imperia l administra -
tion. Commissions  o f Jewish deputie s woul d gover n Jewish affair s 
in each province, under the supervision of the provincial governors . 
A governmenta l guardian , wit h direc t acces s t o th e Tsar , woul d 
supervise Jewish affair s o n the Imperial level . Notkin's system envi-
sioned th e preservatio n o f a  curtailed , bu t stil l significant , leve l of 
Jewish civi l autonomy . Ta x fund s woul d b e raised fro m th e Jewish 
population b y the state apparatus , an d not the kahal, but the fund s 
raised woul d b e hande d ove r t o th e Commission s o f Jewish Depu -
ties, wh o woul d disburs e the m a s the y sa w fit—subject  t o th e 
guardian's approval . Th e constructio n o f factories , fo r instance , 
was to be planned an d implemente d b y the Commission s of Jewish 
Deputies, bu t th e plan s woul d b e subjec t t o approva l b y th e 
guardian. 

Notkin's apparen t goal  wa s t o devis e a  syste m i n whic h Jewis h 
autonomous bodies and the state apparatus worked in close cooper-
ation with each other, rathe r than a t cross-purposes. Reforms would 
be implemente d b y th e Jewis h leadership , an d no t impose d fro m 
above by the state. 

This system was to be applied t o the reform o f Jewish educatio n 


