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To Shirley


The historian’s essential creative act is the resurrection of the dead.

—Simon Dubnow 
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GLOSSARY

badkhn (Yid.)/badkhan (Heb.) jester and master of entertainments at weddings

badkhones the repertoire and performance of the badkhn

besmedresh (Yid.)/bet hamidrash (Heb.) study hall

bris (Yid.)/brit (Heb.) circumcision

dybbuk an evil spirit

Evsektsiia Jewish sections of the Soviet Communist Party

get religious bill of divorce

gymnasium academic high school

hachsharah (pl. hachsharot) (lit. “preparation”), training farm

halachah Jewish law

halutz (pl. halutzim) (Zionist) pioneer (in the Land of Israel)

Hasidism popular religious movement, founded in the eighteenth century, with a large following in eastern Europe (hence Hasid, Hasidim)

haskalah Jewish Enlightenment

hazan cantor

heder (pl. hadorim) religious elementary school

humash Pentateuch

kaddish prayer for the dead

kapote long black, generally gaberdine coat

kehillah (pl. kehillot) community

korenizatsiia nativization/indigenization (policy in USSR in 1920s)

luftmensh (Yid.)/Luftmensch (Ger.) lit. “man of air,” impractical person with no definite occupation or visible source of income

magid wandering preacher

matzah (pl. matzot) unleavened bread (eaten at Passover)

melamed (pl. melamdim) teacher

mezuzah (pl. mezuzot) door amulet, encased parchment containing holy writ

mikveh (pl. mikvaot) ritual bath

minyan quorum of ten adult males required for Jewish prayer

misnagdim opponents (of Hasidism)

mitzvah (pl. mitzvot) commandment, good deed

mohel (pl. mohalim) ritual circumciser

nigun tune

rebbe leader of a Hasidic sect

seder festive Passover dinner

Sejm lower house of Polish parliament

semikhah rabbinic ordination

shames (Yid.)/shamash (Heb.) sexton of a synagogue

shechitah kosher meat slaughter

shochet kosher slaughterer

shtetl (pl. shtetlakh) small town

shtibl (pl. shtiblakh) Hasidic conventicle

shund trash (esp. literary or theatrical)

soyfer (Yid.)/sofer (Heb.) scribe

talmud torah religious school

tefillin phylacteries

tish table (esp. at the court of a Hasidic rebbe)

Torah Pentateuch, the Hebrew Bible, the body of Jewish law

tsedoko (Yid.) charity/tsedakah (Heb.)

yeshiva (pl. yeshivot) talmudical college

yeshiva bokher yeshiva student


 INTRODUCTION

A specter haunted Europe in the 1930s—the specter of the Jew. Simultaneously feared and despised as a Christ-killer, a devil with horns, subversive revolutionary and capitalist exploiter, obdurate upholder of an outmoded religion and devious exponent of cultural modernism, the Jew was widely regarded as an alien presence. Increasingly excluded from normal society and extruded from common human fellowship, the Jew was transmogrified from fellow citizen into bogey, a subhuman, at best an inconvenience, eventually almost everywhere a hunted beast. Even before the outbreak of the Second World War, this was true not just in those areas of Europe already directly ruled by the Nazis but over the greater part of the continent.

In the 1920s the European Jews had presented the appearance of a vibrant, dynamic, and flourishing people. For the first time in their history they were recognized as citizens in every country in which they lived. Especially in western Europe and the Soviet Union, an ambitious, meritocratic middle class was rapidly climbing the social ladder. The best-educated ethnic group in Europe, Jews shone in all fields of science, dazzled in the theater and literature, and constituted the beating heart of musical life. But this book does not rehearse what are often called the “contributions” of Jews to European culture and society in this period. That is a familiar story.

Within the short space of two decades a dramatic change transformed the Jewish position. By 1939, two years before the Nazi decision to commit genocide, European Jewry was close to terminal collapse. In much of the continent Jews had been deprived of civil rights and were in the process of being turned into outcasts. The demographic outlook was bleak, heading in a downward spiral toward what some contemporaries forecast would be “race suicide.” The great mass of Jews in east-central Europe were sunk in dire poverty—and sinking further into total immiseration. A nation of shopkeepers, the Jews found themselves superfluous men, both in a Soviet Union that had abolished the marketplace and in militantly nationalistic states that complained of Jewish dominance of it. The USSR at least allowed the Jew to change from homo economicus to the new Stalinist model worker; Germany, Poland, and Romania regarded the Jews as unregenerate and demanded that they leave.

A large part of the explanation was anti-Semitism. The roots of the antipathy toward Jews have been endlessly explored. No discussion of the Jews in this period is feasible without reference to this antagonism, deeply entrenched in the consciousness of European civilization. But that is not the primary focus of this book, which is squarely on the Jews themselves, not their persecutors.

Nor is anti-Semitism by itself a satisfactory explanation of the Jews’ predicament. In large measure the Jews were victims of their own success. Whether in the USSR, Poland, Germany, or France, Jews sincerely protested their loyalty to states of which they were citizens. Yet the more they took advantage of their newfound legal equality and embraced the national life of their countries of residence, the more they evoked a jealous, exclusionist hostility. Many responded by trying even harder to throw off their distinctive traits, hoping to blend in so as to be unnoticed. Confronted by violent enmity, they embarked on a road toward collective oblivion that appeared to be the price of individual survival.

As a result, Jewish culture was in retreat. Religious practice was decreasing and the orthodox, in particular, felt embattled and threatened. Secular alternatives that sought to replace religion as the core of Jewish identity found themselves increasingly overwhelmed by apparently invincible forces of acculturation to the non-Jewish world. The cultural glue that had long bound Jews together was losing its cohesive power. A telling index of this process was the fading away of Jewish languages such as Yiddish and Judeo-Espagnol, the tongues, respectively, of the Jews of northeastern and southeastern Europe.

Yet in a continent that in the 1930s was overwhelmed by economic depression and racist resentment, the Jews found that assimilation and acculturation, rather than easing their path to acceptance, aroused still more hatred against them. This book therefore examines the position of a people confronted with an impossible dilemma.

Who was the European Jew in the 1930s? Or rather, since the notion of a single national, ethnic, or religious type, so commonly held in that period, is now indefensible, who were the European Jews, in the plural? Were they atomized individuals or did they, or some among them, share ideals, outlooks, assumptions, memories, expectations, fears—in short, can we identify collective Jewish mentalities? What values did they hold in common? Was theirs a distinctive culture or set of subcultures? Can we locate Jewish milieux, whether as geographical sites, as social clusters, or as dwelling places of the imagination? What meaning should we attach to such terms as Jewish literature, music, or art? How cohesive were Jewish communities? How effective were Jews in building social capital— the networks of connectedness in the form of institutions (political parties, representative organizations, charitable bodies, hospitals, schools, newspapers, and so on) that might shape their lives? Was the Jew merely a passive object, acted upon by a hostile, circumambient society, or could the individual, whether alone or in concert with others, try to attain at least some degree of control over the threatening vagaries of fate?

My answer to the last question, at least, may be stated at the outset in the affirmative, even if the results were often tragically out of proportion to the efforts invested. The European Jews in the 1930s were actors in their own history, though they have too often been depicted otherwise. They struggled by every available means to confront what was already perceptible to many as a challenge to their very survival.

They faced a common threat but they were far from a unified monolith. Economically they ranged from a tiny elite of gilded plutocrats to a horde of impoverished pedlars, hawkers, and beggars. A large minority, mainly in east-central Europe, remained strictly orthodox; others, particularly in western Europe and the Soviet Union, were thoroughly securalized; a broad, middling majority of the semi-traditional were comfortably selective in their degree of religious practice. Politically the Jews were deeply divided but none of the ideologies in which they reposed confidence, whether liberalism, socialism, or Zionism, offered any immediate solution to their predicament. As for utopian schemes for settlement in exotic locations around the world, these too failed to alleviate their deepening plight.

By 1939 more and more Jews in Europe were being reduced to wandering refugees. They were being ground down into a camp people, without the right to a home anywhere and consequently with rights almost nowhere. Growing numbers were confined in concentration or internment camps—not just in Germany but all over the continent, even in democracies such as France and the Netherlands. Indeed, in the summer of 1939, more Jews were being held in camps outside the Third Reich than within it.

From there to mass murder was not an inevitable step. I have tried, as far as possible or reasonable, to avoid the wisdom of hindsight and to bear in mind that the nature and scale of the impending genocide was unforeseeable to those I am writing about—though, as we shall see, there were surprisingly frequent and anguished intimations of doom.

While the word Europe appears in the title and although the book is in some ways a forerunner to my history of postwar European Jewry, Vanishing Diaspora (1996), the spotlight here is on those parts of the continent that were occupied by the Nazis or their allies between 1939 and 1945. Countries such as Britain and Turkey consequently lie outside my purview.

As in Vanishing Diaspora, the Jew is defined inclusively as that person who considered him-or herself or was considered by others as a Jew. In this period, when racial, religious, and secular conceptions of Jewishness battled in the ideological arena and within the souls of individuals, such a broad framework of consideration is essential for understanding what was known at the time, by Jews and non-Jews alike, as the “Jewish question.” Indeed, it is precisely in the frontier area of the “non-Jewish Jew” that we may glean valuable insights into the aspirations, the achievements, and the agony of the European Jews.

My account ends with the outbreak of the Second World War in Europe in September 1939. But the reader will very likely have a natural human desire to know what later became of many of the individuals who appear here. The epilogue therefore gives brief details, so far as these have been possible to establish, of their subsequent destinies.

There exists a huge literature on the genocide of the Jews under Nazi rule. We know in precise detail almost every stage of the process by which the Nazis annihilated the Jews in every country of occupied Europe. By contrast, much less attention has been paid to the worlds that were destroyed: the private worlds of individuals and families and the public ones of communities and institutions. What has been written about all this has too often been distorted by special pleading or sentimentality.

This book, therefore, seeks to capture the realities of life in Europe in the years leading up to 1939, when the Jews stood, as we now know, at the edge of an abyss. It discusses their hopes and beliefs, anxieties and ambitions, family ties, internal and external relations, their cultural creativity, amusements, songs, fads and fancies, dress, diet, and, insofar as they can be grasped, the things that made existence meaningful and bearable for them. The fundamental objective has been to try to restore forgotten men, women, and children to the historical record, to breathe renewed life momentarily into those who were soon to be dry bones.


– 1 –
THE MELTING GLACIER

Four Zones

Ten million Jews lived in Europe in the late 1930s. They were distributed among four zones, each with a different history, divergent conditions of life, and, on the face of things, varying prospects for the future. In the democracies of western Europe, Jews had been emancipated for several generations and enjoyed a civic equality that, in spite of the rising tide of anti-Semitism, protected them, for the time being, against any threat to their security. By contrast, in Germany and those parts of central Europe that had already been absorbed into the Third Reich, Jews were in the process of being stripped of citizenship, subjected to discriminatory laws, driven out of the professions, and deprived of the bulk of their possessions, and were under intense pressure to emigrate. In a third zone, comprising all the states of east-central Europe, anti-Semitism, often drawing on deep popular roots, formed a significant element in political discourse and in most countries had been integrated into public policy in the shape of explicitly or implicitly anti-Jewish laws. Finally, in the Soviet Union, where the Jews had been emancipated in 1917, later than anywhere else in Europe (save only Romania), they enjoyed dramatic upward social mobility in the interwar period. But collective Jewish life, whether religious, political, or cultural, was, like other aspects of existence under Stalin, subject to severe restrictions.

In German, the word Judentum means simultaneously “Judaism” and “Jewry.” But in the heart of the European Jew since the Enlightenment a schism had arisen between the conceptions of Judaism as a religion and as a Volksgemeinde, a community based on common ethnicity. In France, since their emancipation during the revolution, many Jews had come to regard it as a cardinal principle that Jewishness was a purely religious category and that in every respect they were as French as other Frenchmen. In Germany, where emancipation had come later and where social relations between Jews and gentiles, even in the liberal Weimar period between 1918 and 1933, were more fragile, matters were slightly different. There, writes George Mosse, a scion of the German-Jewish elite, “there was no either/or—either German or Jew. … Jewishness was not merely a religion but was primarily linked to pride of family, from which it could not be divorced.”1 In eastern Europe, where boundaries of state and nation rarely ran together, and where most Jews still spoke Yiddish, lived in dense concentrations, and held more closely to their own cultural patterns, Jewishness tended to be seen by Jews themselves as well as by their neighbors as primarily an ethnic category. This was true also in the USSR, where “Jewish” was a legally recognized national distinction.

Like God in France

The democratic zone of interwar Europe was the most comfortable for Jews. But it held the smallest share of the continent’s Jewish population, under a million, or less than 10 percent of the total.

In western Europe, however, the security that Jews enjoyed was no longer quite so automatic or unquestioned as in the past. True, a Jew had been elected prime minister of France in 1936. But the socialist Léon Blum’s victory as head of the left-wing Popular Front was regarded as a mixed blessing by many French Jews. The government’s enemies on the right focused on Blum’s Jewishness and used it, to some effect, as a propaganda bludgeon against the left. Even in the Netherlands, with its long history of Christian-Jewish amity, stretching back to the friendly reception of “New Christians” (Marranos) from the Iberian peninsula in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a certain unease entered into the relationship in the 1930s following the arrival of large numbers of refugees from Nazi Germany.

The phrase heureux comme un juif en France (“happy like a Jew in France”) had come to have the proverbial meaning of very happy. But over the previous generation it had often been tinged with irony. At the turn of the century, the Dreyfus Affair had suggested that there were limits to the recognition of Jews as French. Since 1919, with the return by Germany of Alsace and Lorraine to France, French Jews, a majority of whom traced their origins to the two regained provinces, might again feel content to be fully part of the national patrimony. But their enemies now turned the phrase against them, suggesting that the Jews were too happy in France, in other words that they were doing too well, at the expense of others.

Mendelssohn’s Heirs

In its origin, the phrase was a play on the German/Yiddish leben wie Gott in Frankreich, which meant to live very well. Under the Weimar Republic in Germany, Jews looked forward to the consolidation of more than a century of progress toward legal equality and social acceptance in a country and culture in which they felt no less at home than French Jews did in France.

That sense of ease was manifested all over Germany in September 1929, when Jews and Christians alike celebrated the two hundredth anniversary of the birth of Moses Mendelssohn, father of the Jewish enlightenment and progenitor of a dynasty of bankers, musicians, and scholars who remained a significant force in the culture, economy, and politics of the country. The minister of the interior, Carl Severing, and the leading Liberal rabbi in Berlin, Leo Baeck, were among those who delivered encomia to mark the occasion. At a Sunday matinée concert in Mendelssohn’s birthplace, Dessau, works by Bach and Beethoven were performed in his honor. A representative of the city of Berlin laid a wreath at the philosopher’s grave in memory of a “great fellow-citizen.” His descendants, all now Christians, reserved an entire luxury hotel for three days for a gathering of the clan. The series of events was a symbolic high point of the modern German-Jewish symbiosis.2

One month later, the Wall Street crash marked the start of the world’s descent into depression and war—and the toppling of German Jewry from its pedestal as the most proud, wealthy, creative, and forward-looking Jewish community in Europe.
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Immediately upon attaining power in January 1933, the Nazis launched a campaign of terror and violence against Jews and leftists. Synagogue and shop windows were smashed. Jews were killed or beaten up in random street attacks. A nationwide boycott of Jewish businesses on April 1, 1933, met with mixed success. It was followed, however, by the dismissal of almost all Jewish civil servants, including teachers and university professors. Jewish doctors and lawyers were restricted in their professions. State welfare support for Jews was limited. Quotas were introduced for Jewish university students. Such early anti-Jewish measures resulted in at least three hundred suicides.

As early as April 1933, just three months after Hitler’s capture of power, Baeck, who emerged as German Jewry’s leader and spokesman in its final decade, declared, “The thousand-year history of German Jewry has come to an end.”3 Of the half million “Jews by religion” in Germany, about forty thousand fled the country within a year.

The Reichsvertretung der Deutschen Juden (Reich Representation of German Jews), with Baeck at its head, secured de facto recognition from the Nazi regime in September 1933 as the representative body of German Jews. For the next six years the Reichsvertretung formed a kind of internal self-government of German Jewry. On the one hand, Baeck and his colleagues sought to shield German Jews from the savage onslaught to which they were subjected. On the other, they found themselves compelled to act in compliance with Nazi orders and to facilitate the orderly execution of Nazi policies. These were, of course, ultimately incompatible functions; but for a time the Reichsvertretung succeeded to some extent in harmonizing them, through its efforts to organize social welfare, education, and cultural activities. While seeking to preserve desperately needed working relationships with the authorities, the Reichsvertretung did not, in the early years, shrink from remonstrance: in May 1934, for example, in response to scurrilous anti-Semitic statements, it dispatched a telegram to Hitler: “Before God and men, we raise our voices in protest against this unparalleled calumny against our faith.”4

“Content and Sap”

Eastern Europe had been the heartland of Jewish settlement since the early modern period and remained so until 1939. More than half the Jews of Europe lived in this third zone, comprising the states between Germany and the Soviet Union. While Romania and Hungary also boasted large Jewish populations, one country in this region held an undisputed preeminence in the Jewish world.

Numbering 3.2 million in 1939, Poland’s Jews formed the largest Jewish community on the continent. Although deeply attached to the country, which most of them regarded unquestioningly as their home, Polish Jews were to a considerable degree isolated from the rest of the population, religiously, socioeconomically, and politically. They had their own residential areas, political parties, newspapers, theaters, labor unions, and professional organizations, often operating in their own language, Yiddish. Together these formed the scaffolding of a largely self-contained world within which it was possible, if one chose, to live almost without venturing into broader society.

