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Dietrich Beyrau 

Disasters and Social Advancement 

Jews and Non-Jews in Eastern Europe 

Since emancipation, the history of Europe’s Jews has been written in two 
ways: as the advance from the periphery towards the centre of society 
and as a series of disasters. This applies to Eastern Europe in particular. 
At the start of the 19th century, over 80 per cent of Ashkenazi Jews lived 
there. Their emancipation led to a break with tradition, emigration, accul-
turation, and multiple concepts of identity. Antisemitism and pogroms 
were their constant companion. Nationalist forces in East Central Europe 
saw the Jewish population as a disruptive element in their efforts to build 
nation-states. Dynamism and opportunities for advancement made Sovi-
et Moscow a “new Jerusalem” for urban Jews. The break with civilisation 
that was the Holocaust hit the Jews of Eastern Europe particularly hard. 
Today only about 4 per cent of the world’s Jews live in this area. 

The history of European Jewry since Emancipation at the end of the 18th century has 
been written two ways: as a sequence of disasters culminating in the Holocaust and as 
an unprecedented advancement of a despised minority to the heights of society. Con-
sequently, the 20th century has been declared in a most ambiguous way the “Jewish 
century”.1 
This simultaneity of disasters and social advancement can only be plausibly described 
in the dimensions of the interaction, transfer, repulsion or attraction between increas-
ingly differentiated milieus and their surroundings. This also applies if one takes a 
bird’s-eye view, the approach chosen here, to describe and to analyse the history of 
Jews and non-Jews in Eastern Europe.  
In the last two centuries, a transformation of Judaism has taken place. This was cap-
tured in concepts such as emancipation, modernisation, acculturation, assimilation, 
and nationalisation. In the 19th century, emancipation could mean escape, voluntary 
or forced, from Jewish tradition just as well as its reconstruction and the reshaping of 
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Jewish identity.2 The direction these movements took was not predetermined. As a 
rule, they were tied to migration, first urbanisation, then metropolitanisation, and not 
least of all “emigration”, mostly westwards, even as far as America.3 France, Great 
Britain, and Germany as well as Romania, Hungary, and Congress Poland (a semi-
autonomous administrative entity made up of Russia’s westernmost provinces) all 
proved willing to accept migrants from the eastern lands of the Pale of Settlement, the 
provinces to which Russia’s Jews were largely confined. 
At the start of the 19th century, 80–85 per cent of Ashkenazi Jews still lived in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe; by the start of the 20th century, the number was merely 50 
per cent. Ten per cent lived in Western Europe and over 25 per cent had already mi-
grated to the United States. Starting in 1916–1917, in the middle of the First World 
War, a new wave of migration – initially more or less forced – also got underway into 
the Russian interior, which had for the most part previously been off limits to Jews. 
Almost all of the Jews of East Central Europe were annihilated in the Holocaust. 
Today, only some 4 per cent of the world’s Jews still live there. In addition, since the 
mid-1980s, approximately 500,000 Soviet citizens, most of them Jews, have immi-
grated to the United States, while another million has left for Israel. The vast majority 
of the world’s Jewish population – 12 million of 14 million people – is concentrated 
in the United States, Israel, or Western Europe. 

