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Exilarch Power Base

Stalin created a Jewish homeland, the Jewish Autonomous Oblast, in Birobidzhan, Russia, in 
1934, though it was intended as a "Soviet Zion" for secular, Yiddish-speaking Jews and not a 
religious one. The territory was a political move to settle the remote Russian Far East, boost 
population near the Chinese border, and serve as an alternative to Zionist aspirations. However, 
the experiment ultimately failed due to harsh conditions, the eventual purges of its leaders, and the 
creation of the State of Israel, which drew many Jews away from the region. 
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Yiddish and Hebrew are not the same
While they both use the Hebrew alphabet, they belong to different language families and are not 
mutually intelligible. Hebrew is an ancient Semitic language, while Yiddish is a Germanic language 
with significant influence from Hebrew and Aramaic, developed by Ashkenazi Jews in Central 
Europe.  

Language family and origin
Hebrew: A Semitic language, part of the Afro-Asiatic language family. It is the ancient language of 
the Jewish people, with strong ties to the land of Israel and the Middle East. 

Yiddish: A West Germanic language that evolved in Central Europe, based on High German but 
heavily infused with Hebrew and Aramaic vocabulary and grammar. It is more closely related to 
German and Slavic languages than to Hebrew. 

Vocabulary and pronunciation
Hebrew: Uses Hebrew words and pronunciation. 
Yiddish: Uses a distinct pronunciation of Hebrew words that have been Germanized, and its 
vocabulary is largely German with Hebrew words added. For example, the Hebrew word for "good 
luck" is pronounced differently in each language, according to Quora. 

Communication
Speakers of Hebrew cannot understand Yiddish, and vice-versa.
A Yiddish speaker would find it easier to communicate with a German speaker than with a Hebrew 
speaker, according to this YouTube video. 

Alphabet
Both languages are written using a version of the Hebrew alphabet. 
However, the way letters are used and pronounced differs between the two languages, making 
them mutually unintelligible even when written down. 

When Josef Stalin Gave the Jews a Homeland: How It Worked Out

Josef Stalin, General Secretary of the Communist Party from 1922 to 1952, and Chairman of the 
Council of Ministers from 1941 until his death in 1953 (date fudged for political purposes), was not 
known, historically, as a great friend to the Jews of the Soviet Union. There was The Night of the 
(Jewish) Murdered Poets. There was The (Jewish) Doctors Plot.

https://www.worldjewishcongress.org/en/news/this-week-in-jewish-history--13-jewish-intellectuals-
executed-in-night-of-the-murdered-poets-8-3-2020

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-doctor-s-plot

And yet, it was that same Comrade Stalin who, in 1936, declared the first independent Jewish state 
since the reigns of Kings Saul, David and Solomon in the 10th century.

“For the first time in the history of the Jewish people,” he pronounced, “its burning desire for a 
homeland, for the achievement of its own national statehood, has been fulfilled.”

That site was and still is known as Birobidzhan, a strip of land between the Biro and the Bidzhan 
rivers, located on the border of Russia and China.

How did that happen? Well, it began as many Jewish stories begin….
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In 1926, the still-fledgling government of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was advised that 

“Jewish agricultural settlements (have) called forth a sharply heightened anti-Jewish mood.”

Translation: Communism took away land from Russian/Ukrainian/Slavic peasants and redistributed 
it among all Soviet citizens, which included Jews. Also, Jews who did not want to farm, came 
pouring into the cities, competing with other unskilled labourers for the already limited pool of 
menial work. 

This annoyed both the farmers and the non-farmers. Since antisemitism had been officially 
outlawed by the newly formed workers paradise of the USSR, it annoyed those in charge that it still 
existed. It was an embarrassment to them. Something needed to be done!

The solution? Well, if you got rid of Jews, then you also got rid of Jew hatred. Sure. Let’s pretend it 
works that way.

But where to get rid of them to?

The Committee for the Settlement of Toiling Jews on Land filed an 80-page report saying they 
would accept any piece of land the Soviet Union decided to put them on… except for Birobidzhan.