The Polish Jews formed, in a legal sense, a community, and were so regarded by the rest of society. But they were deeply divided among themselves. Ben-Zion Gold, who grew up in a strictly orthodox family in Poland in the 1930s, recollects that “religious Jews looked on assimilationists with a mixture of pity and contempt.”5 Theodore Hamerow, a child of professional actors on the Yiddish stage, records how, as a child in the small town of Otwock, near Warsaw, in the 1920s, he would peep through a chink in the fence on Friday night at the Sabbath celebration of neighboring Hasidim: “They appeared to me almost as strange, almost as exotic as the whirling dervishes of Turkey I had read about or the frenzied worshippers of Jagannath in India. I felt an invisible but insurmountable barrier separated me from them. They and I seemed to belong to two totally different social and cultural worlds.”6

The differences were as much matters of class as of ideology. The lawyer, parliamentarian, and Zionist leader Apolinary Hartglas confessed in his postwar memoirs the contempt with which he regarded many of his fellow Polish Jews: “I was offended by their lack of European culture, lack of social graces. … A sheet of glass separated me from them.”7

Poland was the main arena in which the conflicting ideological and cultural forces in European Jewry contended for supremacy. Warsaw, with its 381,000 Jews in 1939, the most in any city on the continent, came closest to the status of capital of the European diaspora. Here were the headquarters of the major Jewish political parties, charities, school systems, newspapers, and cultural organs. “Polish Jewry,” according to one of its best-informed contemporary observers, “gave content and sap to all our national, political, and cultural movements. Least affected by assimilation, it remained nationally the most conscious, politically the most militant, individually the proudest of the Jewish communities.”8

Advancing Toward Disappearance

The three million Jews in the Soviet Union in 1939 constituted the fourth zone of European Jewry. In the late Tsarist period, opposition to the persecution of Russian Jews had been a humanitarian cause that engaged gentiles as well as Jews throughout the civilized world. Emancipation of the Jews had been one of the first acts of the Russian Revolution—of the February rather than the October revolution, a distinction that was often glossed over by Jewish Communists in the 1930s. At the same time Jews had been granted freedom to settle beyond the Pale of Settlement, the western regions of the Russian Empire to which they had been restricted in the late Tsarist period.

The Bolsheviks reaffirmed the principles of equality and liberty of conscience but, in the case of Jews, quickly emptied them of much meaning by their antireligious campaign and by creation of the category of lishentsy (literally “deprived”). These were members of the “exploiting classes,” that is, nonproletarians and nonpeasants, especially merchants and ex-bourgeois, who, together with their families, were disenfranchised under the new regime and turned into social outcasts, deprived of civil rights, discriminated against in higher education, employment, medical care, and food rations, and required to pay higher taxes and rents. They might reclaim civil rights only after five years of productive labor. Jews were heavily represented among the lishentsy because of their disproportionate membership of the prerevolutionary, “exploiting” commercial class, which made a partial reappearance during the period of the New Economic Policy in the 1920s. In 1928–31, the number of Jewish lishentsy was estimated to be as high as 1,875,000 (a million small traders and 875,000 artisans), two-thirds of the entire Jewish population of the USSR.9

Soviet Jewry, although almost as large as Polish, lacked the collective dynamism, institutional structures, or cultural vitality of its western neighbor. Indeed, whether it might be called a community at all was doubtful, since it had no organizational unity, nor much in the way of collective cohesion. In 1918 the Bolshevik Party had established Evsektsii, Jewish sections, whose main role was to combat Zionism, “clericalism,” and the Jewish socialist Bund. By 1930, however, having achieved their purpose of eradicating this triple-headed monster on Soviet territory, the Evsektsii were summarily abolished.

In the late 1920s Soviet Jews were subdivided into five narodnosti (national groups), based on geographical location, but by the time of the 1939 census all Jews in the Soviet Union were consolidated in one nationality.10 The Soviet state in the interwar period not only recognized Jewish ethnicity but encouraged its expression within circumscribed limits. Yiddish schools flourished until the late 1930s. Yiddish newspapers and books appeared. Yiddish theaters were subsidized. Far more than those in Poland, however, such institutions were closely controlled by the state and the ruling party.

The prudent Jew in Stalinist Russia, no less than elsewhere, did not advertise his Jewishness and, where possible, often sought to discard it. Yet there lingered among Soviet as among other Jews on the continent an intuitive mutual recognition that might be instantly sparked by a Yiddish phrase, a shrug, a gesture, or something left unsaid—and with that an implicit, defensive solidarity.

In the 1930s Soviet Jews were caught in the swirling eddies of political debate between Communist sympathizers and their enemies. In France, for example, the Jewish sociologist Georges Friedmann, who studied the Soviet Union and spent several long periods there between 1932 and 1936, stressed the rapid upward social mobility of Jews under Soviet rule. He contrasted the “physical and moral degeneration” of the Polish ghettos with what he regarded as the social achievements of Soviet Jews: “It is hard to understand, if one has not seen it oneself, the difference in the physical and moral standing of Jews on either side of the Polish-Soviet frontier.” Soviet Jews, he reported, “rarely present the old marks of servility and fear that one may observe in the ghettos of Poland and Galicia—and for such a long time even among those who have been able to escape to the great cities of the West.”11 Friedmann reported that young Jews in the USSR, buoyed up by their progress under the Soviet regime, were absorbing its values and merging into general society.

In a fierce riposte, Léon Baratz, a French lawyer of Russian-Jewish origin, protested that antireligious pressures in the USSR were leading to the “integral dejudaization” of young Jews. Zionism, he pointed out, was persecuted more than under either the tsars or Hitler. Jewish scholarship, especially history, was suppressed. Hebrew was a forbidden tongue. Actually, the difference between Baratz and Friedmann was less in their conclusions than in their evaluations. Both could agree with the historian Simon Dubnow that Jews in the USSR, as a distinct entity, were “advancing rapidly towards complete disappearance.”12

European Jews in the 1930s thus lived in four zones of varying degrees of heat. Yet though divided by geography, politics, and much else, they shared some basic characteristics.

Demographic Decline

Prophecies of Jewish extinction were not limited to the Soviet Union. In 1927 the Polish-born Jewish historian Lewis Namier wrote that “dissolution and ultimate disappearance seem the inevitable future of the Jewries of Western and Central Europe.” Given their low birthrates and high rates of outmarriage, he predicted, they would vanish. Only further immigration from the slowly melting glacier of mainly orthodox East European Jewry, he suggested, might sustain these communities.13 Across the four zones of Jewish Europe, local observers reached similar conclusions.
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In Holland, a report in 1936 noted that the Jewish birthrate was much lower than that of the non-Jewish population, a difference attributed by the report’s author to “the great influence of birth control among the Jews.”14 They were also on average older than the rest of the population. In February 1939 an expert on Jewish population maintained, in an address to the Amsterdam Anthropological Society, that Dutch Jewry was in danger of disappearing altogether as a result of intermarriage and the decrease in the birthrate.15 A commentator in Strasbourg in 1938 despaired of the prospects for Judaism in that province. Evidence of declining birthrates, late marriage, and nonmarriage, he concluded, could be summed up in one sentence: “Alsatian Jewry is dying.”16

In Germany, the Jewish population had been declining before the Nazis came to power. Between 1925 and 1933 it shrank from 564,000 to 503,000, that is, by 11 percent in just eight years. Since religion, in Germany as in other central European countries, was a matter of public registration, these figures give a reliable picture of the number of self-professing Jews and indicate a precipitous decline. There were many contributory causes, including conversions, exogamy, and resignations from the religious community, though resigners did not necessarily intend thereby to deny altogether their Jewishness. But the chief explanation, and the one most fraught with long-term implications, was the collapse of the Jewish birthrate. As a result, German Jewry by 1933 was said to be “for the most part in a state of senilization.”17 Just 21 percent of Jews were below twenty years of age, compared with 31 percent of the general population.

The German-Jewish philosopher Hannah Arendt later wrote:

When Hitler came to power … German Jewry as a whole, after a long period of steady growth in social status and numbers, was declining so rapidly that statisticians predicted its disappearance in a few decades. Statistics, it is true, do not necessarily point to real historical processes; yet it is noteworthy that to a statistician Nazi persecution and extermination would look like a senseless acceleration of a process which would probably have come about in any case.18

Arendt took the underlying idea for this passage from writers like Felix Theilhaber, whose book The Downfall of the German Jews, published in 1911, had set out a grim prognosis of demographic collapse of the Jews in Germany and, by extension, of European Jewry in general.19

After the Nazis’ ascent to power, the Jewish birthrate in Germany declined further, as young Jews emigrated or chose to be childless. Most German-Jewish families had no more than one or two children. In 1936 the total number of Jewish births (that is, births where at least one of the parents was Jewish) was 1,714; the equivalent number for 1925 had been 5,785.

Trends elsewhere in central Europe were similar. “Vienna Jewry is moving towards extinction,” wrote the sociologist Arthur Ruppin in 1936.20 A sober sociologist, not given to hyperbole, he referred to the extraordinarily low birthrate of Jews in Vienna, which was replicated in nearly all the major Jewish communities of central Europe. Ruppin noted other “disruptive forces in Jewry”: assimilation, decline of Jewish religion, “weakening of the links of common descent and fate,” “loosening of family ties,” and “economic adaptation of the Jews to their surroundings.” By 1939 Ruppin had reached an ominous conclusion: “Much as primitive peoples lose their traditional ways of living and their enjoyment of life under the impact of alien influences, and voluntarily die out, the Jews in these countries are tending to ‘race suicide.’ ”21

The demographic outlook was similarly depressing in eastern Europe. The Jewish birthrate in the region as a whole is estimated to have halved between 1900 and the late 1930s.22 In Hungary, a declining birthrate, conversions, mixed marriages, and emigration contributed to a fall in Jewish population, from 473,000 in 1920 to 400,000 by 1939.23 In Lithuania in 1937, an analyst noted that the number of Jewish births was “horribly low and declining from year to year.” In 1934 the rate of Jewish natural increase there was only 2.6 per thousand, compared with 10.2 for the country as a whole.24

In the USSR the Jewish birthrate had been in decline since before the revolution. Although it rose slightly in the late 1930s, possibly as a result of official natalist policies, it remained low, particularly in Moscow and Leningrad. This was in spite of the relative youth of the Jewish population in those cities by comparison with Jews in the former Pale. In the USSR, as elsewhere, Jews, on average, were older than the rest of the population and produced fewer children. The age of Jewish marriage, already higher than that of the rest of the population, rose further in this period. Between 1926 and 1939, the average fertility of Soviet Jewish women declined by a third. There was also a significant imbalance of the sexes: more than eleven women for every ten men. That may help to explain the “conspicuous decline” in marriages by Jews (whether with other Jews or at all) in the USSR in the 1930s.25

Intercontinental migration added a further negative weight to the European Jewish population balance. The closure of the United States to large-scale immigration from 1924, the political difficulties attending emigration from the Soviet Union after the early 1920s, and the limits set by British mandatory authorities to Jewish entry to Palestine after 1936 all constrained Jewish movement out of Europe. Nevertheless, more than a million Jews left the continent in the interwar period. Between 1933 and 1938 Nazi anti-Jewish measures led an estimated 169,000 Jews to flee Germany. And at least 400,000 left the second Polish republic during the two decades of its existence. This was 13 percent of all the Jews in the country but for Polish anti-Semites it was not enough. They insisted that Poland was overpopulated with Jews and demanded their total removal.

The sum of all these elements was that Jewish population increase was rapidly slowing and in several countries had turned into absolute decrease.

Jewish demographic decline was clearly linked to urbanization, social mobility, and what may loosely be termed modernization. Yet what is often called Jewish assimilation has a perverse or inverse significance when viewed through a demographic lens in the early twentieth century: the more European Jews became like their neighbors in other ways, the less they resembled them in their demographic patterns. Jewish fertility, infant mortality, and death rates all declined faster than non-Jewish, the average age of marriage climbed higher, and the average size of family became smaller than those of non-Jews. Almost invariably such trends were visible earlier and on a greater scale among the less traditional, more secularized strata of Jewish society. In the sphere of population, indeed, the Jews were much less assimilators to existing social patterns than pioneers of the demographic transition that, over the next two generations, was to transform European society as a whole.

High Life Expectancy

As a collectivity, then, European Jews might appear to have been heading toward extinction. Yet individually they could expect to live longer than ever before and longer than their neighbors. Their high life expectancy arose from their relatively favorable levels of health. Alcoholism, a major contributor to early death in many countries, was almost unknown among Jews: in 1925 the number of arrests for drunkenness in Warsaw, where Jews were one-third of the population, was 87 for Jews and 11,994 for non-Jews.26 Deaths from cirrhosis of the liver, reflecting alcoholism, were less common among Jews than in the general population. The incidence of syphilis and other venereal diseases was lower among Jews. They also exhibited greater resistance than others to contagious diseases such as tuberculosis (even when comparing Jews and non-Jews of the same social class).27

In the 1930s, however, a change of direction in relative Jewish health was detected. Overall, the general Jewish medical condition in eastern Europe, though still more robust than that of the general population, was reported by knowledgeable observers to be deteriorating. Jews were particularly susceptible to digestive and vascular troubles. They died disproportionately from diabetes, heart disease, and, in the slums of Warsaw, respiratory illnesses.28 Moreover, certain less serious ailments were endemic among poor Jews in eastern Europe, notably scabies. In the wretched Jewish working-class areas of Łódź the prevalence of typhoid fever was above average and an investigator in 1930 reported that “the sick-rate curve for Jews has grown in recent years, while that for Christians has kept on falling.”29

A doctor in Kovno (Kaunas), Lithuania, in 1937 lamented the squalor in which the greater part of the Jewish working class of the city lived:

Ritual requirements notwithstanding, people don’t wash much. Hands are dirty, nails are black, people are afraid of soap, don’t change underwear often enough, and as for toothbrushing, that’s already a sign of a bourgeois situation. Parasites still play a considerable part in Jewish life. … Lice, fleas, and bugs are, in effect, family members in far too many Jewish households. Worms are constant companions among children and very widespread among adults.30

Venereal diseases, including syphilis, were said to be spreading among Jews, although they were still far less prevalent among Jews than non-Jews.

The Jewish diet, according to the Kovno report, was unhealthy: unvaried, poor in vitamins, too fatty and spicy. The very poorest would subsist on little more than black bread, potatoes, cabbage, borscht, and tea. Challah (braided white bread) would be eaten only on the Sabbath. Cheaply available herring was consumed a great deal. But “the Jew exhibits an aversion to all green vegetables.”31 Moreover, complained the same doctor in Kovno, food was gobbled down rather than chewed.

Marrying Out

Most European Jews in the nineteenth century married other Jews. By the early twentieth century, however, a significant growth in exogamy was registered across the continent. At first the trend was strongest in western and central Europe, but by the 1930s it was noticeable elsewhere, particularly in the Soviet Union.

In Denmark and Italy, where relations between the small Jewish communities and general society were generally harmonious, more than half of all marriages by Jews in the mid-1930s were with non-Jews. In Bohemia and Moravia, where the intermarriage rate before the First World War had been under 5 percent, it reached 30 percent by the 1930s.

In Hungary and Germany, the graph of Jewish intermarriage showed an inverted V. In Hungary the rate was 25 percent in the early and mid-1930s. Thereafter it declined as anti-Semitism poisoned the social atmosphere and Jewish partners became less attractive marital propositions.32 In Germany the change was drastic. In the early 1930s a majority of German-Jewish marriages were with non-Jews. After the enactment of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935, however, the rate plummeted to zero, as marriages of Jews with “Aryans” became illegal, though existing mixed marriages generally remained intact.

More men married outside the faith than women: in central Europe in 1929 about three men did so for every two women. As a result, the children of mixed marriages were, in their great majority, not regarded as Jewish according to religious law (which recognized only the child of a Jewish mother as Jewish). Mixed marriages tended to produce even fewer children, on average, than all-Jewish marriages: in Germany the average was just 0.5 per couple. The reasons, in the sociopolitical atmosphere of the 1930s, were not far to seek. One demographic expert suggested: “Birth control is even more intensive in mixed marriages, because the sore points are more numerous and the desire is dominant to avoid the possibilities of conflict, which may arise because of the children.”33 Moreover, the children of mixed marriages in Germany and Hungary were much more likely to be brought up in the Christian (or in no) faith than as Jews. According to an estimate in Germany in 1928–29, a mere 2 percent of children of such unions were raised in the Jewish faith.34 Intermarriage, on the scale and in the form that it took in central Europe in the interwar period, thus portended the rapid disappearance of the Jewish community.

In the Russian Empire mixed marriages were not permitted before 1917 (the legal ban remained in force in the former Russian provinces of Poland in the interwar period). After the revolution, however, marriage between Jews and non-Jews in the USSR increased rapidly. By 1939 out of every thousand marriages in which one partner was a Jew, 368 were mixed marriages. In Moscow and Leningrad around half of all Jewish marriages were mixed. In the Soviet Union too, far more men than women married non-Jews, with the result that, by 1939, there were much larger numbers of unmarried Jewish women than men in the USSR, with a consequent further negative effect on the Jewish birthrate.

A Nation of Shopkeepers

The Jewish social pyramid was like no other in Europe. Very small proportions of Jews worked in the occupations that constituted the largest categories of labor almost everywhere: agriculture, domestic service, mining, or public employment. Peasants, an absolute majority of the population throughout eastern Europe, were to be found in significant numbers among Jews only in a few backward regions, such as Bessarabia (in Romania between the wars) and Subcarpathian Ruthenia, the easternmost province of Czechoslovakia. In Europe as a whole no more than 5 percent of Jews engaged in agriculture.

Jews were heavily underrepresented in the civil service and in the armed forces. In 1931, fewer than 2 percent of civil servants in Poland were Jews. In the whole of the country there were just seven Jewish university professors out of a total of 596 (all university teachers were public employees), this in spite of the high level of education among Jews. Not a single Jew in Poland was principal of a government secondary school. In Germany, hardly any Jews, even under the Weimar Republic’s ostensibly meritocratic order, were employed as civil servants (less than 0.1 percent, as compared with 4.8 percent of the general population in 1933).

Almost everywhere Jews were heavily concentrated in commerce. In 1933 more than 60 percent of German Jews in the labor force were engaged in trade, generally as small shopkeepers. In some branches of the economy, such as clothing manufacture and the grain trade, the Jewish presence was so dominant that these were regarded as characteristically Jewish occupations.

