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PRE-WAR JEWISH LIFE
Prior to 1933, approximately nine million Jews lived in the countries that were later occupied by Germany during the 

Second World War. Eastern Europe, including Poland, the Soviet Union, Hungary and Romania were home to the largest 

Jewish populations. Poland was home to over 1,000 years of Jewish life and represented the largest Jewish community 

in Eastern Europe. 

For hundreds of years prior to the 20th century, most Eastern European Jews lived in small towns called shtetls, which 

usually included a synagogue, cemetery, ritual bath and cheder, a Jewish religious school. Most Jews spoke Yiddish, a 

derivative of Hebrew, and some wore traditional dress associated with devout religious observance. 

By the 1930s, many Jews throughout Eastern Europe had adopted modern customs, spoke languages other than 

Yiddish, and migrated to urban centres. Jewish cultural life flourished. Polish and Hungarian Jews represented nearly 

10% of the population of each country. Throughout Eastern Europe, Jews were prominently represented in business 

and academia, and played vital roles in social, political and economic life.

Jewish life in Western European countries — such as Germany, France, Italy, Denmark and Belgium — differed greatly 

from that of Eastern Europe. Jews in Western Europe were more assimilated in local culture. Among these more 

cosmopolitan Jews, traditional religious practices and Yiddish culture played only a small role in their lives.

Because they were historically prohibited from many professions, Jews throughout Europe were disproportionately 

represented in commerce, law, medicine, journalism, academia and the arts. Jewish contributions to social and 

economic life were vital, and many Jewish men served alongside their countrymen in the First World War. Although 

they constituted less than one percent of the population by the 1930s, there were 566,000 Jews in Germany. 

During the interwar period, German Jews were also able to advance in politics. However, as economic and political 

instability increased in the 1930s, fascist ideology grew in popularity, and Germany saw a resurgence of antisemitism.