The East-West Divide in Emancipation during the 19th Century 

Well into the 18th century, Ashkenazi Jewry between Strasbourg and Minsk was 
made up of a diaspora community “mediated by religion and text”.4 In the course of 
the 19th century, this community fell apart due to the rise of national movements and 
the creation of nation-states as well as the various new definitions of the Jewish dias-
pora throughout Europe. 
Through emancipation, acculturation, and even assimilation, Jews in the late 18th 
century began to orient themselves towards the political culture of the states and em-
pires in which they lived. In the west, they tended to be influenced by republican and 
liberal ideals; in the east, by the second half of the 19th century, the tendency was 
more to nationalist Zionism or revolutionary Socialism. Despite occasional setbacks, 
such as the Dreyfus Affair in France (1894), the integration of the Jews in Western 
Europe took place earlier and proceeded more smoothly than in Central Europe, 
where there were periodic anti-Jewish disturbances. 
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Starting in 1880, pogroms repeatedly broke out in Eastern Europe. Jews in the Russian 
Empire and in Romania were subject to legal discrimination. A stubborn popular Judeo-
phobia and antisemitic press campaigns fed rumours of Jewish ritual murders, which 
continued to circulate in Central and Eastern Europe at the start of the 20th century – in 
some places even after the Second World War. Occasionally, alleged cases of ritual 
murder went to court, for example, in Tiszaeszlár, Hungary (1882–1883), Polná, Mora-
via, (1899–1900), and in Kiev (1911–1913). On such occasions, one could see whether 
obscurant or enlightened views dominated among the general public.5 
The intensity of the Judeophobia in Europe is all but impossible to measure, for the 
scale of the violence against Jews is not in and of itself a reliable indicator. Both be-
fore and after 1914, outbreaks of violence seemed to be contingent primarily upon the 
presence and authority of the state order. In the Russian Empire and Romania, where 
state institutions were weak, pogroms occurred more often than in countries with a 
strong sense of state order, such as in the Habsburg Empire or the German Empire, 
where violence was limited to disturbances, as was frequently the case in Prague.6  
The attention given such excesses should not eclipse the fact that in the first half of 
the 19th century Jews were granted equal rights almost everywhere in Central Europe, 
even in Congress Poland. The Russian Empire seemed to follow this development 
with some reluctance. Concepts of “enlightenment”, “improvement”, and “productivi-
sation” of the Jews were pursued by Berlin and Vienna as well as – more moscovitico 
– by St. Petersburg.7 
In 1827, the military recruitment of Jews was introduced in Russia. Jewish colonies 
were established in rural areas. Jewish proponents of the Enlightenment took part in 
reforming the religious schools (heder). State-monitored rabbinical seminaries were 
established. This was accompanied by the displacement of the Jews from village 
communities and a revocation of their right to sell alcoholic beverages. Ultimately, in 
the course of the first half of the 19th century, the Jews were evacuated from the bor-
derlands of the Russian Empire so as to stop smuggling, which was considered a 
Jewish trade. All of these measures were implemented in Congress Poland more radi-
cally and more swiftly than in the other parts of Russia.  
If one takes official equal rights as the criterion of Jewish advancement, then this was 
largely concluded in Western Europe during or shortly after the Napoleonic era. In 
Central Europe, including Congress Poland, this was achieved in the 1860s. Only the 
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Russian Revolution of 1917 produced a general equality of all citizens, including the 
Jews, throughout the former realm of the Tsar. Whereas a man of Jewish origin, such 
as Benjamin Disraeli, could become prime minister of England in the 1860s, it was 
not until after the First World War that Jews occupied high office in Central and East-
ern Europe. Such different personalities as Walther Rathenau and Leon Trotsky are 
perhaps the most famous examples. However, the east-west divide in business and 
commerce as well as academia and science was bound to have been less clear. 
In Russia, the establishment of the Pale of Settlement from Courland (today a part of 
Latvia) to Ukraine at the outset of the 19th century ran counter to European trends as 
well as the principle of “convergence”. This restriction on the freedom of movement 
aimed to keep the Jews out of the Russian interior. After the Crimean War (1853–
1856), the barriers between the interior and the western parts of the empire became 
more permeable for craftsmen, skilled workers, and educated persons.8  
This was accompanied by Jewish youth’s euphoric turn towards Russian culture, 
which was experienced as “illumination” and liberation. Vis-à-vis modern Russian 
culture, also in its oppositional and revolutionary manifestations, Jewish rituals and 
Jewish rabbinical teachings appeared provincial and hopelessly old-fashioned. No 
other non-Russian ethnic group so eagerly embraced Russian culture as Jewish pupils 
and students, who hungered for education. Quite ironically, this took place in Polish 
cities and in regions where the majority of the population in the countryside was what 
we today call Ukrainian, Belarusian, or Lithuanian.9 
However, with the onset of Russification in the western provinces in the 1880s, no 
other group was rebuffed like the Jews – educated and uneducated alike. This was 
seen in the pogroms in the first half of 1880s and the “provisional rules” in 1882. 
These actions and subsequent decrees, such as the introduction of numerus clausus for 
Jews at institutions of higher learning in 1887, conveyed a dramatic shift in official 
policy. Where there had previously been a successive dismantling of class barriers for 
the Jews, discriminatory measures were now being introduced, which struck the very 
segment of the Jewish population that was especially mobile, ambitious, and willing 
to integrate.10 The new regulations may well have corresponded to antisemitic currents 