In general, Jews showed a tendency to prefer self-employment over wage labor. Most worked on their own or in small units with members of their families. In Lithuania 60 percent of Jewish artisans in 1937 worked at home—among them 90 percent of tailors, 81 percent of shoemakers, and 77 percent of bakers. The Jewish urban working class, therefore, was only to a limited degree proletarianized.

In the interwar period Jews continued to move rapidly into the professions. Although only a minority of Jews belonged to this class, they dominated certain professions, especially law and medicine, in central and eastern Europe.

Formally there was no Jewish aristocracy, save in Hungary (where, in any case, most of its Jewish-origin members were converts to Christianity). Great wealth had lifted certain families out of the bourgeoisie into a social stratosphere far beyond the rest of Jewish society. At its apex were plutocratic families such as the Warburgs in Hamburg, the Hatvanys in Budapest, the Gunzburgs (exiled from Russia) in Paris, and the Rothschilds almost everywhere. These patricians attracted disproportionate attention and hostility from anti-Semites but they were completely unrepresentative of Jews in general.

With the virtual elimination of private commerce in the USSR, the occupational distribution of Soviet Jews in the Stalinist period differed from the pattern elsewhere. The commercial class had constituted 40 percent of the Jewish working population in the Russian Empire in 1897. By 1926 in the Soviet Union it had shrunk to 12 percent—Jews were even then disproportionately represented among “NEP-men,” the traders permitted to operate during the period of the New Economic Policy. By 1939, however, this class had virtually disappeared. As in other countries, Jews moved strongly into the professions. In the Slavic republics of the USSR in 1939, a quarter of all doctors, dentists, and pharmacists and a fifth of all lawyers were Jews. But the Soviet Union was unlike most other countries in its readiness to admit Jews to state employment, a much larger and more significant segment of the labor force in a socialized economy than elsewhere. Ten percent of all those employed in the “upper echelons of the intermediate stratum” of economic management in 1939 were Jews (who comprised only 1.8 percent of the total population). More than half of all Jewish workers were in white-collar occupations, a higher percentage by far than for any other nationality in the USSR.

Jews were eager to integrate into Soviet society and successful in doing so. In the process, many internalized the prevalent ideology. But in spite of that thought system’s glorification of the urban working class and notwithstanding an official policy aimed at their productivization, Jews were not absorbed into the proletariat as they sovietized. Compelled to abandon their classic roles as petty traders and middlemen, most of them did not head for factories, mines, or steel mills. Instead, with an ability to see through official sloganeering and with a perception of the real locations of power and privilege in the workers’ and peasants’ state, Jews proceeded in large numbers, via high schools and universities, toward bureaucratic posts, scientific laboratories, judicial chambers, medical consulting rooms, university lecture theaters, newsrooms, and managerial offices. The USSR became the country in Europe in which Jews were most disproportionately represented in the power elite. This, however, availed them nothing if they came under attack, either as individuals or as a collectivity: in the years of Stalinist terror they were no less endangered than any other section of Soviet society.

Institutional Ramparts

The European Jews were great institution builders. They created political parties, youth movements, trade unions, fraternal lodges, burial societies, charitable bodies, and every other type of associational form imaginable. In the absence of a unified political framework for their existence, they invested heavily in what a later generation has come to term social capital.

In Cracow, for example, the sixty thousand Jews in the interwar period operated more than three hundred institutions: not only synagogues, chevra kadisha burial societies, and yeshivot, but twenty-nine charitable bodies, seven women’s organizations, political parties, labor unions, hospitals, orphanages, old-age homes, bathhouses, several primary and secondary schools (including the orthodox boys’ Takhkemoni, the orthodox girls’ Beys Yankev and its related teachers’ college, a coeducational Hebrew high school, and a secular girls’ Nasza Szkoła), sports clubs (Maccabi, the leading one, with fifteen sections, among others for rowing, fencing, riding, and chess), the Association of Jewish Artists, the Jewish Music Society, Szir (a choral club), a theater society, the Union of Hebrew Journalists, the Radio Social Club, Tarbut (a Hebrew cultural club), a Yiddish theater society, and Toynbe [sic] Hala (primarily a cultural association but inspired by Toynbee Hall in the East End of London)—all this not counting more strictly commercial enterprises such as newspapers (especially the influential Polish-language daily Nowy Dziennik), Hebrew printers, kosher butchers, and delicatessens.35

The basic Jewish institution was the kehillah (community). In most countries of central and eastern Europe, with the notable exception of the Soviet Union, Jewish communities had a recognized legal status and the right to tax their members. While operating under government supervision, the kehillot enjoyed a limited degree of autonomy that enabled them to spend some money also on educational, social, and cultural activities, such as hospitals, old-age homes, orphanages, and beggars’ shelters. The kehillot were generally democratic institutions, at least in the sense that all males had the vote. In Poland, in particular, where there were an estimated nine hundred kehillot, elections were often fiercely contested, sometimes on a party-political basis.

Polish Jews still lived with the historic memory of the quasi-autonomous federation of kehillot, the “Council of Four Lands,” which had represented them in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth between 1580 and 1764. The Polish Republic after 1918 curtailed the powers of the kehillot, restricting them to strictly religious functions. They were permitted to levy taxes that supported the salaries of the rabbinate, as well as kosher meat slaughter and maintenance of synagogues, ritual baths, and cemeteries. (A new law in 1928 allowed them also to spend on some social needs.) Taxation was graduated and the very poorest members did not have to pay at all. In the largest community, Warsaw, half of all Jews fell into the exempt category, an index of the dire impoverishment of much of the population. The government made a small contribution, amounting to less than 1 percent of the operating costs of the kehillot (on a per capita basis, this was one-twelfth the size of the contribution made to Christian institutions).36

The synagogue was less an institution than a building, the outer shell of the kehillah in its religious dimension. Houses of worship came in all shapes and sizes. Poland was famous for its wooden and fortress synagogues, Italy for the ornate decoration of synagogues such as those of Venice, Florence, and Livorno. The oldest in Europe was the medieval synagogue of Worms, the origins of which dated back to the eleventh century, followed by the Altneushul in Prague, built in the late fourteenth century. The largest on the continent had for a long time been the great Portuguese Jews’ Esnoga in Amsterdam. It was overtaken in 1859 by the resplendent three-thousand-seat Dohány Street temple in Budapest. The smallest synagogues were the Hasidic shtiblakh, small prayer rooms in which a minyan (quorum of ten men) would gather to recite the morning, afternoon, and evening services.

In many synagogues, particularly in central and southern Europe, the biblical prohibition against “graven images” had somehow been reconciled with lavish decoration, stained-glass windows, and representative art. Substantial amounts might be spent on ornamenting and beautifying the building and such expenditures were rarely grudged in spite of the burning pressure of other demands on funding, particularly for tsedakah (charitable help for the poor). The little synagogue of Lackenbach in Burgenland, the easternmost province of Austria, bore wall paintings of the exodus from Egypt and other biblical scenes. In the Great Synagogue of the Romanian shtetl (small town) Podu Iloaiei, allegorical figures of griffons, lions, deer, and double-headed eagles were carved on the ark and bimah (reading platform), and the building was adorned with representations of the Western Wall, Rachel’s Tomb, and the “waters of Babylon.”

Compared with western Europe, where social service organizations to help the Jewish poor were highly developed, eastern Europe, notwithstanding its masses of Jewish paupers, had much more primitive provision of this kind. A large part of such activity was generated by organizations based elsewhere, notably the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (the “Joint”), the wealthiest Jewish charitable body in the world, and ORT.

The Organization for Rehabilitation of Jews through Training traced its origins in Russia back to 1880. After 1917 Russian-Jewish émigrés reestablished it in Berlin and Paris. Almost alone among Russian émigré organizations, it succeeded in establishing a working relationship with the Soviet regime, with which, as with other east European governments, it undertook social welfare activities through most of the interwar period. ORT tried to find practical means of “productivizing” the Jewish population. It founded trade schools, artisanal courses, and evening classes, supplied craftsmen with modern equipment, and sponsored producers’ cooperatives.

But in the 1930s the financial capacities of both the Joint and ORT were squeezed by the effects of the Great Depression and the demand for aid to victims of Nazi persecution. German Jewry, through the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden, had once been an exporter of charitable assistance. Overnight, in 1933, German Jews became supplicants rather than benefactors. As a result, the Joint, in particular, was compelled to divert resources that had formerly gone to eastern Europe toward German-Jewish relief.

In the absence of large-scale government action in the sphere of public health, and with a great part of the Jewish population unable to afford medical insurance, much of the burden of health care in east-central Europe was carried by voluntary organizations. About fifty Jewish hospitals operated in Poland, with 3,500 beds (about 5 percent of the total number in the country). They were funded by landsmanshaftn (groups, especially in the United States, of emigrants from a particular locality), kehillot, small grants from municipalities, and general philanthropy.

The Society for Safeguarding the Health of Jews, TOZ, founded in 1921, sought to raise standards of hygiene and public health among Jews in Poland. An outgrowth from the prerevolutionary organization OZE, established in St. Petersburg in 1912, TOZ built four hundred hospitals and clinics in seventy-two towns by 1939, as well as sanatoria and bathhouses. TOZ devoted special efforts to children and mothers, providing tuberculosis and other vaccines, dental services, school medical stations, and nutritional advice. It undertook preventive measures against venereal diseases, trachoma, and ringworm and sought to alleviate malnutrition.

TOZ’s parent organization, OZE (later OSE, Oeuvre de Secours aux Enfants), with headquarters from 1933 in Paris, remained active in Soviet Russia in the 1920s. It also ran a children’s home in Kovno and clinics in Romania. It conducted propaganda in favor of breastfeeding and educated mothers in hygienic methods of preparation of bottled milk. Much of the funding for OSE and TOZ, which spent over $2 million annually, a considerable sum in the 1930s, was supplied by sympathizers abroad, particularly the Joint, but a large part of its budget was raised in Poland by means of membership campaigns, balls, concerts, and lotteries.

By these and other means, voluntary institutions furnished, in greater measure than for most population groups, the basic elements of social welfare provision. Beyond all this, they provided a framework that might serve as some sort of bulwark for Jews in the face of not only the minimal state but the hostile state. They were often weakened, however, by the internal disunity of the Jews.

Brotherhoods of Contempt

Jews often preached unity but no less often they meant different things by it. Though the European Jews shared many social and cultural characteristics, they were riven by deep divisions. Historically, the most fundamental was between Ashkenazim (Jews of German origin) and Sephardim (descendants of Jews expelled from Spain and Portugal at the end of the fifteenth century). “We lived together with the Spanish Jews on the same continent as close neighbours for several hundred years until the expulsion from Spain in close spiritual and everyday contact and yet how estranged we have become!” exclaimed the social commentator Jacob Lestchinsky, an Ashkenazi.37

In west European cities such as Amsterdam, London, and Bordeaux, the long-established Sephardim regarded themselves as an aristocracy and a cut above the Ashkenazim. But Sephardim were by this time a minority among Jews in these places. Emigration from the Balkans and other parts of the Ottoman Empire in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries also produced a large Sephardi community in Paris, said by the 1930s to number fifty thousand. Smaller Sephardi communities existed in Altona (near Hamburg), Vienna, and Romania. A few Sephardim lived in Budapest but their congregation there was dissolved in 1938 “for lack of members.”38 The Jews of Italy included many descendants of emigrants from Spain but nevertheless regarded themselves as a distinct group, since, at any rate in Rome, they could trace their origins back to the second century of the Christian era, long before either Ashkenazim or Sephardim existed as Jewish categories.

Most European Sephardim were concentrated in the Balkans, where they were a majority of Jews in Turkey, Greece, and Bulgaria. In the larger Sephardi centers, such as Salonica and Istanbul, Judeo-Espagnol was still widely spoken and Jews took great pride in their Hispanic heritage. In Yugoslavia, Sephardim lived mainly in Belgrade, Sarajevo, and Skopje, and amounted to about a third of the seventy-thousand-strong community. They were in general poorer than their Ashkenazi neighbors and their straitened economic condition in the 1930s led the local branch of the Zionist fund-raising organization, Keren Hayesod, to allocate 20 percent of its receipts to charitable purposes in Yugoslavia rather than in Palestine. In Sarajevo a small group of intellectuals formed a Sephardic Circle with the object of preserving their distinctive culture against gathering Ashkenazi dominance.

The Union Universelle des Juifs Sépharadim, formed (under a different name) in 1925, with headquarters in Paris, aspired to represent the Sephardim of the world. It published a magazine and held meetings of Sephardim from most of the major communities of Europe as well as of the Levant and North Africa. But internal disputes and rivalries weakened the organization. When its first international conference convened in London in 1935, the Greek, Turkish, and Bulgarian communities did not send representatives. In spite of speechifying about “Séphardisme” and a “Sephardi renaissance,” and notwithstanding some sparks of local cultural dynamism, the Sephardim never developed into a unified or significant political force in the Jewish world.

Ashkenazim, who constituted at least 90 percent of the Jews of Europe, were themselves deeply divided: between Litvaks and Galitsyaner, between Hasidim and misnagdim, between western (particularly German) Jews and Ostjuden (emigrants from eastern Europe), as well as among orthodox, liberal/reform, and secularized Jews, not to mention crosscutting political differences.

The Litvak and Galitsyaner were both types of Ostjude but each had its own stereotype, which was applied to inhabitants of the areas in question as well as to emigrants from them and even to their descendants. The Litvak originated in Lite, an area broader than interwar Lithuania, stretching as far east as Vitebsk and as far south as Minsk and Białystok. The Litvak was “smart, analytical, learned, worldly, skeptical, proud, stubborn, dynamic, and energetic.”39 He was also dry, rational, and unemotional. By contrast, the Galitsyaner, a Jew from the southern Polish province of Galicia, was warmhearted, sly, witty, sharp, stingy, ibergeshpitst (crafty), and something of a trickster. He had a “peculiar mix of shrewdness and heartiness.”40 “To be called a … Galitzianer was for long not much of a compliment. … It denoted folksy backwardness and at times also a petty mercantile mentality and moral shiftiness.”41 The two types spoke different kinds of Yiddish: the Lithuanian version was regarded as more cultivated; Polish/Galician Yiddish was homespun and earthy. The split was also partly culinary. The Litvaks prepared their gefilte fish savory rather than sweet and their farfl (egg noodle dough cooked in broth) as small pellets rather than rolled into flat sheets that were then sliced, as was the custom among Galitsyaners.42

The division between Litvak and Galitsyaner followed, in large measure, the lines of division between Hasidism and its enemies, the misnagdim. The greatest opponent of Hasidism in its early phase had been Eliyahu ben Shlomo-Zalman (1720–97), the gaon (a high rabbinic title) of Vilna. But Hasidism had some adherents in Lite, in particular the followers of Shneur Zalman of Lyady (1745–1813), founder of the Chabad movement, better known, from the small-town location of the rabbinical court of the second rebbe of the dynasty, as Lubavitcher Hasidim. Even in Galicia, however, the overenthusiastic, dancing, singing Hasidim were often viewed with a raised eyebrow. The writer S. Y. Agnon recalled that in his home shtetl of Buczacz the Hasidic prayer house was called the laytsim shlikhel (the little synagogue of clowns).43

Litvak and Galitsyaner, Hasid and misnaged were all types of Ostjude. One in five Jews in Germany in the 1920s was an Ostjude (many more fell into this category in terms of their ancestry). Immigrants from eastern Europe were also a significant element in the Jewish populations of France, Austria, and other countries, notably the United States, to which over two million Jews from eastern Europe had emigrated between 1881 and 1914. The Ostjuden, by their clothing, their retention of Yiddish, their kosher food shops and restaurants, the hyperreligiosity of some and the revolutionary politics of others, impressed their mark on the central immigrant areas of cities, such as the Marais in Paris, known in Yiddish as the Pletzl, and Leopoldstadt, the poorest district of Vienna. Situated between the River Danube and the Danube Canal, it was dubbed “matzah island” on account of its dense concentration of Jews, more than a third of the population of the area.

Ever since the Enlightenment, German, Austrian, Hungarian, and French Jews had learned to look down on the Ostjuden, even though many were themselves immigrants or descendants of immigrants from eastern Europe. The writer Joseph Roth observed with some justice: “The more western the origin of a Jew, the more Jews there are for him to look down on. The Frankfurt Jew despises the Berlin Jew, the Berlin Jew despises the Viennese Jew, the Viennese Jew despises the Warsaw Jew. Then there are Jews from all the way back in Galicia, upon whom they all look down, and that’s where I come from, the lowest of all Jews.”44

Franz Kafka was a significant exception: “I would like to run to these poor Jews of the ghetto,” he wrote, “kiss the hems of their garments and say nothing, absolutely nothing. I would be perfectly happy if, in silence, they would endure my presence.”45 Few west European Jews shared Kafka’s engaging humility. Robert de Rothschild, head of the Consistoire de Paris, the main Jewish religious body in the city, expressed the common disdain toward recent arrivals from eastern Europe with unusual bluntness in a speech to the organization’s general assembly in 1935: “If they are not happy here, let them leave. They are guests whom we have warmly received but they should not go about rocking the boat.”46

In Germany in the early twentieth century, however, such attitudes began to change. The encounter during the First World War between Jews in German-occupied Poland and German-Jewish soldiers and army chaplains led to a new respect on the part of some German Jews for what they regarded as the more authentic traditionalism of the Ostjuden. German Jewry consequently experienced what came to be called a Bewusstseinswandel, a shift of consciousness that involved also attitudes to Ostjuden. The redaction and popularization by Martin Buber of tales of the Hasidic masters accentuated this new tendency toward sympathetic respect. But stigmas, once implanted, are difficult to remove and the old arrogance lingered.

