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This presentation explores both potential and actual social violence in 
the borderlands between Austria-Hungary, Tsarist Russia, and Roma-
nia, namely the provinces of Transylvania and Bukovina in Austria-
Hungary and Bessarabia in the Tsarist Empire, alongside Moldavia 
and Wallachia, the former Danubian Principalities, which merged to 
form the Romanian state in 1859. It offers a comparative, transnation-
al examination of the ways in which the Jewish and the peasant ‘ques-
tions’ were intertwined in this region and led to social unrest and anti-
semitic violence in some provinces.  

Given that these borderlands shared striking similarities in terms of 
patterns of land tenure, ethnic composition, considerably large Jewish 
populations, and low levels of development (literacy rates, taxation, 

investments), the main aim of this presentation is to account for the dissimilarities in social com-
bustibility which affected how the Jewish population fared on the three sides of the border and how 
rebellious the peasantry was in this region. To this end, the presentation will look comparatively at 
the legislative framework of the polities around the triple frontier and the place occupied by the 
Jewish population in the process of economic modernization and in relation to nation-building pro-
cesses. The great variations in legal status of the Jewish communities around the border will be 
analysed – starting with Jewish emancipation and integration in the Austria-Hungary, the limbo 
status of Jewry in Romania, which was debarred from citizenship and considered a foreign body 
within the Romanian nation, to finally the most deeply antisemitic of the systems around the bor-
der, namely Tsarist Bessarabia, where even strictly applying the already constrictive and discrimi-
natory laws in place was deemed to be too mild and verging on philosemitism. The focus will thus 
be on the interconnection of episodes of peasant unrest and antisemitic violence that punctuated 
the history of the region at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries. 
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