and demands as they existed in other European countries, but nowhere was discrimi-
nation enforced by law and so little undertaken against pogroms and other excesses as 
in the tsarist empire. 
This stood in sharp contrast to developments in the Habsburg monarchy. Especially in 
Hungary, Jews – often ennobled ones – working as bankers, entrepreneurs, estate 
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managers, or tenant farmers made up a constitutive part of the elite alongside the 
aristocracy, the military, and the upper echelons of the bureaucracy. Unlike in 
Cisleithania (the Austrian part of Austria-Hungary), this coalition of elites managed to 
hold its own until 1918 and to defend itself against democratisation.11 A partly plebe-
ian, partly bourgeoisie antisemitism – as existed among the Czechs, German Austri-
ans, and Poles – simply found no comparable level of broad support in Hungary be-
fore 1918. This was to change dramatically after 1918. 
Poland, the western part of the Russian Empire, and Romania were different from 
Western Europe inasmuch as these lands, even after 1900, were home to a mass of im-
poverished Jews, a part of whom was also still living pretty much according to tradi-
tion.12 It was only the differing pace of development in Western, Central, and Eastern 
Europe that eventually created the distinction between a “western Jewry” and an “east-
ern Jewry”. Jews and non-Jews from the west often associate this term with a some-
times romanticised, sometimes detested world of poverty, tradition, and “fanaticism”, 
but also a pious and unspoiled essence, whose loss could be bemoaned in the west.13  
Well into the middle of the 19th century, the slow social transformation of the rela-
tively densely settled Jews of Eastern Europe led to continuous confrontations be-
tween milieus that clung to Hasidic and orthodox traditions and the proponents of the 
Enlightenment, who sought to attain their goals with the help of state authorities. The 
confrontations over assimilation, territorialism, cultural autonomy, Zionism, or con-
fessionalisation (Jews as Russians or Poles of the “Mosaic faith”), which ensued after 
the middle of the 19th century, show that no agreement could be found on what it 
exactly meant to be Jewish. Should Jewishness be conserved, transformed, or over-
come through assimilation? Among rather conservative Jews, tradition had become 
“traditionalistic”, while religion was increasingly understood as folklore or as a cul-
ture to be preserved in fragments.  
It was initially the economically successful Jews – some of whom had come from the 
west – who were most enthusiastic about the Enlightenment and sought to reform 
Jewish values and rituals. By the second generation, they fully embraced the secular 
educational opportunities of the respective national high cultures. Often, they con-
verted.14 These were the groups – in Warsaw, Budapest, Lemberg, and St. Petersburg 
– that financed the construction of imposing synagogues in which organs were built, 
cantors appointed, and sermons delivered. At first, services in such synagogues were 
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often held in German, the language of the Jewish Enlightenment, later mostly in the 
respective national languages or in Hebrew.15 Perhaps the most enduring struggle 
raged in Hungary between the Neologe (reform) movement and orthodox Jews. 
There, no later than the 1850s, a minority of Jews had risen to form a new liberal 
cartel of elites, whereas a large part of the community remained orthodox.16 In War-
saw, the central synagogue was called the “German shul”, a term that captured the 
elitist and “alien” stamp on the community that worshiped there. 
In the Russian Empire, Jewish youth studied at domestic universities or went abroad, 
mainly to the German Empire, where they soon encountered forms of modern anti-
semitism.17 Since the 1860s, radical opposition movements had begun to emerge from 
among university students as a whole – not just Jewish ones. Like many young Rus-
sians and Ukrainians, several generations of young Jews experienced the break with 
their culture of origin as something elemental; sometimes, it was also the result of a 
conscious act. They distanced themselves from traditional forms of religious practice 
and despised the existing regime, which they held responsible for all of society’s 
shortcomings.  
While state offices remained closed to Jews, educated milieus, including the radical 
counter-culture, appeared to be comparatively open. They found themselves still in a 
precarious phase of formation, in which Jews and non-Jews were involved in the 
same way. At this point, they were competing with the old elites and thus found them-
selves in latent or open opposition to the regime. Therefore, from the viewpoint of 
leading Petersburg circles, opposition, terror and Jews were almost identical. 
Social-statistical data show that the percentage of Jews in the revolutionary movements 
and the leading bodies of revolutionary parties was indeed high, that did not make them 
Jewish organisations. The norms of the radical intelligentsia and revolutionary counter-
culture – asceticism, moral rigor, belief in dogma, and militancy to the point of readi-
ness for violence – were characteristic of Jews as well as non-Jews.18 The young Jewish 
revolutionaries, however, were not representative of Russia’s Jewish middle-class. Only 
the General Jewish Labour Union, better known as the Bund, had been able to gain a 
mass following of plebeian supporters since the 1890s. With that, parts of the Jewish 
lower classes were also mobilised and thus entered the world of modern politics.19   
As bankers, businessmen, wholesalers, and retailers, Jews were at the same time lead-
ing representatives of capitalism, especially in the western parts of the Russian Em-
pire. From time immemorial, the Jews had served as intermediaries between the aris-
tocracy and the world of the peasants and built up extensive trade networks. As in the 
doomed Polish “nobles’ commonwealth”, the Jews had formed an ethno-religious 
commercial “class” or strata of intermediaries in the western parts of the Russian 
Empire – as well as in Congress Poland, Galicia, Romania, and in part Hungary. 
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Jews and Antisemitism in the New States of East Central Europe 