The Ostjuden, for their part, often had their own chip-on-the-shoulder scorn for yekes (the nickname for German Jews), as in the line of doggerel:

Yeke iz a nar

The yeke is a fool

un fun a nar hot men tsar

and a fool just gives you trouble;

un ven dem nar vilt zikh zayn a har

when a yeke wants to become a gentleman

vert er a gefar.47

he becomes dangerous.

All Jews might have been brothers but, in this as in other ways, theirs was often a fraternity of mutual contempt.

Such internal fissures hobbled the Jews’ resistance in the 1930s to the pandemic of anti-Semitism.
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THE CHRISTIAN PROBLEM

“We Are All Semites”

Jews and Christians alike spoke of the “Jewish problem” but this was a misnomer for what should more properly have been called the Christian problem. In its essence, after all, anti-Semitism was a phenomenon that arose out of the failure of European Christendom to live up to the most fundamental teaching of its Jewish founder: “love thy neighbor as thyself.”

In assessing the role and responsibility of the Christian churches in the prevalence of anti-Semitism in Europe in the 1930s, it is instructive to dwell not on the worst but on the best. A few leading Christian thinkers in the 1930s, such as the neo-Thomist theologian Jacques Maritain in France and the Protestant bishop of Debrecen, Dezső Baltazár, in Hungary, were outspoken in their condemnation of anti-Semitism.

Yet even in such a figure as Maritain, genuinely and passionately opposed to anti-Semitism, we may notice a mote in his eye. In a powerful essay (originally a lecture delivered at the Théâtre des Ambassadeurs in Paris) in February 1938, Maritain attacked all forms of anti-Semitism: racial, political, cultural, social—all, that is, except one, Christian anti-Semitism, which, according to him, was a contradiction in terms.

Maritain, whose sincerity and fervor in opposing racial hatred cannot be doubted, could nevertheless suggest that the Nazis, “in seeking to reject Israel,” had “embraced the very worst of Israel.” He detected in the Nazis “that sentiment of racial pride which is, in some carnal Jews, the naturalistic corruption of the supernatural idea of divine election.” “The racists,” he argued, were “indebted to the Old Testament as the Communists are to the New.”1 In both cases, as he understood it, the message of the sacred text had been corrupted. Whom he meant to impugn by the designation “carnal Jews” is unclear. It seems, however, that even a brave and undoubted opponent of anti-Semitism could not quite shake off a common trope of anti-Jewish discourse down the ages, the notion of overweening Jewish pride arising from the chosenness of the people of Israel.

In trying to identify the purpose or “vocation” of Jewish existence, Maritain suggested that “while the Church is assigned the labor of the supernatural and supratemporal redemption of the world,”

Israel, we believe, is assigned, on the plane and within the limits of secular history, a task of earthly activization of the mass of the world. Israel, which is not of the world, is to be found at the very heart of the world’s structure, stimulating it, exasperating it, moving it. Like an alien body, like an activating ferment injected into the mass, it gives the world no peace, it bars slumber, it teaches the world to be discontented and restless as long as the world has not God, it stimulates the movement of history.2

For Maritain the Jews would “always be outsiders in a supernatural sense.” “To be hated by the world is their glory, as it is also the glory of Christians who live by the faith.”3 Here again Maritain was undoubtedly moved by a benevolent spirit. But the critic might observe that whereas the Christian could choose for himself the sublimity of the suffering servant, the Jew, according to Maritain’s scheme, had the role thrust upon him whether he liked it or not.

Maritain did not deny that, in the world as it was, some Christians were anti-Semites. How could he, when the evidence in every day’s newspaper in the late 1930s testified to the fact? But he argued that anti-Semitism on the part of Christians was an aberration that could occur “only when they obey the spirit of the world rather than the spirit of Christianity.” The problem with such an interpretation from the sociological point of view, however, was that if, as Maritain implied, anti-Semites were not true Christians, then the number of Christians in Europe at the time must have been much smaller than was commonly perceived.

Maritain’s treatment of Catholic and non-Catholic Christian utterances on the Jewish issue was not altogether evenhanded. He quoted disapprovingly a recent pronouncement by the patriarch of the Romanian Orthodox Church that Jews had “bled white” the Romanian people but he passed over similar comments by Catholic prelates, for example in Poland. The closest he came to this delicate area was in his assurance that the Polish primate, Cardinal Hlond, had repudiated “systematic and unconditional hostility towards Jews”—a generous reading of Hlond’s public statements on the subject. In 1936 Hlond had issued a pastoral letter in which he castigated Jews as fraudsters, pornographers, and white slavers. Hlond conceded that “not all Jews are like this” and opposed the use of violence against them while supporting the boycott of Jewish businesses.4 True, Maritain gently and by implication reproved the Polish Catholic bishops when he expressed the hope that they would “understand that it is not enough to abstain from hating Jews as such in the heaven of spiritual feeling, while conceding to their enemies all the legends, the prejudices, the heated arguments in whose name they are persecuted on the earth of temporal realities.”5 Yet while admitting that in Poland “anti-Semitism has taken a Catholic form” and acknowledging that the Catholic press “has all too often been an accomplice,” he suggested that such behavior arose not from a religious source but rather “from the fact that, sociologically, it is natural, all too natural, that passions, however misleading, which claim to defend a country’s national interests, should claim also support from its traditional religion.”6

Maritain went further, defending the Roman Catholic Church against any accusation of complicity in anti-Semitism, even historically, as at the time of the Spanish Inquisition: “The Church itself and as such was not responsible for the excesses, even if some of its ministers were” (an old and rather pallid apologetic line). Skating lightly over the historical record, Maritain maintained that “the Popes repeatedly defended the Jews, notably against the absurd charge of ritual murder, and … all in all the Jews were generally less unhappy and less badly treated in the Papal States than elsewhere.”7

Of course, in dwelling on those instances and elements in Catholic doctrine and history that rejected anti-Semitism, Maritain (whose wife had been born Jewish) had a polemical purpose, directed primarily toward redeeming his fellow Christians from the sin of racism. In the process he lost sight of the fons et origo of anti-Jewish ideology in Europe, namely the Christian concept of the Jews as a deicide nation and all that flowed from that in the teaching, including the contemporary teaching, of the Church. Perhaps, as a believing Christian, he could do no other.

For all his blind spots, backslidings, and mitigations, let us remember again that Maritain’s was one of the rare pro-Jewish voices among churchmen in Europe in the 1930s. More representative of the general ruck of Catholic thought on the issue were Maritain’s former associates in Action Française, the conservative movement with which he had been associated until its interdiction, for reasons unconnected with the Jewish issue, by Pope Pius XI in 1926. Many Catholics continued, even after the pope’s condemnation of the movement, to be attracted to its reactionary, antidemocratic ideology, in which anti-Semitism was an important element. At the time of the papal ban, eleven of France’s seventeen cardinals and archbishops were reliably reported to be favorable to Action Française.8

The Roman Catholic Church in Poland, to which the overwhelming majority of Poles still looked for guidance on all moral issues, was still more deeply imbued with anti-Jewish doctrines and anti-Semitic prejudices. In 1934, responding to an appeal by a group of rabbis, Cardinal Kakowski, archbishop of Warsaw, condemned anti-Jewish violence. But he undercut the effectiveness of his statement by accusing Jews of offending Christian feelings, of propagating atheism, of publishing pornography, and of financing Communism.9

Pope Pius XI, in a meeting with pilgrims in September 1938, termed anti-Semitism “inadmissible,” adding, with tears in his eyes, “We are all spiritually Semites.”10 Perhaps he wept out of remorse for having written, when papal nuncio in Poland in 1919 (a time of widespread pogroms there): “One of the most evil and strongest influences that is felt here, perhaps the strongest and most evil, is that of the Jews.”11

In 1938 the pope ordered the preparation of an encyclical condemning all forms of racism. The draft text of Humani Generis Unitas was submitted to the pontiff in February 1939. But he died a few days later and his successor, Cardinal Pacelli, who reigned as Pius XII, chose not to proceed with it. The draft, while condemning racism, retained several expressions of religious hostility to the Jews for rejecting Christ. The decisions to delay submission of the text to Pius XI and to shelve it altogether after his death have been attributed to the influence of the Polish head of the Jesuit order, Father-General Włodzimierz Ledóchowski, but it is impossible to gauge the extent of his responsibility since the file on the subject in the Vatican archives remains closed.12

Was anti-Semitism, in fact, as Maritain and others maintained, antithetical to the Christian message? Or is the disinterested historical observer, able to draw on an arsenal of evidence comprising the record of actual behavior of Christian churches and churchmen in Europe in the early twentieth century, bound to conclude the opposite: that hostility to Jews was intrinsic to Christian doctrine, as it was then generally understood and taught, especially by the Roman Catholic Church? This, after all, was a time when the Church prayed every Good Friday “pro perfidis Judaeis” (without kneeling and without saying “Amen” at the end). The churches for the most part repudiated explicitly racist forms of anti-Semitism, particularly as applied to Jewish converts to Christianity. But that kind of antiSemitism was comparatively new, a phenomenon of the late nineteenth century and after. Much older and more deeply ingrained in Christian culture was the image of the nation of Christ-killers, with the mark of Cain on its forehead.

The blood libel, the accusation that Christian boys were murdered by Jews so that their blood might be used in the preparation of Passover matzot, a recurrent feature of anti-Jewish propaganda since its origin in twelfth-century England, resurfaced in interwar Europe. In Bitolj (Monastir) in Yugoslavia, for example, the charge was revived in 1921, 1922, and 1926. In 1930 a ritual murder charge in the town of Velykyi Bereznyi in Subcarpathian Ruthenia resulted in a legal case that dragged on for two years. Throughout the period Nazi propaganda devoted extensive attention to such allegations. These incidents drew on the inventory of Christian anti-Judaism but compounded religious antagonism with new, no less poisonous ingredients.

Bagatelles for a Massacre

Since the late nineteenth century, a new form of Jew-hatred had come into being: political anti-Semitism (the word was coined at that time). This ideology, or social psychopathology, developed mainly in France, Germany, and Austria, was sustained by collective paranoias and conspiracy theories that flourished in the age of mass politics. The Jews were now seen not merely as a decaying vestige of the past but as a worldwide agency of evil, bent on destroying all societies, whether through capitalist exploitation or revolutionary subversion.

All new ideologies require authoritative texts. Anti-Semitism found its theoretical construction in the works of German writers such as Wilhelm Marr and Houston Stewart Chamberlain. More popular and widely disseminated were two others. Edouard Drumont’s La France juive (1886) exalted the “Aryan race,” here given a Gallic complexion, and denounced the deicide, ritual murder, pornography, materialism, social climbing, ugliness, foul smell, treachery, criminality, and contagious diseases of the Jews, who, with the Protestants, Freemasons, and anticlericals, had been dragging France into the gutter since the revolution. The original version of the book, 1,200 pages long, was published in two volumes; abridged editions appeared later. Lavishly praised by the Catholic press, it became an enormous bestseller in France. Over the next two decades, the book furnished useful material for anti-Dreyfusards and anti-anticlericals and it provided a matrix for the next generation of anti-Semitic propagandists.

More international in its appeal was The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, the supposed minutes of a secret conclave of Jews who plotted world domination. The Protocols were concocted in the early years of the twentieth century, probably by officers in Paris of the Okhrana, the Russian secret police, who plagiarized an earlier French work that had nothing to do with the Jews. Translated into many languages, the Protocols were the most widely disseminated anti-Semitic text of the interwar period, second only to Mein Kampf, and in the late 1920s were reported to be circulating even in the Soviet Union.13

In France there was a clear line connecting the anti-Semitism of the Dreyfus period with that of the 1930s, when the same texts, themes, and images reappeared in contemporary guise. Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s Bagatelles pour un massacre (1937), which echoed both Drumont and the Protocols, was a merry, modernist, scatological eruption of loathing for Jews, accusing them, among much else, of leading France toward war. Received as an incitement to murder, the book was actually something different—though not necessarily more excusable. In the perverse, slippery, purposefully devious conception of the author, the “bagatelles” (literally “trifles”) of the title were to be understood in two specialized senses: light musical compositions, deliberately intended to contrast grotesquely with the deadly seriousness of the subject matter; and the patter of a fairground barker (the Jew) summoning the French people to a massacre, that is, war.14 Céline’s book, with a first print run of twenty thousand copies soon exhausted, was merely the outer edge of a much broader phenomenon of literary anti-Semitism that was detectable in more subtle forms in such civilized writers as André Gide, Georges Duhamel, and François Mauriac. Anti-Semitism in France, particularly among Catholics, was part of the perfume of the age. By contrast, “anti-anti-semitism,” as Eugen Weber observed, “simply did not sell.”15

A Declaration of War

In east-central Europe, the very establishment of the nation-state successors to the defeated empires after the First World War, it has been argued, “implied a declaration of war against the Jews.”16 In these relatively backward regions of the continent, Jews had hitherto fulfilled many of the economic and cultural functions of a middle class. The acquisition of state sovereignty was seen by the greater part of public opinion, not merely by rabid nationalists, as necessarily implying the removal of the Jews, an alien element, from positions of undue power and their replacement by nationals of the country. Throughout east-central Europe, and particularly in Poland, Romania, and Hungary, the most virulent enemies of the Jews were to be found among the nationalist intelligentsia.

Why, they asked, should aliens control industry, commerce, the theater, journalism, and other key institutions of the national economy and culture in these nation-states? The Jews, it is true, were not the sole targets for such xenophobia. Millions of nationals of former imperial powers—Hungarians in Romania, Turks in Bulgaria and Greece, and Germans everywhere—also encountered hostility. But there was at least one important difference. All these ethnic minorities had a nation-state to which, even if they were not citizens, they might look for political support and redress of their grievances. The Jews’ only potential recourse was to international legal instruments.

At the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 the victorious allies had required east European states to sign treaties guaranteeing the rights of minority populations, including Jews. These states, particularly Poland and Romania, fiercely resisted the imposition on them of what they regarded as unjust requirements that the great powers did not, after all, impose on themselves. The representatives of these states complained that the treaties were the product of undue influence exercised by an American-Jewish lobby at the conference. The Polish prime minister, Ignacy Paderewski, protested that his country was being treated as if it were “a nation of inferior standards of civilization.”17 If states were recognized as fully sovereign, why should others have any right of interference in their internal affairs? Negotiations on the treaties, conducted to the far-off drumbeat of pogroms in the Russo-Polish borderlands, generated resentment and distrust.

The treaties called for religious freedom and civil equality for all, as well as the right of minorities, within certain limits, to use their own languages. Primary schools functioning in those languages were to be funded by the state. Jewish Sabbath observance was to be protected (in the case of Poland, but not in Greece or Romania). Minorities were granted the right of petition to the League of Nations in cases of alleged transgression.

Rather than assuaging ethnic resentments, the treaties exacerbated them. Lithuania, which initially granted Jews far-reaching rights of autonomy, soon withdrew them. Poland and Romania, in particular, honored their obligations for the most part in the breach. The League of Nations Minorities Section, charged with monitoring observance, proved to be a weak reed. Jews were generally fearful of submitting complaints against their own governments: nearly all petitions on Jewish issues were therefore lodged by external Jewish bodies such as the Joint Foreign Committee of the Anglo-Jewish Association and the Board of Deputies of British Jews. Of the 883 petitions the League received between 1920 and 1939, only four resulted in condemnation of the accused state. The League of Nations Council, which bore ultimate responsibility for enforcing the treaties, failed utterly in what the former British foreign secretary Lord Balfour called its “hard and thankless task.”18

“Yes, but Without Violence”

Anti-Semitism was a European-wide phenomenon in the interwar period. Few countries, even those with small Jewish populations, were unaffected. The causes were manifold. Christian indoctrination fused with inflamed nationalism, rural-urban antagonism, traditional superstition, and populist propaganda. Restraining bonds of social control snapped as a result of the horrors of war, revolution, and depression. In the ramshackle polities of east-central Europe, strong intermediate institutions between state and citizen were generally lacking. The only exceptions were church and army, both usually hostile to Jews. Political participation in these states often took the form of follow-my-leader conformism, and politicians fell over one another in copycat efforts to adopt racist policies that appealed to the self-regard of declining social groups and the self-interest of ascending ones.

A few countries seemed, for a time, immune from infection. The small, long-established Jewish communities of Italy and Bulgaria were comfortably integrated into society and Jews rarely encountered hostility. In Czechoslovakia, Jews were to some extent shielded by the liberal-democratic ethos imprinted on the new state by Tomáš Masaryk.

In the USSR, anti-Semitism appeared, on the face of things, to have been eliminated. Deeply embedded as it was in Russian and Ukrainian social attitudes, it did not, of course, disappear overnight after 1917. But the extent of its subterranean prevalence is difficult to judge, given the controls on free expression in the USSR. There is evidence that, especially among the peasantry, anti-Jewish attitudes lingered in the popular consciousness. In Byelorussia, the blood libel accusation was heard in 1928 and again in 1933. In the acute town-country antipathies aroused by the collectivization campaign in the early 1930s, the Jew, regarded as the prototypical urbanite, attracted continued hostility. Still, at least at the official level, the Soviet state sternly disapproved of such “chauvinist attitudes.”19

Even in these four countries, however, the Jews were granted only a temporary respite.

An early indication of what Jews might expect on the continent as a whole was the reappearance of the numerus clausus. This quota system, limiting Jewish admissions to high schools and universities, had first been imposed in the Russian Empire in 1887. It was abolished in Russia after the revolution of February 1917 but reappeared shortly afterward elsewhere and was first enacted into law in Hungary in November 1920. Taking as its basis the proportion of Jews to the population as a whole, this legislation provided that no more than 6 percent of admissions to universities were to be Jewish. Protests at the League (not by Hungarian Jews themselves, since they feared retribution) failed to secure the law’s withdrawal, although enforcement was initially lax. The measure was significant as the first anti-Semitic law in interwar Europe.

Its passage was a serious blow to Hungarian Jews, who for the most part had hitherto felt at home in Hungarian society and culture. For many of them, the period between 1867 and 1914 had seemed like a golden age. Freed from legal restrictions, some had prospered greatly, moved into the professions and into the nobility. In spite of occasional disturbing throwbacks, notably a ritual murder trial at Tiszaeszlár in 1882, anti-Semitism seemed to belong to a less civilized past.

