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In this new and important book Professor Jef‐
frey Veidlinger, the Alvin H.Rosenfeld Professor of
Jewish History at Indiana University, sets forth the
claim that Jews were engaged in building a public
sphere  in  late  tsarist  Russia.  Providing  over‐
whelming evidence with statistics about libraries,
readers,  and  publishing  ventures,  theaters  and
performances,  lectures,  and also  literary,  music,
drama, and historical societies that Jews founded
and cultivated in the waning years of the empire,
Veidlinger conclusively shows that there were a
large number of individuals who established cul‐
tural institutions and promoted secular culture in
localities  beyond the  main  capitals.  These  Jews,
sometimes "russified," sometimes inspired by na‐
tionalism, were responsible for the renaissance in
Jewish culture characterized by the appearance of
a world-class Yiddish and Hebrew literature, the
proliferation  of  Jewish  historical  study,  and  the
development of Jewish theater. 

In his first chapter, “Jews of this World,” Vei‐
dlinger claims that besides the elite culture,  an‐
other sphere of cultural creation was shaped by

non-elites--workers, the growing bourgeoisie, stu‐
dents, and civic activists. In contrast to religious
individuals, secular Jews sought meaning for their
lives in the here and now and not sub specie ae‐
ternitatis.  This new kind of Jew had abandoned
Judaism  and  also  the  Haskalah  (the  Jewish  En‐
lightenment) and its struggle against religion. He/
she was interested in bourgeois life--leisure and
self-realization  through  reading,  lectures,  plays,
concerts, and education. Not only did these indi‐
viduals “share a desire to stimulate public engage‐
ment with culture and to elevate the status of sec‐
ular  culture  within  the  Jewish  community,”  but
they also “claimed to be acting as modern citizens
as well” (p. 7). According to Veidlinger, many Jews
in both the main Russian capitals and regional ur‐
ban centers of the Pale were subordinating politi‐
cal goals to an individualistic struggle for intellec‐
tual and creative development. 

To  prove  his  point,  the  author  provides  re‐
freshingly new material. A significant example is
his  portrait  of  a  fire  brigade in  Nesvizh (Minsk
Province) in which the firefighters learn to play



musical instruments. Many members of this fire
brigade hoped to use the musical training, experi‐
ence, and pay they received as a stepping-stone to
a career in the performing arts. The prominence
fire brigade orchestras have in numerous memo‐
rial  books is  striking,  as  is  the degree to  which
they were regarded as cultural actors rather than
public safety officials. Rarely can a photograph be
found of a fire brigade posing in front of its hoses,
kegs, or wagons. Instead, photographs of the fire
brigade  typically  show  a  group  of  young  men
holding  French  horns,  coronets,  and  tubas,  as
though these were naturally the instruments and
tools of fire-fighting rather than of music-making. 

This  amazing  description  epitomizes  a  new
attitude; a generation of Jews looked to culture as
a way of life. Libraries were not only places to get
books, but also hot spots to meet the opposite sex;
lectures by major writers provided opportunities
for  intellectual  stimulation;  local  theater  groups
furthered the professional development of Jewish
culture. Jews, whom one often pictures as cower‐
ing in basements to avoid pogromists or on the
front  lines  of  the  revolution,  were  also  busy
putting on amateur plays. This book adds an im‐
portant layer to a history that has been dominat‐
ed for too long by “heroic” narratives about politi‐
cal fighters and martyrs. 

The  book’s  central  thesis  appears  to  be  in‐
spired by Jürgen Habermas’s ideas about the char‐
acter of civil society. Nonetheless, it is worth ask‐
ing  if  these  ideas  can  migrate  eastwards  and
whether they make sense in the context of Jewish
culture. Although Viedlinger is entirely aware of
the political context of the time in which different
kinds of Zionists, Bundists, liberals, and accultur‐
ated Jewish members of Russian parties interact‐
ed, he seems to submerge politics as irrelevant to
the  cultural  practices  in  which  Jews  were  en‐
gaged. But can politics really be put aside in a con‐
versation about tsarist Russia, where culture had
long served as a means for political expression?
Furthermore, one is curious about the relevance

of  popular  culture  in  the  shtetls.  In  several  in‐
stances the author notes that the poorer classes
were excluded from libraries and also that certain
journals,  Evreiskaia starina,  for example, felt  fi‐
nancial  pain  because  of  a  lack  of  subscribers.
Such evidence points to a more limited number of
cultural  consumers  and to  their  class  affiliation
than is generally argued in the book. 

Although extensively treating the issue of lan‐
guage  choice--Russian,  Yiddish,  Hebrew,  or  Pol‐
ish--Veidlinger  shies  away  from  making  distinc‐
tions  between  national  culture  and  secular  cul‐
ture generally. In what way does a Jew who bor‐
rows  Russian  books  from a  public  library  have
“Jewish” meaning and how does this event differ
“Jewishly” from events that are intended to pro‐
duce national significance (for example, meetings
of Zionists or lectures on Jewish nationalism)? Sig‐
nificantly, Veidlinger avoids identity questions to
make a different point: that there were in Russia,
and many more than you think, Jewish individu‐
als who acted as creators and consumers of secu‐
lar culture and in their attitudes these individuals
formed the building blocks of an emerging Jewish
civil society. While I agree generally with his “in‐
tegration” thesis, I would still point to unmistak‐
able resistance in the Jews’ overall predicament,
their tough economic situation, government per‐
secution, their interest in post-liberal nationalist
politics,  and  the  massive  emigration  that  took
place  during  this  time.  Nonetheless,  by  posing
questions that have never been debated previous‐
ly  about  Jews  in  the  Russian  Empire,  Professor
Veidlinger has produced a book that transforms
our perspective on Jewish civil society in the criti‐
cal moments at the end of tsarism. 
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