In the First and Second World Wars, the areas of dense Jewish settlement in Poland 
and the former Pale of Settlement as well as Bukovina became a giant battlefield for 
German (including Austro-Hungarian) and Russian or Soviet offensives and retreats, 
which inflicted enormous destruction on the region’s inhabitants, towns, and villages. 
The Russian Revolution and in the Polish-Russian War of 1920, effectively a continu-
ation of the First World War, with their numerous pogroms against the Jewish inhab-
itants resulted in a below-average growth in the Jewish population in the eastern half 
of the new Polish Republic and in the western parts of the Soviet Union.20  
German occupation policy in the First World War was harsh and exploitive. Some 
among the occupation authorities held racist, antisemitic prejudices.21 From this point 
of view, the First World War seems like a dress rehearsal for the Second World War, 
but in comparison with Russian policy in the western border lands of the tsarist em-
pire after 1914, German occupation seemed amicable to the Jews. Official policy 
defined Judaism as a confession and thus supported the development of community 
life and the role of the rabbi. In turn, Russian nationalists and Polish National Demo-
crats, who mistrusted the Jews as representatives of “Germanism”, made reference to 
this policy in anti-Jewish propaganda. They saw only unreliability and treason in the 
Jews’ position between armies, nationalities, and political parties.22 
The sometimes violent expressions of Judeophobia in Eastern Europe after the war 
arose from many sources. Nowhere was it so clearly influenced by ideological and 
racist concepts as in Germany. The Judeophobia of Catholic circles, including the 
clergy, resented the Jews as the alleged representatives of moral decay and material-
ism, by which they understood as a rule Liberalism, Socialism, or even Communism. 
For them, Jews stood to a certain extent for all of the evils of modernity.23 In many 
points, their prejudices overlapped with those of nationalist circles, which cultivated 
the stereotypes of żydokomuna, or “Judeo-Communism”, and “folksfront”, an alleged 
popular front of Socialist and Communist parties. As in Germany, the Jews were 
considered agents of Bolshevism.24 The prominence of Communist and Bolshevik 
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activists of Jewish origin seemed to lend this catchword a certain amount of credibil-
ity in various areas of unrest, from Petrograd to Poland, from Budapest to Munich.  
In Hungary, as in Germany, defeat in the First World War and revolution opened the 
door to a violent hatred of Jews. In the course of the “White Terror” of the counter-
revolution in 1919 in Hungary, excesses occurred against Jews in general as the al-
leged sympathizers of Bela Kun, the leader of the short lived Hungarian Soviet Re-
public. Persons of Jewish, largely bourgeois origin had in fact dominated the Com-
munist leadership.25 But, as in Russia, they were hardly representative of all the Jews, 
since the large majority belonged to the middle class and were for that very reason 
seldom inclined to revolution. Moreover, among Hungary’s bourgeois Jews and Jew-
ish bankers, there were more than a few who helped co-finance Miklós Horthy’s 
counter-revolution against Kun.26 
If, before 1918, the Jews had been welcome in the Kingdom of Hungary as the people 
who, due to their often demonstrative assimilation, secured the Magyar majority 
against the Romanians, Germans, and Slovaks, after 1919, they were seen as scape-
goats and irksome competitors. In 1920, numerus clausus was formally introduced at 
institutes of higher learning. The result was a considerable brain drain.  
In Poland, the National Democrats had considered the Jews a disturbing factor in the 
process of nation-building even before 1914, because Jews dominated in the  promis-
ing mid-field of retail and wholesale trade. After the First World War, Poland was 
considered “overpopulated”. This “problem” was to be resolved by the emigration of 
the Jews and the promotion of the Poles into their positions. “Overpopulation” was 
also a theme of German “research on the east” (Ostforschung), which went along with 
the antisemitic turn contained within this demographic analysis.27  
Like the majority of the urban and rural population, the Jewish minorities in the new or 
expanded states of East Central Europe suffered from the lack of jobs, limits on emigra-
tion (which the United States had imposed at the start of the 1920s), the disruption of 
trade relations, the new shape of national markets, domestic political crises, and ulti-
mately the global economic crisis. In addition, there was also the nationalisation or state 
control of numerous economic sectors, which usually entailed the displacement of Jews. 
For ambitious Jews, there were various kinds of informal discrimination such as “Jew-
ish benches” at universities and similar forms of harassment.28  
However, even if the Jews of Poland, Hungary, and Romania were under a great deal 
of pressure by the end of the 1930s, many of the remaining pluralistic societies of 
East Central Europe provided them with a variety of cultural, even political opportu-
nities that had an effect on everyday life. The density of Jewish settlement in certain 
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quarters of large cities or in small market towns also often led to antisemitic, but 
largely unsystematic state measures, which only indirectly affected Jews.29 