The revolution of 1918–19 and its aftermath changed all that. The short-lived Soviet regime of Béla Kun, a Communist of Jewish origin, was followed by a white terror in which hundreds of Jews were slaughtered by nationalist militias. Admiral Miklós Horthy, who proclaimed himself regent of Hungary in March 1920, presided thereafter over a reactionary, fiercely anti-Communist regime. The radical-right government of Gyula Gömbös between 1932 and 1936 courted Hitler and Mussolini and brought anti-Semitism into the center of public discourse. A fascist movement, the Arrow Cross, advocated discrimination against Jews and the removal of Jews from positions of economic and cultural power.

In Romania, independence in 1878 had been recognized by the powers at the Congress of Berlin only on condition that Jews would be granted citizenship and equality. That conditionality, seen as an impairment of the state’s sovereignty, heightened long-standing enmity toward Jews. In the event, fewer than three thousand were permitted to become citizens by 1914. Under renewed pressure from the powers at the Paris Peace Conference, Romania recognized Jewish residents as citizens in 1919. But what was given with one hand was soon half taken away with the other. A large part of the political class, reflecting public opinion, would not reconcile themselves to Jewish emancipation. A new law in 1924 limited the rights of two-thirds of the Jewish population of the country who lived in territories newly acquired as a result of the First World War (Bessarabia, Transylvania, and Bukovina). In formerly Hungarian Transylvania, the identification of Jews with the culture of the former ruling power exacerbated Romanian hostility. In 1934 a “Law for the Employment of Romanian Workers in Factories” made it difficult for Jews to find or retain jobs. The radical-right Legion of the Archangel Michael, founded in 1927 and led by the theatrical Corneliu Zelea Codreanu, won support from many sectors of society, including much of the intelligentsia.

In Poland too Jews encountered difficulty in securing implementation of the minority treaty. In spite of numerous declarations of intent, remaining discriminatory legal provisions against Jews in territories inherited from the Russian and Austrian empires were not finally abolished until 1931. Meanwhile, the treaty’s opponents undertook a number of measures designed to empty it of effectiveness. A Sabbath observance law, restricting the ability of shopkeepers to trade on Sundays, had serious effects on orthodox Jews, now compelled to close their businesses on both Saturday and Sunday. In 1934 the Polish government, to general public applause at home, unilaterally repudiated the minority treaty.

Political attitudes toward Jews in Poland in the 1930s ranged from guarded cooperation on the left to outright hostility on the right. The Socialist Party, while condemning attacks on Jews, was not immune to anti-Jewish influences and in the late 1930s some socialists were among those calling for Jewish emigration. The Peasant Party, which had opposed anti-Semitism in the early 1920s, declared the Jews an “alien nation” in 1935 and endorsed a policy of encouraging Jewish emigration. The strongest opposition party, the right-wing National Democrats (Endeks), saw the Jews as no more than “sub-tenants” on Polish soil and favored their complete elimination from Polish society. They should be deprived of the vote, denied access to all public offices, and removed from the professions, industry, and commerce. Pending the emigration of the entire Jewish population, Jews who lived in Poland should be confined to ghettos. Such views were shared by other, smaller, right-wing parties. The leader of the Conservative Party, Prince Janusz Radziwiłł, for example, called in 1937 for the “forcible emigration of the Jews.”20 Most important, OZON, the “Camp of National Unity,” which became the dominant political force in the late 1930s, was outspokenly anti-Semitic, refusing even to admit Jews to membership, calling for discriminatory legislation, and demanding large-scale Jewish emigration.

Anti-Jewish disturbances in fifty Polish towns and villages in 1935–36 resulted in at least ten deaths. Passengers on trains on the Warsaw-Otwock line were attacked. Shops and homes were looted. Jews complained that the authorities stood idly by. “Polish Jewry,” wrote an observer, was “surrounded by an atmosphere of incitement and hostility.” Jews were living “in a state of panic” and they all felt “a sense of outrage.”21

In March 1936 a pogrom in Przytyk, a shtetl near Radom in central Poland, left two Jews and one gentile dead and many others injured, as well as property damage. The riot erupted when peasants attacked Jewish-owned market stalls. A hundred Jewish homes were plundered and destroyed. In subsequent trials of those involved in the fighting, the Jewish defenders received much heavier sentences than the Polish rioters. Thousands of Jews participated in a protest march in Radom. Similar demonstrations took place throughout the country but, in the atmosphere of heightened Polish-Jewish tension, the pogroms spread.

The violence erupted in a climate of fierce political rhetoric and activity directed against Jews. In 1936 the Polish parliament approved a law, ostensibly based on humanitarian considerations, banning shechitah (kosher slaughter of meat). Although complete prohibition was postponed until 1942, limitations on kosher slaughter took effect in January 1937. Emil Sommerstein, a Zionist deputy in the Sejm (lower house of parliament), expressed the general Jewish view when he complained: “The slogan of humanitarianism appears with the goal of making the Jewish religion repugnant. [It serves as] support for barbarian superstitions and humiliation of the Jewish people as savage barbarians in the eyes of the Polish community.”22 The phrase echoed Paderewski’s 1919 statement, quoted earlier: it is worth noting how often both Jews and Poles, in their troubled, chip-on-shoulder relationship with each other, chanted the refrain “we are not barbarians.” An economic boycott of Jews in the late 1930s gained widespread support and was approved by the Church and members of the government. The prime minister, Felicjan Sławoj-Składkowski, endorsed it, though he added the qualifier “yes, but without violence.”23

“A Tolerable Relationship”

The anti-Semitism of the Nazis differed from that of the rest of the continent in its radical brutality and bureaucratic systematization not, for the most part, in its origins. Hitler’s obsessional preoccupation with the Jews was different in degree but not in kind from the racist thinking of other far-right demagogues, both German and non-German. His writings and speeches justified, broadcast, and amplified but did not in themselves create hatred of Jews in Germany. Anti-Semitism there shared many of the same causes as elsewhere, drew on similar, traditional imagery and exploited collective experiences of defeat, famine, inflation, and, after 1929, unemployment. The prominent role played by leftists of Jewish birth in the revolutions on German soil in 1918–19 helped feed the “stab-in-the-back” theory of Germany’s defeat in the First World War. The assassination by a right-wing fanatic of the foreign minister, Walther Rathenau, a Jew, in 1922 was an early indication that the enemies of Weimar democracy would stop at nothing.

Between 1918 and 1933 anti-Semitism was prominent in the rhetoric not only of the Nazis but of respectable conservative parties. In Germany, as elsewhere, Jews often noticed a strange disconnection between the personal friendliness of some non-Jews and their readiness to avow far-reaching anti-Jewish attitudes. In a memoir of his time as a young hospital doctor in Germany in the late Weimar years, Martin Andermann relates how one of his colleagues, a convinced Nazi, used to debate with him. Andermann had the impression that his interlocutor “did not harbour any personal hatred towards me. … He fought not individual Jews but what he called ‘the Jew.’ ‘The Jew’ was for him exactly what ‘Satan’ had been for a medieval Christian. In fact, he said to me once at the end of a long discussion and with total seriousness: ‘You are for me the incarnation of Satan.’” The man added that he had nothing against Andermann as an individual and “in fact, he felt he could be quite fond of me.” Yet he would not shy away from killing him if necessary, albeit with “personal regrets.”24

Burke’s dictum that “all that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing” has a special resonance in relation to the victory of Nazism. The success of the Nazi onslaught on the Jews required not only the active participation of a minority of fanatics but the passive acquiescence of a cowardly or indifferent majority. The Hamburg banker Max Warburg found that the eagerness of former business associates to cultivate him had given way since 1933 to a tendency to avoid or even snub him: “On my way to the bank I met not a single acquaintance, while in former times I was continually doffing my hat in greeting.”25 The young lawyer Sebastian Haffner was shocked at his own reaction when Nazi brownshirts invaded the library of the Berlin court building where he was working and barked, “Non-Aryans must leave the premises immediately.” One of the brownshirts came up and asked whether he was an “Aryan.”

A moment too late I felt the shame, the defeat. I had said “Yes!” Well, in God’s name, I was indeed an “Aryan.” I had not lied, I had allowed something much worse to happen. What a humiliation, to answer the unjustified question … so easily, even if the fact was of no importance to me! What a disgrace to buy with a reply, the right to stay with my documents in peace!26

Haffner eventually left Germany to work as an anti-Nazi journalist in Britain. Most of his fellow readers in the library remained behind—save the “non-Aryans.”

Before 1933, Germany, concerned for the fate of German minorities in eastern Europe, had been a vocal champion of minority rights in that region. After 1933 she was suddenly called upon to answer for her own treatment of a minority. The general issue of German persecution of the Jews was brought before the League of Nations Assembly’s Sixth Committee (dealing with the protection of minorities) in the autumn of 1933. The German delegate denied that the committee had any jurisdiction, maintaining that “the Jewish problem in Germany is a special problem sui generis and cannot possibly be treated here simply like an ordinary minority question.”27 It was indeed true that German Jews had, in general, not thought of themselves hitherto as a “minority.” Like French Jews they preferred to insist on their rights as individual citizens rather than on any collective right to special treatment. But as the French delegate in the committee’s discussion put it, “The Jewish minority as such may not have existed in Germany. It is created when discriminatory treatment is accorded to the German Jews.”28 Shortly afterward, the exchange was rendered academic by the withdrawal of Germany from the League and all its affiliated organizations.

The only productive intervention of the League on a Jewish claim against Germany came as a result of the “Bernheim Petition” in May 1933. This case concerned a Jewish resident of German Upper Silesia who had been dismissed from his job because he was a Jew. The petition was seen as a test case of the League’s ability to assert its role as a treaty guarantor. The League Council compelled Germany to suspend anti-Jewish legislation in the region, on the ground that it violated the German-Polish Convention of 1922. The respite was short-lived: when the convention expired in 1937, the full force of Nazi anti-Jewish laws was applied in the region.

The League, reduced to little more than an Anglo-French debating club, had in the meantime decided to appoint a “High Commissioner for Refugees (Jewish and other) coming from Germany.” This new organ was designed to deal with the problems arising from the flight of thousands of Jews from Germany after Hitler’s accession to power. But the high commissioner was not given an adequate budget to fulfill its task. In fact, he was not granted League funding at all. Article 12 of the High Commission’s Statute, adopted in December 1933, declared: “The resources of the High Commission are constituted by funds contributed voluntarily from private or other sources.”29

The magnitude of the challenge facing the High Commission became clear in 1935, when a new surge of refugees fled Germany as a result of the hardening of Nazi policy toward Jews. The decree laws announced by Hitler at Nuremberg in September that year reduced “non-Aryans” from the status of citizens to subjects. The laws prohibited Jews from employing as servants “Aryan” women younger than forty-five, forbade Jews to display the German flag, and provided a basis for further regulations restricting Jewish employment.

Subsequent announcements set forth a detailed racial classification of Aryan and non-Aryan. A Jew was a person with three or four grandparents who had been Jewish by religion. Persons with a smaller proportion of Jewish ancestors were categorized as “half-Jews” or “quarter-Jews.” These categories too were refined, depending on other factors such as marital status. The laws barred marriage or sexual relations between non-Aryans and Aryans (existing marriages were tolerated, although Aryan spouses were encouraged to sue for divorce). The laws led to a wave of suicides, particularly by non-Aryans accused of “race defilement.”30

Some Jews consoled themselves that the Nuremberg Laws, however objectionable, at any rate clarified their status and, after two years of threats, boycotts, exclusion, and uncertainty, provided them with a fixed basis for what Hitler termed “a tolerable relationship with the Jewish people.”31

“A Force of Nature”

As the menace of anti-Semitism grew, Jews adopted a variety of explanations for it. Many, especially Zionists, saw Jew-hatred as endemic in all European societies. In eastern Europe, Jews commonly regarded anti-Semitism not so much as something that required explanation but rather, as Abraham Ascher, describing the outlook of his Polish-Jewish parents in the then-German city of Breslau, put it, “almost as a force of nature, about which little could be done except escape.”32 For some, anti-Semitism was not only ineradicable but natural in a world ordered mainly on the basis of ethnic polities. For optimistic liberals, anti-Semitism was a “medieval” relic that would disappear with greater education and enlightenment. Marxists, on the other hand, often argued that, like nationalism, anti-Semitism was a form of false consciousness, a device employed by the possessing classes to divide the working class and divert to another target proletarian hostility to the bourgeoisie. Since Jews were merely being used as scapegoats, anti-Semitism would automatically evaporate once a classless society was achieved.

Some assigned blame to Jews themselves or, to be more precise, to other Jews. The French philosopher Henri Bergson, the first Jew to be elected to the Académie Française, for example, attributed the rise of anti-Semitism “in great part, alas” to “a certain number of Jews entirely deprived of moral sense.”33 Bernard Kahn, the Swedish-born European director of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, laid responsibility in part at the door of the Ostjuden. In a telephone conference call with leaders of the Joint in November 1936, he said: “There is especially a growing, serious anti-Semitic movement in that part of Holland called Maastricht. This is a Catholic section and a mining district where Eastern Jews who came in during the last four or five years have caused anti-Jewish feeling. This is because they peddle around in these mining districts, furnishing all sorts of goods to the miners on credit at higher prices than normal, and in these critical, harsh times demand payment of their money.”34

The Frankfurt sociologist Max Horkheimer, a Marxist of Jewish origin, wrote provocatively and succinctly in an essay on “The Jews and Europe,” completed on September 1, 1939: “He who does not wish to speak of capitalism should also be silent about fascism.” He sneered at the “good Europeans” who still held to liberal shibboleths. The “century-long interlude of Liberalism,” he declared, was over. It had served the Jews well. But “the fact that they were better off under Liberalism does not guarantee its fairness.” (“Dass es ihnen im Liberalismus besser ging verbürgt nicht seine Gerechtigkeit.”)35

Horkheimer’s fierce hostility to Nazism did not prevent his sharing some elements of their analysis of the Jewish role in society, in particular their stress on the role of Jewish “finance-capitalism.” This he saw as the chief pretext for the Nazi deployment of anti-Semitism as a propaganda weapon. He was not alone in such appropriation of Nazi concepts. The political theorist Hannah Arendt, like Horkheimer in exile from Germany after 1933, considered herself a Zionist in the 1930s. She absorbed from Nazi historians an interpretation of anti-Semitism that owed much to their contention that it was the conduct of the Jews themselves that was the chief cause of it.36

“I Would Love Her Even More”

Jewish responses to anti-Semitism ranged along a spectrum from sighing resignation through belief in the power of reasoned argument to advocacy of combative resistance. Strictly orthodox Jews were the most passive in their reactions, liberals more hopeful that political and diplomatic action could yield results, leftists and Zionists the most militant in calling for measures such as economic boycott of Nazi Germany, protest strikes in Poland, or even physical resistance to anti-Jewish violence.

Orthodox Jewish leaders in Germany initially adopted an emollient attitude toward Hitler. In interviews with the press in 1933, Rabbi Jehiel Jacob Weinberg, rector of the orthodox seminary in Berlin, minimized Nazi anti-Semitism and expressed gratitude to Hitler for combating Communism and atheism. In October that year, leading orthodox figures including Rabbi Esra Munk of the Adass Jisroel, a secessionist orthodox group, and Jacob Rosenheim, leader of the ultra-orthodox Agudas Yisroel movement, wrote a long joint letter to Hitler. They denounced “Marxist materialism and Communist atheism” and pledged their opposition to the economic boycott of Germany being organized by anti-Nazis in other countries. At the same time they complained that Nazi measures against the Jews condemned them “to a slow but certain death from starvation.” The writers declared their conviction “that the German government does not seek the destruction of German Jewry,” adding: “But if we are wrong, if you Herr Reich Chancellor and the National Government you lead … should indeed have made it their objective to eradicate German Jewry from the German body politic, then we would rather cease nurturing illusions and learn the bitter truth.”37 The letter was not favored with so much as an acknowledgment of receipt.

The economic boycott of Nazi Germany by Jews in the United States and elsewhere, championed by the prominent American-Jewish leader Rabbi Stephen Wise, was controversial in the Jewish world. The Reichsvertretung publicly opposed the boycott. In Czernowitz (capital of the province of Bukovina in Romania) Jewish merchants continued to trade with Germany surreptitiously, using assumed names.38 The German government cunningly succeeded in undercutting the boycott by negotiating the ha’avara (transfer) agreement with the Zionist Organization. Under this, Jewish emigrants from Germany were permitted to export a limited part of their capital by depositing Reichsmarks in Germany in return for German goods that would be exported to Palestine and exchanged there for pounds.

In response to anti-Semitic attacks, many Jews who had hitherto been on the fringe of involvement in the community felt driven to adopt a more assertively Jewish posture. As they were excluded from fellowship with their neighbors and deprived of citizenship, Jews, often for the first time, made common cause with one another across boundaries of class, ideology, or religious affiliation. In Germany, the early Nazi years saw an enthusiastic rediscovery of Jewish religion and culture and growth in support for Zionism.

Some Jews believed that reason was the best answer to unreason. The head of the Romanian Jewish community, Wilhelm Filderman, a Liberal member of parliament, rejected the proposition that the mass of the population was inherently anti-Semitic. Hatred of Jews, he maintained, was disseminated from above and could best be countered by rational discussion. Thus when, in response to an essay by Filderman in 1937, the prominent intellectual and former prime minister Nicolae Iorga published a viciously anti-Semitic tract, Iudaica, Filderman responded with further apologetic articles. As Jean Ancel has written, “Filderman loved Romania and could not understand why Romania did not love him and his coreligionists.”39 Mutatis mutandis, the same might have been said of many Jewish leaders and thinkers throughout Europe.

