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Yepra ocegiioctu: the Pale of Settlement

When youHlive in another country and culture for a long time, you pick up so much of
theBlocal lore that you forget the rest of the world — i.e., your friends andBfamily at home —
don’t know it. Do people really not know that the only properBway to eat caviar is slathered
on a piece of buttered bread? How could anyoneBnot know what the White Nights are? Or that
Europe becomes Asia just outsideBYekaterinburg?

And then,Bwhen the world was marking the Holocaust Remembrance Day last week, it
turnedBout that a lot of people didn’t know what 4

epta ocegocTu (Pale of Settlement) was

— even some people whose ancestors cameBfrom there.
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It is, toBbe fair, an unusual phrase.

Yepra (line, limit, feature) can be used to describe the

edge ofBsomething, like

yepTa ropoga (the edge of the city).BPeople can live

B UepTe ropoza

(within the city limits) or 3a yepTo ropoja (outsideBthe city limits).

OcepiocTs is related to the verb ocegaTe, which means to settle and can refer toBanything
that settles down, from silt to human beings. OcexmocTs means settlement or being settled.
The adjective ocemnbiii means settled, as in ocemyioe HaceneHue (a settled population), which
is in contrast to koueBHMKHY (nomads).

So yepTa ocegyoctu is the boundary of a settled area. This is true, butBit is more specifically
the area of the Russian Empire where Jews were allowedBto live.

YepTa ocefimocTH existed in Russia from 1791 whenBECatherine the Great signed it into
existence until the Revolution of 1917. AtRfirst it was called, more clearly,

yepTa

TIOCTOSTHHOTO JKUTeIbCTBa eBpeeB (the area of permanent residence for Jews), but inB1835 it
began to be called simply YepTa ocemyiocTu. TheBarea was a huge swath of land in the
western and south-western part of theBEuropean part of the Russian Empire, from Lithuania
down to the Black Sea. JewsBwere only allowed to live there, with exceptions for some
categories of people,Blike

KyMIIbl mepBol rubauu (merchants in the First Guild) or people

with higherBeducation. The trick was, of course, that it was almost impossible to get
intoBone of those categories. So at the end of the 19th century there were about 58million
Jews living in Russia, of whom less than 200,000 lived outside theBsettlement area.

And thatBexplains why your Jewish great-great grandfather — at the time called
nunoBuyaerckoro BeporcnoBefanus (a person of the Jewish faith) — probably didn’t come
fromBSt. Petersburg, Moscow, or Perm, but a little town —

MecTeuKa — in what is now

Belarus,BPoland or Ukraine.

Now whereBdid the odd English phrase “pale of the settlement” come from? Pale is an
oldBword for a sharp stake— think “impale” — and a paling fence is a fence made upEof
these stakes. Over time the meaning of pale migrated from the stake to theBarea enclosed by
stakes, i.e. There were several pales in England and other partsBof the world, too.

And theyBgave us the expression “beyond the pale” — something outrageously bad. The
ideaBwas that there was order and propriety when you stayed within the pale. If youBwent
beyond the pale, you were doing something daring. Over time, daringBmorphed into indecent
and outrageous.

So now youBknow. Let’s hope the pales remain a thing of the past.
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