Communist “Jerusalem”? Jews as Victims and Perpetrators 

The cultural and political life of the Jews in post-revolutionary Russia cannot easily 
be reduced to a common denominator. From the First World War to the Polish-
Russian War of 1920, many of the Jews in the western territories suffered a series of 
reprisals and pogroms. Another part of the Jews in these territories and in the Russian 
Soviet Federative Socialist Republic experienced an unprecedented social advance-
ment in the years that followed. In party work, administration, education, and culture, 
persons of Jewish origin were “overproportionately” represented in Russia and the 
western Soviet republics. Better educated Jews profited from the expansion of gov-
ernment agencies and sometimes assumed posts abandoned by members of the former 
propertied and educated strata. To some extent, urban Jews acted as a sort of ersatz-
intelligentsia in the 1920s and 1930s.30 For many Jews, Moscow became the “new 
Jerusalem”. The Soviet Union also enjoyed great popularity among eastern Jewish 
emigrants in the United States.31 
For contemporaries, the strong presence of Jews (alongside Poles and Latvians) first 
in the Cheka (Chrezvychainaia Komissiia) and then in the GPU (Gosudarstvennoe 
Politicheskoe Upravlenie), the party’s coercive apparatus, was conspicuous and scan-
dalous. Especially in Ukraine, in some respects a centre of counter-revolution within 
the revolution, Jews must have dominated in the Cheka and GPU. They represented 
the city and the “proletarian” Russian centre, which, with slogans of class struggle 
and a great deal of violence, had extracted from Ukraine’s rural population all that 
could be extracted during the Civil War.32 
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The Myth of the Political Commissar 

The political commissar in the command staffs of the Red Army was to become an 
emblematic figure of “Judeo-Bolshevism”. Introduced by the Bolsheviks as a control-
ling authority within the military, the commissars and their subordinates among the 
troops, the “political leaders” (politruki), had the task of overseeing non-Bolshevik or 
even anti-Bolshevik officers, disciplining unwilling soldiers, and “enlightening” the 
disgruntled population close to the front, i.e., agitating and motivating the peasants, or 
simply forcing them, to make deliveries and to provide aid. Ultimately, they were to 
set in motion the “class struggle” in the countryside. 
Among contemporaries, the figures of the political commissar and the political leader 
evoked completely different associations and almost mythical notions. There was the 
elitist self-portrait of the political commissar as the “soul” of the Workers’ and Peas-
ants’ Red Army, the educator of the “unconscious” proletarian masses. The flip side 
was reflected in the popular stigmatising equation of Jews and Communists: “Beat the 
Jews, chase away the commissars, save the revolution!”33 A new order of above and 
below took the place of the old hierarchy of master and servant: “The Jews were al-
ready annoying beforehand. Now, they want to sit on our backs.”34 
The counter-revolutionary myth of the identity between Jews and Bolsheviks seemed 
to find confirmation in the many Jewish actors, starting with Trotsky and hardly end-
ing with Bela Kun or Rozaliia Zemliachka. After the Bolshevik conquest of the Cri-
mea, Kun and Zemliachka had to answer for a massacre of “white” officers and refu-
gees that turned the Crimea into an “all-Russian mass grave”.35 
The mythical demonisation of the (Jewish) political commissars ultimately fed into the 
“Commissar Order”, which was issued by the High Command of the German Armed 
Forces on 6 June 1941. This order stipulated that in the coming war with the Soviet 
Union political commissars were not to be treated as prisoners of war, but to be shot.36 