While Communists stressed their faith in internationalist ideals, bourgeois Jews sought to emphasize their patriotism, hoping thereby to undercut anti-Semites’ accusations of disloyalty. Sometimes their affirmations took surprising forms. In Paris between 1933 and 1936, ceremonies honoring war dead at the Notre Dame de Nazareth synagogue included a parade down the aisles by hundreds of members of the right-wing, antiparliamentary Croix de Feu. This annual affirmation of the union sacrée terminated only in 1936 with the dissolution of the Croix de Feu, together with other right-wing “leagues,” by Léon Blum’s Popular Front government.

Some of the most spontaneous responses to anti-Semitism, illustrating how readily it could inspire fear or be internalized by its victims, came from the young. Hans Floersheim, a boy in the small town of Rotenburg in Hessen in western Germany, rarely encountered anti-Semitism in daily life. Occasionally schoolmates would call Jewish children “Judenstinker,” whereupon they would respond “Christenstinker.”40 That, at any rate, was before 1933. A few months after the Nazi takeover, however, his father, a textile merchant and Social Democrat, was driven out of the town. The family settled in Leipzig, hoping, like many Jews from small towns, to find easier acceptance in the relative anonymity of a big city. In Leipzig Hans experienced little direct anti-Semitism. But he later recalled one telling episode. Like most German children, he was expected to wear a distinctive cap to and from school, with a badge denoting his school and class. But he felt uncomfortable wearing a cap that showed he was a pupil at the Carlebach Realschule, a Jewish school. He therefore persuaded his parents to search out a shop that would sell them a generic cap without the distinctive badge. Or perhaps this was his parents’ precautionary idea—later he could not quite recall.41

Another example from further east: the Polish-Jewish poet Aleksander Wat records the occasion in the late 1930s when his seven-year-old son came home from school and reported that a Jewish woman shopkeeper’s window had been smashed “because the Jews are terrible, they’re ugly and they’re dirty.” His mother revealed to the child that she herself was a Jew. “And so, do you love your mother?” To which he responded: “I would love her even more if she weren’t a Jew.”42

On the printed page, the platform, the stage, and the painted canvas, in song, in private letters and conversations, and, where they could prudently do so, in public statements, Jews gave voice to a broad range of emotions in response to their vilification and persecution. Some of the most anguished expressions of pain were in verse. These followed an age-old Jewish literary tradition that in its modern form had transmuted lamentation into protest and defiance. After the Kishinev pogrom of 1903, Haim Nahman Bialik had written a searing Hebrew poem, “City of Slaughter,” in which he denounced not only the perpetrators but also the passivity of the Jewish victims and onlookers. In 1938, Mordkhe Gebirtig, a popular composer of Yiddish songs who was close to the consciousness of the Jewish masses in Poland, ran into trouble with the Polish censor when he wrote “Unzer shtetl brent” (Our town is burning):

S’brent! briderlekh, s’brent!

It’s on fire, brothers, it’s on fire!

oy, unzer orem shtetl, nebekh, brent!

Our poor town, alas, is burning!

Beyze vintn mit yirgozn

Angry gusts in a rage

raysn, brekhn un tseblozn

Rip and smash and fan

shtarker nokh di vilde flamen

The wild flames ever stronger

alts arum shoyn brent!

Everything around is on fire!

un ir shteyt un kukt azoy zikh

And you stand and stare

mit farleygte hent

with folded arms,

un ir shteyt un kukt azoy zikh.

and you stand and stare.

Unzer shtetl brent!43

Our town is on fire!

The text ran into trouble with the Polish censor. Such spasms of outrage were, alas, more common among Jews than the difficult task of devising a coherent, let alone a unified, political strategy for defense against their tormentors.
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GRANDEES AND GRANDSTANDERS

Jewish Politics

Disunity was the hallmark of Jewish politics between the wars. Divided by frontiers, by ideologies, and by class, Jewish politics was highly factionalized, raucous, and uncompromising. Without a state apparatus and with little in the way of potential rewards, however, it was generally free of corruption. In the 1920s it mirrored to some degree the politics of the states and peoples among whom Jews lived. But as the condition of European Jews became more precarious in the 1930s, their politics turned into an existential struggle, waged with increasing desperation and, in some cases, a zeal that slipped over into fanaticism.

Pre-democratic political modes had not completely disappeared. The traditions of the gvir (local bigwig) and the shtadlan (grandee intercessor with governments) had not altogether died out. Figures like Wilhelm Filderman in Romania performed this function in a somewhat updated form. Even in democratic France, the Rothschilds still held sway over many communal institutions, though restive plebeians, mainly immigrants and leftists, challenged patrician dominance.

Jewish politics was conducted in three arenas: communal, national, and international. Internal community political life dealt not only with the narrowly religious business of the kehillot, maintenance of synagogues and ritual baths, appointment of rabbis, control of kosher slaughter, and so forth, but with the administration of schools, hospitals, old people’s homes, and other institutions, as well as representation of the community to surrounding society.

In international diplomacy, having no nation-state apparatus at their disposal, Jews could defend themselves only through nongovernmental organizations such as the Paris-based Alliance Israélite Universelle, in spite of its name, really a French-Jewish organization, or the Comité des Délégations Juives, a body of unofficial diplomats from a dozen countries who had played a role at the Paris Peace Conference, or through the good offices of the decreasing number of friendly national governments. The Comité gave way in 1936 to the World Jewish Congress, founded under the leadership of Stephen Wise and largely organized by Nahum Goldmann. The WJC aspired to be the “permanent address of the Jewish people.”1 Its first plenary assembly in Geneva gathered 280 representatives from Jewish communities in thirty-two countries—by far the largest delegation came from the United States. The organization set up its headquarters in Paris and an office in Geneva. With affiliates and branches in most countries where Jewish communities lived, with the exception of the Soviet Union, the WJC played a role in Jewish international politics. Its representative pretensions, however, were hollow: many Jewish organizations were suspicious of it as a Zionist front organization and refused to affiliate.

At the national level, the character of Jewish politics differed radically across the four zones of European Jewry. In the Soviet Union, its scope, like that of politics in general, steadily narrowed. In the early 1920s nearly all traces of non-Communist politics were eliminated. In 1930 the closure of the Evsektsiia rendered any specifically Jewish political activity, other than in the Jewish autonomous region of Birobidzhan, open to suspicion of “nationalist deviation.” In the late 1930s purges, show trials, and terror cut a swathe through the Old Bolsheviks, among whose leading personalities Jews had been disproportionately prominent. By the end of the decade, any vestige of Jewish politics in the USSR had been effectively snuffed out.

In the Third Reich the creation of the one-party state and the exclusion of Jews from citizenship abruptly ended their participation in what remained of national politics. The Nazis nevertheless permitted some limited political activity to continue within the Jewish community, allowing, in particular, Zionists to continue to propagandize, recruit, and train potential emigrants to Palestine. Within its sphere, the Reichsvertretung was granted a certain autonomy in administering Jewish institutions. At any rate, until 1938 it could negotiate with the government or, more precisely, supplicate on behalf of the Jewish community.

In the democracies, given the small electoral weight of the Jewish communities, Jewish political participation in national politics was generally individual rather than collective. Jews overwhelmingly supported the liberal center or the left. In France most backed the Popular Front. In Weimar Germany they voted mainly for the liberal German Democratic Party (DDP) or for the Social Democrats, in the case of the former so much so that it became damagingly identified in the public eye as a Jewish party. Many Jews rose to prominent positions in these parties. The DDP mayor of Frankfurt from 1924 to 1933, for example, was a Jew, Ludwig Landmann. In Austria, where the Liberals had faded almost out of existence by the mid-1920s, the bulk even of middle-class Jewish votes went to the Social Democrats.

In east-central Europe, Jews were almost by definition excluded from three of the most important political groupings: peasant parties, since Jews were overwhelmingly urban; clerical parties, since they were not Christians; and nationalist ones, since they were not regarded as members of the dominant ethnic or national group.

During the years of turmoil after 1917, Jews had briefly won recognition as an ethnopolitical entity in parts of the region. But experiments in Jewish autonomy in independent Ukraine, before its partition between Poland and Soviet Russia in 1921, and in Lithuania in the early 1920s were short-lived and were not repeated elsewhere.

In Romania, where Jews formed 4 percent of the population in the 1930s, a Jewish Party enjoyed success for a short time. In 1932 it won a majority of Jewish votes and five seats in parliament. But its support was mainly concentrated in the former Hungarian province of Transylvania. It did not have much of a following elsewhere and in subsequent elections failed to cross the minimum threshold to regain entry into parliament.

In Czechoslovakia, until the country’s dissolution in 1938–39, a Jewish Party, composed mainly of Zionist elements, secured representation in parliament between 1929 and 1938 (after 1935 in electoral cooperation with the Czech Social Democrats). But Czechoslovak Jews were deeply divided in their cultural outlooks, religious views, and ideological sympathies. Zionism was opposed by Marxist internationalists in Prague, by Hungarian assimilationists in Slovakia, and by the dominant orthodox elements in Subcarpathian Ruthenia. Given the small size of the Jewish community, the party could not exercise effective leverage in national politics.

In Poland there was no significant liberal party like that of Weimar Germany that might have attracted middle-class Jewish votes. And the Polish Socialist Party, although not anti-Semitic, tended to view its Jewish members as something of an embarrassment in its efforts to win support in the broader working-class.

Herman Liebermann, a lawyer from Drohobycz in Galicia, who had fought in the Polish Legion in the First World War, became the Socialist Party’s most prominent Jewish politician, representing it in the Sejm from 1919 to 1933. A brilliant orator of great force and pathos, he considered himself a Pole first and a Jew second. His deepest commitment was to the Polish working class. He once told his mistress that in his fantasies he saw himself as Christ taking on the cross of mankind’s suffering.2 After the coup d’état of Marshal Piłsudski in 1926, which introduced a semi-authoritarian regime to the country, Liebermann became a leader of the Centrolew (Center-Left) democratic opposition. Sentenced to a prison term in 1933, he escaped to Czechoslovakia and later to France, where he joined the large community of political exiles active in the democratic socialist Second International.

Such figures, however, were unusual in Polish political life. Most Jewish politicians in Poland, except for Communists, operated through specifically Jewish parties, which won 34 seats (out of 444) in the Sejm in 1922 and 12 (out of 111) in the senate. These numbers were never again attained but the Jewish vote and Jewish parties remained bit players on the Polish political stage until 1939.

During the interwar period, therefore, Poland became the focal point of Jewish politics. Although divided among many parties, each of which in turn was subdivided into contending factions, Jewish politics in Poland, reflected to some degree in other countries, was organized around three major blocs: orthodox, Zionist, and leftist, each vying for the allegiance of a highly mobilized, articulate, and fractious constituency.

“We Do Not Get Involved”

Orthodox Jews in Europe traditionally sought to cultivate good relations with governing authority, of whatever hue, and shunned oppositional political activity. In fact their predisposition was to shun political activity altogether. Modern realities, however, compelled them to organize to defend their sectoral interests.

Founded in 1912, the Agudas Yisroel claimed not to be a political party at all but rather a movement, guided by rabbinical authorities, representing orthodox Jewry. It sought to unite all orthodox Jews, Hasidim and misnagdim, ultra- and modern orthodox, in common opposition to Reform Judaism, secularism, and assimilation, all despised as works of the devil. Its following was strongest in formerly Russian-ruled “Congress Poland,” particularly among Gerer Hasidim, followers of Rabbi Abraham Mordechai Alter of Gur (or Góra Kalwaria).

While purporting to be non- (or super-) political, the Aguda played the political game with consummate skill. In Poland it achieved considerable success in elections to the Sejm and the senate. In other countries its followers compensated for their smaller numbers by zealous devotion to the cause.

Although they trumpeted their hostility to Jewish nationalism, the Agudists treasured the small enclave of ultra-orthodox Jewish residents in Palestine, whom they regarded as their protégés and peculiar preserve, and they sought immigration certificates to the Jewish National Home with no less eagerness than the Zionists whom they vilified.

The Agudists found Piłsudski’s paternalistic regime after 1926 relatively palatable. The government showed some readiness to accommodate orthodox Jewish demands and institutions as against those of secular Jewish parties. In return the Agudists backed the government in the elections of 1928 and 1930. Hasidic rabbis issued preelection fliers with instructions to their followers on how to vote. The Bobover rebbe, Ben-Zion Halberstam, for example, issued such decrees in 1930 and 1938.3

Not all orthodox Jews supported the Agudah. The most conservative rabbinical leaders, led by the Munkácser rebbe Hayim Eleazar Shapira, vehemently opposed the Aguda. Shapira excoriated the Agudists for admitting “admixtures of secular learning” in their schools. They were “defiling the children’s minds and hearts with foolishness that leads to levity and heresy.”4 Shapira’s anti-Agudist, as also his anti-Zionist, ideas were shared by the Satmarer rebbe, Yoel Teitelbaum, though the two men fell out in a territorial dispute.

The Belzer rebbe, Aharon Rokeach, one of the foremost Hasidic leaders in Poland, stood somewhat aloof from the Agudists. In 1928, however, handbills issued in the rebbe’s name called on all Jews to vote for the “Non-Partisan Bloc for Cooperation with the Government,” headed by Piłsudski. This, the rebbe proclaimed, was their “holy duty” from which they should not be seduced by unbelievers and liars who advised differently. But shortly before the election he issued a new announcement, repudiating the earlier one and insisting that “we do not get involved in these matters.”5 What prompted the change of position (if change there was) is unknown. Whether both were authentic or not, the fliers were an indication of the importance attached to the rebbe’s endorsement.

The death of Piłsudski in 1935 ended the cozy arrangement between the government and orthodox Jews and removed a bulwark against overt discrimination against Jews. The outbreak of the Great Depression had meanwhile enhanced the appeal to the Polish electorate of the anti-Semitic right. Under the “regime of the colonels” between 1935 and 1939, the far right acquired an increasing voice in government. Jews, including the orthodox, became increasingly targets for attack. In these circumstances, support grew among Jews for the more assertive positions of the Zionists and the left.

Here-and-Now Work

Zionism, like all modernizing forces in Jewry, founded its ideology on a critique not just of the surrounding world but of existing Jewish society. Often the condemnation was harsh and unsparing, bordering on collective self-disgust that was sometimes a hairs-breadth removed from anti-Semitism. The life of the Jewish masses in eastern Europe, wrote the Yiddish literary critic (and Zionist) Bal-Makhshoves (Isidor Eliashev), “repels every healthy man. … They live like a worm reared in the gutter of a roof which then falls off the roof into a street-drain, but perforce then acclimatizes itself to its new environment.”6

Zionists viewed the diaspora in negative terms and argued that it was hopeless to seek its regeneration anywhere other than in the ancestral homeland. At the same time, they found themselves obliged, willy-nilly, to conduct most of their political activity in the diaspora in the form of what was called Gegenwartsarbeit (here-and-now work).

Zionism aspired to become an international force but in reality its geography was severely circumscribed. Its primary focus was on the state-building enterprise in Palestine; yet only a small fraction of Jewry (around 2 percent of the total) had made their homes there by the late 1930s. The World Zionist Organization’s headquarters were in London and it was heavily dependent on financial support from American Jewry; yet in the Americas or western Europe it could count on active support from only a small minority of Jews. In the Soviet Union Zionism was proscribed altogether and emigration to Palestine was impossible.

Among German-speaking Jews, where Zionism had hitherto been the enthusiasm of a small clique, it began to attract interest in the 1920s and won victories in communal elections in Berlin in 1926 and Vienna in 1932. After 1933 it gained further support among Jews in the Third Reich, less on intrinsic ideological grounds than as offering an escape route in extremis.

With these exceptions, the movement’s popular base in the 1930s was therefore largely restricted to east-central Europe and the Balkans. Its greatest center was in Poland. Out of 976,000 shekel payers (members of the Zionist Organization paying the small, minimum membership subscription) in the world in 1935, 406,000 were in Poland. Zionism there, moreover, was a significant force not only in the Jewish community but in national politics. Zionists, however, were far from united. Within the movement a spectrum of parties from right to left battled for dominance.

The General Zionists represented the broad mainstream. They were led internationally by the towering figure of Chaim Weizmann. Born in Russia but a British citizen, he had enormous prestige as the leader whose diplomacy had won for the Zionists the Balfour Declaration of 1917, promising British support for a Jewish National Home in Palestine. A world statesman, a skillful organizer, and wily political maneuverer, he was an assured negotiator, well-known in the chancelleries of power. A powerful speaker in several languages, he dominated the movement. His mastery was recognized even between 1931 and 1935, when he temporarily yielded presidency of the Zionist Organization to the journalist Nahum Sokolow.

Yitzhak Gruenbaum was the foremost Zionist leader in Poland. A newspaper editor, he led the Jewish parliamentary caucus. An outspoken advocate of Jewish rights, he managed, by force of personality, to compensate for the General Zionists’ comparative lack of ideological coherence. His departure for Palestine in 1933, however, left a void at the head of the movement in Poland.

In the early 1920s, Jewish parliamentarians, led by Gruenbaum, had tried by a variety of means to secure governmental compliance with the minority treaty. Both conciliation, in the form of negotiations with the government, and concerted opposition in a Minorities Bloc together with Ukrainians and Germans failed to achieve anything. The alternative policy of the Ugoda (compromise agreement), negotiated in 1925 between some Zionists and government ministers, collapsed in mutual recriminations within a few months.

The General Zionists’ paramountcy within the movement eroded in the 1930s as Zionism tended to polarize, with the socialist Poalei Zion and the right-wing Revisionists gaining ground.

Socialist Zionism, which emerged, thanks largely to its preeminent position in Palestine, as the leading force in the world Zionist movement in the 1930s, was inspired by the ideas of the Russian-Jewish thinker Ber Borokhov (1881–1917). His ideology synthesized Zionism with Marxism, arguing that there was a “stychic” (elemental) connection binding the Jewish people to Palestine. Within the Poalei Zion, founded in 1906, strains developed between rigid Marxists and those who stressed the national element in the doctrine. In 1920, at a congress in Vienna, the party split. The Left Poalei Zion joined the Third International (the Comintern), withdrawing from participation in Zionist congresses. This decision enabled it to survive as a legal organization in the Soviet Union until 1928, when it was dissolved there. It remained active in Poland and elsewhere, walking a narrow line between diaspora and Zion, between Hebrew and Yiddish, and between Communism and democratic socialism. The party’s support peaked in the late 1920s; thereafter it lost ground to other socialist Zionist parties and to the Bund and in 1937 it rejoined the World Zionist Organization.