Why not Birobidzhan? Well, first, the territory was mostly swamp, covered in gadflies and 
mosquitos. Locals burned fires to keep insects away from the cattle and covered themselves in 
repelling ointment and netting. Second, the area was populated by native Koreans who likely 
wouldn’t appreciate the newcomers, as well as Chinese warlords who periodically crossed the 
border to check on their poppy (opium) fields. Oh, and Cossacks. Did we mention Cossacks? After 
the revolution, many fled East. They likely wouldn’t appreciate the Jewish interlopers either.

Naturally, after reading the report, the Soviet government decided their newly created Jewish 
Autonomous Region would be… in Birobidzhan.

In April 1928, 540 families and 150 single people made the trek to the Far East. There was no 
infrastructure for them. They literally lived in holes in the ground, dealing with the tail end of the 
rainy season. By May 1928, two-thirds of the settlers had turned back home.

Nonetheless, that same summer, Birofeld, the first Jewish collective farm in the East was 
established. It subsumed the Cossack village of Alexandrovka; the first recorded incident of a 
Jewish community overtaking a Russian one. 

In May 1934, the Communist Party granted Birobidzahn its official status as the Jewish 
Autonomous Region.

And they all lived happily ever after?

Not exactly….

The 1930s were a most precarious time in the USSR. That was when Stalin unleashed his Great 
Terror Purges, arresting, exiling, and executing all those who he believed were against him. And he 
believed almost everyone was against him. Alliances could change on a whim, with no warning. 

For instance, Lazar Kaganovitch, secretary of the Central Committee, Commissar of 
Communications, and colloquially known as the most powerful Jew in the USSR, visited 
Birobidzhan in February 1936. He had dinner with the local party head and praised his wife’s 
delicious Jewish cooking.
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By August of 1936, that same party head was removed on charges that he’d been “unmasked as 
untrustworthy, counterrevolutionary, and a bourgeois-nationalist conspiring to create a murderous, 
Bundist, Nazi-Facist organisation.”

Oh, and his wife had tried to poison Kaganovitch. With gefilte fish. Possibly the most Jewish 
criminal charge ever filed.

In 1940, after The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact that partitioned Central and Eastern Europe between 
the Soviet Union and Germany, the USSR found itself overseeing a portion of the over three million 
Jews living in Poland. Officials visited Birobidzhan to investigate whether it might be a good option 
for deporting them, before opting to go with their tried and true destination of Siberia. 

In the run-up to World War II, Birobidzhan’s Korean population was also exiled to Siberia, for fear 
they might prove a fifth column more loyal to Japan than to the Allies powers. After the war, 
Birobidzhan saw a slight uptick in population, as Jewish survivors, unable to face returning to the 
villages and cities where their own neighbours turned them over to the Nazis and Rumanians, 
trickled into what they hoped might prove a safe haven.

However, those truly dedicated to the cause of an independent Jewish state made their way to 
Israel by the end of the decade, and the Jewish population of Birobidzhan continued shrinking. 
Currently, they number around 4,000 people, roughly 5% of Birobidzhan’s 75,000 citizen 
population. 

However, the buildings and street signs still bear traces of Hebrew letters spelling out Yiddish place 
names. Officially, Birobidzhan is still The Jewish Autonomous Region, whether the Jews of the 
world know it or not.

The term "oblast jewish" likely refers to the Jewish Autonomous Oblast (JAO), a federal subject of 
Russia located in the far east of the country. It was established in 1934 with the aim of creating a 
Jewish homeland within the Soviet Union, though today its Jewish population is a small minority. 
Yiddish is a recognised second official language, and the capital is Birobidzhan.  
Location and Status: The JAO is a federal subject of Russia, situated in the Russian Far East, 
bordering China.

Establishment and History: It was founded on May 7, 1934, as an alternative to a Jewish homeland 
in Palestine, though its primary initial motivation was to strengthen the border region. Early Jewish 
settlers faced hardship, and the population has fluctuated significantly over the years due to 
emigration, especially to Israel after its formation. 

Population: While it is a Jewish Autonomous Oblast, the majority of the population is now ethnic 
Russian. As of 2021, the Jewish population was less than 1%. 

Official Status: Yiddish is recognised as a second official language alongside Russian. 

Capital: The administrative centre is the city of Birobidzhan.

Language and Culture: Despite the declining Jewish population, Yiddish is still taught in some 
schools, and the city has a Yiddish newspaper with Yiddish columns. You can still see signs and 
government buildings in both Yiddish and Russian. 
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