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Review of Alex Valdman, Problems of Discipline:
Secondary Education, Activism, and the Origins of the
Jewish Intelligentsia in the Russian Empire. Magnes
Publishers, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2023.

This article examines the contribution of Alex Vald-
man’s book to the study of Imperial Russia in general
and Russian Jewry in particular. It argues that his dis-
tinctive contribution to the scholarship is the result of
certain innovative features of his research, and first and
foremost the corpus of documents on which the book is
based, including the author’s archival discovery of a pre-
cious ego-document, the diary of Iona Berkhin. Berkhin,
the scion of a prosperous and traditional Jewish family,
was born in 1865, left his family at the age of 14 in order
to attend a Russian secondary school (gymnasium), in
the hope of attaining higher education, and he almost
accomplished his dream but died when he was only 24
years old. Valdman’s profound analysis of this and oth-
er personal and official documents, provides the reader
with a vivid portrait of the intellectual and emotional
world of young Jews who aspired to obtain an education
beyond the narrow limits of the Pale of Settlement, while
retaining their emotional connections with their home
shtetls. A second feature is the author’s particular re-
search perspective that enables him to examine the pro-
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