The Revisionist Zionists constituted the right wing of the movement. Vladimir Jabotinsky, a journalist from a Russian-speaking family in Odessa, who founded and led Revisionist Zionism until his death in 1940, attracted an ardent following particularly among young Zionists in Poland. A spellbinding orator, with a pocketful of rhetorical effects, Jabotinsky could muster pathos and sarcasm, as well as grandeur of vision and logic (albeit sometimes chop-logic). He lacked only physical stature: at five feet seven inches, he was five inches shorter than his great rival, Weizmann. Even an eight-year-old boy who encountered him for the first time in 1938 found him

small; he was dressed in a gray suit with a pale stripe; he seemed calm and self-assured, and more interested in us than I had expected him to be. But what struck me most of all about him was that he had some powder on his face. It was, I suppose, some kind of talcum powder which he had put on after shaving and which he had not bothered to wipe off; but then it seemed quite mysterious to me and not a little embarrassing.7

A grandstander rather than a statesman, Jabotinsky never quite succeeded in translating rhetorical triumphs into real political achievements.

In Palestine the Revisionist movement called for the early establishment, under British auspices, of a Jewish state on both banks of the Jordan. In the diaspora Jabotinsky urged the adoption of a ten-year program of organized mass emigration of 1.5 million European Jews to Palestine.

The great stronghold of Revisionism was in Poland but it also commanded support elsewhere. In Vienna, its local leader in the early 1930s, Robert Stricker, was one of the most colorful and controversial figures in Austrian politics. In 1919 he had won a seat in the Constituent National Assembly as a candidate for the Jewish Nationalist Party in a heavily Jewish area of Vienna. A populist who said bluntly what was in his and other people’s minds, Stricker was a formidable public speaker and commanded a loyal following among Viennese Jews.

In 1935 Jabotinsky split away from the mainstream Zionists and founded the New Zionist Organization, which did not, however, succeed in supplanting the parent body. Freed of their anchor in the broader movement, the Revisionists moved away from democracy toward the ideals, methods, and symbols of the European radical right. His youthful embrace of rationalism had been an error, Jabotinsky confessed in 1939.8 His critics condemned his readiness to engage in friendly negotiations with anti-Semites, Ukrainian nationalists in the early 1920s, and the right-wing Polish “government of colonels” of the late 1930s. Often accused by their opponents of fascist tendencies, the Revisionists did not wholly jettison democratic forms but they shared fascism’s solipsistic nationalism, hatred of socialism, focus on a single leader, and fascination with uniforms, militarism, and violence.

Operating in a different dimension from other Zionist parties was Mizrachi, the religious Zionist movement. Mizrachi appealed to the profound yearning, deeply embedded in Jewish tradition, for a return to Zion. Its founder, Rabbi Yitzhak Yaakov Reines, who died in 1915, had established a yeshiva (Talmudic college) at Lida that, shockingly in the eyes of traditionalists, had included some secular studies in its curriculum. Condemned by the most authoritative orthodox authorities of the day, Mizrachi mobilized only a small fraction of religious Jewry. In Poland about 10 percent of rabbis, mostly the more modernized and less influential, supported it.

Adherence to the Zionist movement was not generally understood as entailing personal commitment to settle in Palestine, any more than adherence to socialism entailed a promise to share one’s wealth. The Yiddish writer Melech Ravitch recalled that when he first met the young historian Emanuel Ringelblum, a member of the Left Poalei Zion, at the Jewish writers’ club in Warsaw in 1928, he advised him to leave Poland. “In general, I advised young people to leave Poland, especially Zionists such as Ringelblum.” But Ringelblum insisted that he would remain where he was and “defended his enthusiasm and faith in the future of Poland Jewry.”9

Beauty of a Thousand Stars

The European left was in large measure a Jewish creation. In Germany in the mid-nineteenth century Marx, Hess, and Lassalle, all three of Jewish origin, had founded and shaped the socialist movement. In Russia at the end of the century Jews had been prominent among the early leaders of the Social Democratic Party, particularly its Menshevik wing, and had founded the Bund as a distinct, Yiddish-language party within the broader movement. Jews were less attracted to Bolshevism but nevertheless were prominent among its leaders too: a quarter of the members of the Bolshevik central committee in 1917 were Jews.

After the October revolution many Russian Jews rallied to the Soviet cause. Throughout Europe, Jews in the interwar period played a disproportionate role in the socialist and Communist movements. They were strongly represented among left-wing intellectuals and also among so-called salon-Marxists, such as Felix Weil, the millionaire’s son who became chief benefactor of Max Horkheimer’s Frankfurt Institute for Social Research.

Jews, even more than most of socialism’s working-class supporters, found specially attractive the left’s internationalism, secularism, and commitment to enlightenment values. Unlike the nationalist and clericalist right, which excluded Jews, the left offered Jews a path toward integration, acceptance, and involvement in shaping the destinies of the societies in which they lived. Jews were particularly drawn to socialism’s millenarian vision of a future “clothed with the beauty of a thousand stars,” as the Austrian Jewish socialist Julius Braunthal romantically described it.10 Jews often rose to leadership positions in left-wing parties. Yet by the late 1930s the relationship between Jews and the left was in profound crisis.

In truth, the alliance between Jews and the left was not quite as natural as it might appear. In their majority, after all, Jews, although highly urbanized, were not proletarians. Most belonged to the petty bourgeoisie of small traders and craftsmen, self-employed shopkeepers or artisans in small, often family-owned, workshops. Even where a Jewish proletariat was in the process of formation, as, for example, in the textile industry in ex-Russian Poland, Jews were often cut off from their fellow workers by barriers of language and custom that broke down only slowly. Hence the special attraction of particularist Jewish parties such as the Bund or the socialist Zionists. Moreover, the natural affinity that European Jews felt toward the heirs of the French Revolution, to which they owed their first liberation, was often cruelly tested by confrontation with the harsh reality of left-wing anti-Semitism, as in France at the time of the Dreyfus Affair.

Many Jewish socialists took care to avoid appearing explicitly as defenders of Jews against anti-Semitism. In Austria, for example, the mainly Jewish leaders of the Social Democratic Party avoided, as far as possible, involvement in Jewish issues, fearful lest such identification might rebound electorally to the disadvantage of the party. Such defensiveness was not universal. In the Netherlands, where the Jewish proletariat of Amsterdam was more happily integrated into the working class, Henri Polak, the Dutch socialist leader, was, at any rate in the 1930s, outspoken in his condemnation of anti-Semitism. And Léon Blum, the French socialist leader, did not hesitate from his early days as a defender of Dreyfus to declare his Jewishness or his support for Zionism. While his party did not appear to suffer electorally on that account, his enemies on the right had no compunction about drawing attention to (and sinister consequences from) his Jewishness. In the feverish political climate of the 1930s, they attacked him mercilessly: “Voilà un homme à fusiller, mais dans le dos!” wrote Charles Maurras, the leading intellectual spokesman of the far right.11

Although most leftists abandoned religion, they were not necessarily all assimilationists, nor, as their enemies sometimes asserted, “self-hating.” Many were drawn from the Yiddish-speaking working class and held on to much of the cultural baggage of their background. In general they followed Lenin in rejecting the idea of a separate Jewish nation. But some displayed ambiguous or conflicting attitudes toward their Jewish heritage.

David Wijnkoop, founder and leader of the Dutch Communist Party, son of a rabbi, while rejecting religious belief and practice, kept the traditional mezuzah (amulet) on the doorpost of his house.12 Marcel Pauker, a Romanian Communist leader, in an autobiographical statement he wrote for his interrogators when under arrest in Moscow in 1937, declared: “I reproached my father with the fact that he was ashamed of his Jewish origin, something that could be attributed only to the influence of the prevailing anti-Semitism.”13 And the young Polish Trotskyist Isaac Deutscher, who in later years popularized the concept of the “non-Jewish Jew,” wrote: “I spent my best years, my politically active years, among Jewish workers. I was writing in Polish and in Yiddish and I felt my identity was merged with the labour movement of Eastern Europe in general, and of Poland in particular.” And he added, “as Marxists we tried theoretically to deny that the Jewish labour movement had an identity of its own, but it had it all the same.”14

Links in the Golden Chain

Most Jews were not Communists and most Communists were not Jews. Yet the Communist movement almost everywhere was, much to its annoyance, frequently tarred by its enemies with the Jewish brush. The association was given a tincture of verisimilitude by the fact that Jews were indeed disproportionately represented in the membership of the Communist Party throughout east-central Europe. The party was illegal in most east European countries and the size of its Jewish component is hard to estimate. Scattered figures are available. In Poland Jewish membership fluctuated between 22 and 35 percent of the total. Jews were even more heavily represented in the party leadership: in 1935 they are said to have constituted 54 percent of the “field leadership” and 75 percent of the technika (responsible for propaganda).15

This large Jewish participation led to internal strains. Moshe Zalcman, a Jewish Communist who was imprisoned for a time in Poland, records that non-Jewish Communist prisoners refused to share their food parcels with their Jewish comrades. He notes that the party, obviously anxious about the outsize membership of Jews, operated an affirmative action system, promoting non-Jews to responsible positions without subjecting them to a testing period. This offered, according to Zalcman, an opening for the police to infiltrate agents provocateurs.16

In the Soviet Union after the revolution, the Bolsheviks succeeded in winning over to their standard a significant number of members of other socialist parties. A Bund congress in 1920 led to a split in that party, with a group of “left-Bundists” or “ComBund” going over to the Bolsheviks. In the late 1920s, however, many of these were removed in anti-Bundist purges. After 1926, Stalin’s anti-Trotsky campaign carried with it a distinct whiff of anti-Semitism. During the terror of the late 1930s many of the remaining Jews in the highest ranks of the party leadership, notably Grigory Zinoviev and Lev Kamenev, were arrested and shot. Middle-level functionaries who had earlier been members of the Bund or of left-Zionist parties fell under special suspicion and large numbers of them too were arrested. Of the twenty-four senior figures in Evsektsiia at the time of its closure in 1930, eighteen were arrested in the purges.

Jews, qua Jews, were not a primary target of the Great Terror. They appeared prominently among the persecutors as well as the victims. Some were first one then the other, as in the case of Genrikh Yagoda, head of the secret police from 1934 until 1936, who was arrested in 1937 and shot as a traitor a year later.

Although the proportion of Jews in leadership positions declined in the late 1930s, they were not automatically excluded by virtue of their origin. Mikhail Koltsov, a Jewish journalist who had been outspoken in his criticism of anti-Semitism, was appointed joint editor in chief of Pravda in December 1938 (though he too was arrested shortly afterward). In 1939, 10 percent of the membership of the central committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union was still Jewish. According to Sheila Fitzpatrick, who has examined the log of official visitors to Stalin’s office in the 1930s, between 75 and 90 percent of these callers had Jewish names.

On the other hand, Jews suffered heavily by virtue of their disproportionate representation in the intellectual elite who were among the chief casualties of the Terror. Jews also figured largely among Stalin’s foreign victims, if only because of their prominence in European Communist parties.

In France, few Jews were formal members of the Communist Party. A secret party report in 1934 estimated a total of just 700 Jewish party members in the whole of France, of whom only 250 were members of the Jewish sous-section.17 A partial explanation for these unimpressive statistics is that noncitizens, among whom the Communists propagandized heavily, were legally prohibited from joining political parties. East European immigrants nevertheless enrolled in large numbers in the party’s various front organizations. And the Communists were the only French political party with a specifically Jewish sous-section, more properly a Yiddish section, since it was not based on ethnicity but was one of a number of foreign-language sections.

A few Jews were to be found among the leadership of the French party. Charles Rappoport, born in a shtetl near Kovno, had grown up in a traditional Jewish environment. In his youth he wrote articles for the nascent Hebrew press. After university study in Switzerland, he moved to France, where he became a founding member of the Communist Party in 1920. He played an important part in its relations with the Comintern and in mobilizing support among Yiddish-speaking Jews in Paris. Moshe Zalcman, who met him there in the early 1930s, admired his vivacity and humor. For the young Zalcman, Rappoport, who had known Engels, Plekhanov, and Jaurès, was a grand old man of the movement and a model Communist. But in 1938 Rappoport resigned from the party in protest against the Moscow trials. His daughter, who remained faithful to Communism, repudiated him. Rappoport stuck to his decision.

The writer Jean-Richard Bloch took a different road through Communism. Born in Paris in 1884 to an assimilated Jewish family from Alsace, he was a nephew of the distinguished Orientalist Sylvain Lévi and brother-in-law of the writer André Maurois. For Bloch, as for many others of his generation, the Dreyfus Affair was a trigger for political engagement. By 1911 his route forward was clear: “Judaism? No, Socialism!”18 But he remained engaged with Jewish issues and his early novels grappled with themes of Jewish assimilation and alienation. Bloch joined the Communist Party in 1921 but then veered off toward a leftist, non-Communist stance. At the same time he encountered Zionism. In 1925, visiting Palestine for the founding ceremony of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, he experienced an emotional shock: “I saw a people constitute itself— my own people,” he wrote.19 But after the anti-Jewish riots in Palestine in 1929 he shifted away from Zionism.

In 1934 he visited the Soviet Union for the first Soviet Writers’ Congress. With help from his friend the writer Ilya Ehrenburg, who acted as interpreter, he addressed the gathering of Communist and fellow-traveling writers from around the world, offering a heterodox plea for pluralism and warning against “vulgar mass conceptions.”20 He was favorably impressed by what he saw of the Soviet Union. Meanwhile, the rise of the fascist “leagues” in France and the civil war in Spain, on which he reported from Madrid, cemented his adhesion to the Communist Party. With Louis Aragon he founded the Paris Communist evening paper Ce Soir in 1937. Soon after the Munich pact, he rejoined the Communist Party. Thereafter his paper’s columns followed the twists and turns of policy dictated from Moscow, including the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact, until Ce Soir was banned by the government on August 25, 1939.

Perhaps the most important figure in determining French Communist Party policy in the 1930s was a foreigner, almost unknown to the public—Eugen Fried (or “Camarade Clément,” one of his several “party names”). Born in Slovakia to Jewish parents, he arrived in Paris in 1931 as the Comintern’s representative there. He became “Moscow’s eye” in the French Communist Party in the 1930s.21 Ana Pauker, wife of Marcel Pauker, daughter of a cantor, a former Hebrew teacher and Romanian Comintern official (in 1947 to become foreign minister of Romania), gave birth to a daughter by Fried in 1932. Fried’s influence, powerful even though invisible, helped ensure that party policy conformed to the requirements of Moscow.

In 1934 the Communists, together with the Bund and the Left Poalei Zion, called for the formation in France of a Jewish Popular Front. But it rapidly deteriorated into a front for the Communist Party, since the two other parties commanded support only among little groups of east European immigrants in France. By the spring of 1936 the Jewish Popular Front had disintegrated and a year later the Jewish section of the Communist Party was quietly dismantled. About the same time, for reasons that are still debated, Stalin ordered the Polish Communist Party to disband.

Communism nonetheless retained its attraction to some Jews on grounds of its alleged internationalism (when, in fact, all Communist parties were thoroughly subservient to Moscow) and on grounds of its alleged antifascism (even when, in 1939, Stalin moved toward alignment with Hitler).

Jewish leftists were prominent among the “premature anti-fascists” who participated in the Spanish Civil War. Volunteers from Paris rushed to join in the defense of the endangered republic from the very outset of the conflict in July 1936. Many French, German, and Polish Jews were among the early recruits to the International Brigades a few months later. Most were Communists, for example Szaja Kinderman (“Jorge”), a Jewish tailor from Cracow, who had spent several years in prison for Communist activity in Poland and fled to Spain in 1933. He was reported to be the only subscriber in Spain to the Yiddish Literarishe bleter, published in Warsaw.

In December 1937 the Naftali Botwin Company was formed in Spain as part of the Polish Dombrowski brigade. Named after a Polish-Jewish Communist hero from Lwów who was executed in 1925 for killing a secret police agent, the company was said to be “the first, last, and only military unit that performed its exercises in Yiddish.”22 It published a Yiddish newssheet and one of its members broadcast a speech in Yiddish on the radio station of the republic. Not all its members, however, were Jewish and it incorporated a small minority of the Jewish volunteers in the Republican army. In 1938 it performed a ceremonial march past the Catalan government headquarters in Barcelona and the president of the Generalidad, Luis Companys, addressed them: “This company, on whose flag Hebrew letters are embroidered, forges a link in the golden chain from the embattled Spanish Republic to the glorious Jewish chapter in our history that was so brutally cut short by the Catholic Inquisition.”23 Its political commissar, Eugeniusz Szyr, had enrolled at the age of sixteen, falsifying his passport. The company, later a battalion, saw action on several fronts but within nine months was wiped out on the battlefield.

Jews were prominent among the foreign casualties of the war. The last member of the International Brigades to die in the defense of the republic was Chaskel Honigstein from Lublin. The “último caído de las Brigadas Internacionales” was accorded a state funeral in Barcelona in October 1938. The volunteers did not die only at the hands of fascists. Among those murdered by Soviet agents were Erwin Wolf, a former secretary of Leon Trotsky, and Mark Rein, son of the Bundist-Menshevik politician Rafael Abramovich.

The Best Tunes

Established in 1897, the Bund was the first Jewish political party and the first constituent in what became the revolutionary Social Democrat movement in the Russian Empire. As Arkady Kremer, one of its founders, declared in a speech at its first meeting, the Bund’s ideology was based on the perception that “Jewish workers suffer not only as workers but also as Jews” and on a desire to defend them on both fronts simultaneously.24 This dual purpose remained the leitmotif of the Bund throughout its existence. Driven underground and eventually out of existence in Soviet Russia, the Bund regrouped elsewhere, especially in Poland. It established branches in other European countries and in the Americas. The Brussels chapter held meetings at the Salle Matteotti and the Maison des Huit Heures, at which members heard lecturers such as Angelika Balabanov, who spoke on “Fascism and the Working Class.” In Amsterdam and Vienna (until the Nazi takeover in 1938) the local sections raised funds for the Yiddish schools in Poland. But these were more in the nature of supporters’ clubs and landsmanshaftn. Only in one country did the Bund develop into a significant political force in the interwar period.

In Poland the Bund vigorously contested the ground between Communism and socialist Zionism. Against the former it formulated the slogan “proletarian dictatorship equals proletarian democracy.”25 Against the latter it denounced “dreams of a Jewish state built on sand and English guns.”26 The Bund rejected emigration to Palestine or anywhere else as a solution to the Jewish problem, insisting on dokayt (the here and now). The “father of Russian Marxism,” Georgii Plekhanov, had once called Bundists “Zionists who are afraid of seasickness.” But whereas Gegenwartsarbeit was a tactic for the Zionists, dokayt was a matter of deep principle for Bundists. “Fate has placed us here in Poland,” declared one of the party’s leaders, Wiktor Alter, in 1938, “and it is here in Poland that we shall fight. We are bound to our country with all that is dear to us in life.”27

The Bund shared many of the ideas of Austrian socialists who had striven before 1918 to reconcile proletarian solidarity with the multinational composition of the Habsburg empire. There was one critical difference: the Austrian socialists, whose leadership was heavily Jewish, refused, on that very account, to recognize Jews as a nationality; the Bund insisted that, as a matter of sociopolitical reality, such recognition was vital. Rejecting integration into the Polish Socialist Party, the Bund sought cultural autonomy for the Jews in Poland, and in particular, separate schools and the right to use Yiddish in official business.

The national issue went to the very core of the Bund’s self-conception. Before the First World War, Vladimir Medem, one of the party’s foremost ideologists, had enunciated a doctrine of “neutrality” on the issues of collective Jewish survival or assimilation that so engaged other Jewish political movements. Later, however, he abandoned “neutralism” in favor of a more positive attitude toward Jewish national survival, while still maintaining deep hostility to Zionism. The tensions within the party between nationalism and internationalism led to constant internal debate and frequent secession of splinters either to Communism or Zionism.

The concentration of most of the Jewish proletariat in small units of production made both labor union and party political organization an uphill struggle and hampered the ability of the Bund to mobilize Jewish workers. On the other hand, their relative isolation from the rest of the working class rendered the national elements in the Bund’s doctrine attractive to many Jews who might otherwise have made common cause with non-Jews in the Polish Socialist or Communist parties.

The Bund’s strict insistence on the priority of class struggle prevented it from cooperating easily with other Jewish parties. At the time of its fortieth anniversary commemoration in 1937, Simon Dubnow reproved it for its “greatest sin … its tendency toward isolation.”28 But the party’s hostility to what it saw as nationalist “chauvinism” generally precluded cooperation with even the socialist Zionists. Political realities led it to conclude a temporary pact with Poalei Zion in elections to the Sejm in 1930. But the combined bloc failed to win any seats. Infuriated by the Bundists’ attitudes, Poalei Zion set up its own labor unions in the 1930s. Each side blamed the other for the lack of unity.

Even more than other Jewish parties, the Bund was wracked by internal divisions: its left wing, about 40 percent of the membership in the 1930s, was in constant danger of being sliced off by the Communists, while the right was closer to central or west European social democracy. In 1930, after much internal wrangling, the Bund decided to join the Second International, the social democratic federation of opponents of Communism. At heart, for all its revolutionary bluster, the party was deeply committed both to internal democracy and to a peaceful, parliamentary road to socialism. But it regarded that path as blocked by the forces of reaction that turned Polish parliamentarism after 1926 into the façade for a quasidictatorial regime.

The two best-known leaders of the Bund, Henryk Erlich and Wiktor Alter, were social democrats, bitterly hostile to Communism. Erlich, a lawyer, orator, and editor of the party newspaper, Folks-tsaytung, “a man who felt history in his bones,”29 represented the party on the Warsaw Municipal Council. Alter, the party theorist, leader of the Bundist trade unions, an eternal optimist, and “happy warrior,” was “strikingly handsome … the Cary Grant of Jewish labor.”30 Both were of bourgeois origin, although the party’s supporters came mainly from the urban working class in large cities such as Warsaw and Łódź.

The Bund never secured the election of a single member in the Sejm. It boycotted the election to the first (constituent) Sejm in 1919. In 1928, in its best performance in a parliamentary election in Poland, it won just one hundred thousand votes out of half a million cast for Jewish parties. Its formal membership was tiny: only twelve thousand in 1935. In the late 1930s it gained ground thanks to its resolute opposition to fascism and anti-Semitism. By 1939 it could plausibly claim, on the basis of municipal election results, to be the largest Jewish party in Poland.

Like most Jewish political parties, the Bund was something more: a social-cultural movement that served as a secular religion for its adherents. Its network of affiliated institutions—labor unions, schools, women’s groups, newspapers, the Morgnshtern sports club, the SKIF children’s organization, and the Kultur-Lige cultural organization and publishing house—together constituted a miniature society that shaped its members’ working and recreational lives and their values and aspirations. The party anthem, “Di Shvue” (“The Oath”), with words by S. An-sky (Shloyme Zaynvl Rapoport), was a “Marseillaise”-like call to arms with its chorus:

Himl un erd vet unz oyshern,

Heaven and earth will hear us.

Eydes veln zeyn di likhtike shtern

The stars will bear witness,

A shvue fun blut un a shvue fun trern—

An oath of blood and an oath of tears

Mir shvern, mir shvern, mir shvern!

We swear, we swear, we swear!31

Whatever might be its failings in other spheres, the Bund could at least claim to have the best tunes in Jewish politics.

During the early 1930s, when the Comintern decreed that social democracy was “social fascism,” conflict between Communists and Bundists in Poland degenerated into name-calling, brawls, affrays, and at least one political murder—of a young Warsaw Bundist by Communist gunmen. The switch to a popular front strategy in 1935 by Communists everywhere, on orders from Moscow, did not improve relations. The Bund rejected the idea of a popular front in Poland. “We do not change our convictions like gloves,” wrote Erlich in the Folks-tsaytung.32 The popular front might be suitable for France, Erlich argued, but not for Poland. In the later years of the decade, shocked by the Moscow trials and Stalinist repression, of which many former Bundists were victims, the Bund became even more anti-Communist.

The three main forces in Polish-Jewish politics, the Aguda with other orthodox elements, the Zionists of various hues, and the left (Communists, Bund, and Left Poalei Zion), each commanded a base support of around a quarter of the Jewish population. The remainder fluctuated in their views or supported minor groups. Three of the latter, although much smaller, represented significant currents of opinion in Jewish society both in Poland and elsewhere.

Folkists

Simon Dubnow, the leading Jewish historian of the age, was the foremost exponent in his time of diaspora nationalism, for which he founded a political vehicle, the Yidishe Folkspartey (Jewish People’s Party), in the Russian Empire in 1906. A liberal, latter-day maskil (enlightened thinker), he propagated the concept of a worldwide Jewish Kulturgemeinschaft (cultural community). Dubnow shared the Zionists’ organic conception of Jewish peoplehood but regarded the idea of a Jewish state as utopian. While rejecting the Marxism of the Bund, he shared its idealization of the Jewish masses and of the Yiddish language as the natural expression of the folk soul.

During the First World War the Folkist party was reborn in Poland and came to play a minor part in interwar politics. Like the Bund, the Folkists were influenced by the Austro-Marxists’ conception of national-personal autonomy within the multinational Habsburg dominions. The Folkist program demanded national autonomy for Jews, a separate Yiddish educational system, and equal rights for Yiddish in public administration and the courts. Unlike the Bundists, who insisted on the class basis of politics, the Folkists emphasized klal yisroel (all-Jewish unity).

The Folkists’ leader, Noyekh Pryłucki, represented the party in the Warsaw Municipal Council and in the Sejm. An intellectual who made significant contributions to Yiddish linguistics, he wrote dramatic criticism, political tracts, and erotic poetry, collected Yiddish folksongs, and edited Der moment, one of the main Yiddish dailies in Warsaw. Dr. Tsemakh Szabad, the party’s leader in Vilna, where he presided over the Jewish community, won election to the city council and, in 1928, to the senate of the Polish Republic. Thanks to such figures, the Folkists exerted a broad influence even though electorally they never managed to move beyond their narrow base of mainly middle-class, Yiddishist intellectuals.

Freeland

Somewhere out on a limb beyond the Zionists stood the territorialists. They shared the Zionists’ recognition that the prospects for successful integration of Jews in eastern Europe were bleak. They also agreed that what was required was the concentration of Jews in a cohesive settlement where they could form a majority and therefore command their own destiny. But they regarded the Zionists as blindly sentimental in their insistence that Palestine must be the focus of Jewish state building.

Territorialism traced its origins back to efforts such as those of the millionaire philanthropist Baron Maurice de Hirsch around the turn of the century to settle Jews in Argentina. The territorialist idea had taken political form in 1905 following the Zionist Congress’s rejection of a British government proposal for Jewish settlement in East Africa (the so-called Uganda project). At that time the Anglo-Jewish writer Israel Zangwill split away from the Zionist Organization and formed the Jewish Territorial Organization with the object of seeking opportunities for Jewish settlement under British auspices in some territory outside Europe. So long as Palestine remained subject to Ottoman rule, the territorialists could justify their position by pointing to the resistance of the Turkish imperial authorities to anything that smacked of Jewish self-government there.

In the 1920s, however, during the early years of the British mandate in Palestine, when the imperial power’s support for the Jewish National Home seemed firm, the territorialist idea lost much of its allure. As Jacob Lestchinsky, who was sympathetic to their cause, pointed out, the territorialists were caught in a double bind: they could never be taken seriously by governments that might perhaps offer them a tract of land for settlement unless they formed a mass movement; but it was difficult for them to gain mass support so long as no country was willing to offer them such a territory.33 After 1936, Arab opposition to Zionism, manifested in a three-year-long countrywide revolt, led the British to restrict Jewish immigration to Palestine and eventually reverse the Balfour Declaration policy. Against that background, territorialist ideas once again became attractive to European Jews.

The territorialists’ leader in the 1930s, Dr. Isaac Steinberg, was a former Socialist Revolutionary in Russia, who had served as commissar of justice in Lenin’s short-lived coalition government from December 1917 to March 1918. He resigned in protest against the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk and left Russia in 1922. An outstanding orator, who unusually combined revolutionary socialism with orthodox Jewish observance, Steinberg was described in later life as having a “thick, short body,” a “black beard bristling from a pale, fine-grained face,” and “quizzing eyes beneath that broad dome of forehead.” He “talked with great passion, laughed explosively,” and “gave way to abrupt splurges of anger if his ideas were challenged.”34

In 1934 Steinberg established the Freeland League for Territorialist Colonization, based in London. Freeland was a little more than a one-man band but a lot less than a genuinely popular movement. It boasted branches in several countries as well as two youth associations in Poland, Shparber (“Hawk”) and YUF (an acronym for “Young Freeland”).

A wealthy sympathizer funded an agricultural training farm near Vilna. Territorialism, like Zionism, Bundism, and Communism— and Judaism—could inspire energy and faith in its adherents. The trainees at the farm included not only youths (“sparrows”) but some older men, such as Gershon Malakiewicz, a porter, former Socialist Revolutionary, and editor of the Yiddish socialist magazine Baginen (Dawn). His friend the Vilna Yiddish journalist Hirsz Abramowicz, also a Freeland supporter, later recalled that Malakiewicz

was always so poorly dressed that he could almost be taken for a beggar. He was half-blind and wore dark glasses (one eye had been wounded by Cossacks during an anti-Tsarist demonstration), but when he was in a field or meadow his face shone with pleasure. … I remember a bright autumn day in the middle of Sukkot [the feast of Tabernacles] in 1938, when a group of us visited the farm … Gershon was busy with the cows. He cleaned the stable, then went to dig up potatoes in the field … [He] seemed to be happier than anyone else. He had found his purpose in life at last.35

But whereas the Zionists, on their more numerous training farms, prepared their adherents for aliya (literally “ascent”) to Palestine, Freeland could offer only the dim prospect of emigration to … somewhere.

Freeland did not contest elections but, thanks to the vivid personality and itinerant diplomacy of Steinberg, it was taken semiseriously as a player in Jewish political life. As pressure from refugees in central and eastern Europe intensified in the late 1930s, the territorialist message chimed with the thinking of a small segment of Jewish opinion and even of governments.

Shedding Encumbrances

“Assimilation” was a loaded word in Jewish polemics and remains so in Jewish history—so much so, indeed, that some historians abstain altogether from using it. If applied mechanically as referring to a uniform and one-way process, it can be seriously misleading. But the word was part of the vocabulary of Jewish controversy at the time and to avoid it altogether is to ignore an important dimension in Jewish social development and self-understanding in an age of rapid transition.

Throughout Europe, many members of the Jewish middle class in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries embraced the idea of assimilation to the surrounding society and culture as a positive value. They might well retain a fondness for certain Jewish customs, rituals, foods, or ideals. But while adopting the philosophy of the open society, in which many of them had advanced or hoped to advance on a meritocratic basis, they felt a duty to shed what they regarded as exclusivist encumbrances that might stand as barriers between them and their fellow citizens.

In eastern Europe most assimilationists were liberals who hoped to apply there the west European model of civic integration of Jews as individual members of a religious minority within the nation-state. They therefore wished to reform religious practice, adopt the national language, and temper social differences between Jews and non-Jews. Their emphasis on loyalty to the state and on religious reform often led to accusations that they were renegades, ashamed of their origins. But this was by no means always so. A more sympathetic approach is to see them as “integrationists” (to use a term proposed by Ezra Mendelsohn).

The assimilationists, for the most part, were not organized in a distinct political party, save in some local communal elections. But they included the wealthiest and most powerful elements in Jewish communities almost everywhere. Moreover, they found some common ground with otherwise far-removed sectors of society. For example, they shared with the Agudists an insistence on a religious rather than ethnic definition of Jewishness and with both the Agudah and the far left a rooted opposition to Zionism, indeed to any form of Jewish nationalism.

“Knocking Off Inconvenient Individuals”

Jewish politics, particularly in Poland, where it reached its fullest development, was far from decorous. Debate within and between parties was no-holds-barred, rough-and-tumble. Personal rivalries were often vicious. There was little room for give-and-take.

Venomous antagonisms between members of different political parties led not infrequently to violence. The youth movements of several parties, among them the Revisionist Zionists and the Bund, organized uniformed militias that did not scruple to use force against their opponents. In 1923, when Zionists in Poland celebrated the inauguration of the Hebrew University (Albert Einstein had just delivered its first public lecture in Jerusalem), Communists received instructions from above to disrupt the proceedings. But Moshe Zalcman, who was among the disrupters, ruefully complained, “there were just a handful of us confronting an ecstatic crowd of young people and adults; we emerged from the fight physically and morally bruised; although we had obeyed the orders of our chiefs, we could not understand why we had to oppose a Jewish school or university.”36

In 1930 the Bundist Naye folks-tsaytung reported that Communists had “pogromized” (hobn pogromirt—a very provocative expression) the Mikhalovitch School (under the wing of the TSYSHO Yiddish school system, affiliated to the Bund) at Mila 51 in Warsaw. Paving stones were thrown at windows. Doors were torn out and there was a “murderous attack on a teacher.”37 This was only one of several incidents, which included the invasion by Communists in 1933 of the Bundist-sponsored Medem children’s sanatorium, near Warsaw. Such episodes rent the Jewish left into warring factions.

The rise of the Popular Front in France led the Communists to halt attacks on socialists and Bundists and to attenuate their antireligious propaganda. At a funeral of one young Communist militant, it was reported, the late comrade had been honored by renditions of both the kaddish (the prayer for the dead) and the “Internationale.”38

For all the mutual elbow-jabbing and recriminations, the large number of political parties necessitated coalition-building, which often led to incongruous alliances. In elections for communal rabbis in Poland, for example, the Mizrachi might join with secular Zionists and hasidic groups in order to block Agudist candidates. The latter were not above seeking, when it suited them, the removal from electoral lists of antireligious Jews who openly denied the faith. In such expedients they sometimes enjoyed clandestine government encouragement. A “strictly secret” circular to provincial authorities, issued by the Polish Ministry of Interior in 1936, suggested that while “mass application” of a regulation permitting the exclusion from voting in kehillah elections of “persons who publicly come out against the Mosaic faith” “would not be a clever move,” the clause might be utilized for “knocking off certain inconvenient … individuals.”39

The multifarious complexity of their politics in the interwar period reflected the rapidly shifting and polymorphous social structure of the European Jews. As their traditional society was shaken, they sought new bearings and grasped hold of the nearest available bulwarks of security. Their disorientation was accentuated by rapid urbanization and the end of an archetypal way of life that had long been associated with their residence in small country towns, particularly in eastern Europe.
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Guest performances by Jonas Turkow
and Diana Blumenfeld [a husband-and-

Moarch 25-31 wife team, stars of the Yiddish stage] in
“Freud's Theory of Dreams”
’ Guest performances by Lola Forman i
April 18-23 two revues and an operetta
Guest performances by Peysakhke
May S-une | Burstein and Lillian Lux [another stage

couple, stars of the New York Yiddish
stage]

May 23-June 11

Seventh Maydim programme [Maydim
‘was a sophisticated marionette theater]
“From Seventh Heaven”

June 10

United Academy of Literary Societies,
Vilbig, Maccabi, Theater Organization:
“80 Years of Shalom Aleichem”

June 23-25 and July 7

Eighth Davke [a local cabaret] program
“Zaverukhes” (Blizzards)

June 30-July 2

Guest appearances by Ayzic Samberg [a
well-known Yiddish actor] and others

July 18 and 19

Song recitals by Yosele Kolodny ™
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