Soviet Options: Phase-Out or Transformation 

The share of persons of Jewish origin among the commissars or political leaders can-
not be determined with any certainty. The scant statistical data on national origin 
available generally suggest a picture similar to that of other occupational groups lo-
cated within or affiliated with the party, the coercive apparatus, and the councils: The 
share of Jews was above average for the general population, perhaps above average 
for the urban population as well. This may be true especially for Ukraine and Belarus. 
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Jews were more strongly represented in the leadership than among the rank and file, 
with whom the population and the members of the Red Army had to deal with as a 
rule. In the spirit of revolutionary internationalism, the questionnaires filled out dur-
ing the Civil War and the 1920s inquired about class origin rather than nationality. As 
Trotsky put it, due to the antisemitism of the revolution’s enemies and the plebeian 
hatred of Jews within the party, Jewish origin was not a taboo, but was instead – aside 
from the occasional anti-antisemitism campaigns – a non-topic.37  Given the hostile 
environment, the party, with its soon to be standardised norms and code of conduct, 
became “fortress” and “home” for the social climbers of all nationalities, including 
Jews. Other ties lost their significance, for example, ethnic origin. 
In their missionary zeal, their belief in the “enlightenment” and education of the peas-
ants and soldiers, their devotedness to doctrine, and their political absolutism, one can 
glimpse a kind of mental transfer of notions of the sacred. However, this was true for 
non-Jewish groups as well. Socialism as a vision and revolution as a struggle had 
taken on a absorbent function similar to that of nationalism among the middle classes 
of West and Central Europe.  
 

The strongest movement of the eastern Jewish youth ... is called Socialism, 
revolution. It negates the nationhood of the Jews, leads away from it, con-
sciously and defiantly so; it leads astray from each special existence to the 
common form of Russian man.38 

 
Seen within this context, the Soviet Union created an eastern variation of assimilation, 
that of the ex-Jew or the non-Jewish Jew. Revolution – instead of baptism, as in the 
19th century – was the ticket to European culture.39 
Leninist and Stalinist nationality theory had originally defined the Jews as a “caste”, 
which would disappear during the transition to Socialism. But after 1920, Bolshevik 
policy picked up on the tradition of the Bund, which had seen the Jewish proletariat as 
the core of a secular Jewish nationality and had sought to make their little respected 
“jargon”, Yiddish, the national language of the Jews. Jewish culture in the Soviet 
Union had to orient itself strictly along the lines of secularism and cut all of its ties to 
religion and the Hebrew language, which was central to Judaism as a faith as well as 
the Zionist movement.40 
In the Soviet Union, those Jews who succeeded in achieving prominence were those 
who found their “home” in the party or in Russian culture, those who did not know 
what to do with their Jewishness and were reminded of their Jewish origin only by 
others, if at all. Trotsky is the most prominent example.  
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The fact that Jews in major cities and industrial areas were interested in sending their 
children to Russian schools confirms the irresistible pressure towards acculturation 
and participation in the Russian “lead culture”, even in those places where Bolsheviks 
of Jewish origin attempted to make Yiddish the national language of the Jews and to 
establish a Yiddish-influenced national culture. The trend towards acculturation 
proved to be irresistible, perhaps unavoidable, even in those places, such as Poland, 
where there existed a special consciousness among the Jews that was more distinctly 
influenced by ethnicity and confession than in the Soviet Union.41 
As an urban population group that been previously discriminated against, a sizeable 
part of the Jewish population proved comparatively receptive to the offers Soviet 
policies extended them: By distancing themselves from Jewish tradition, by reducing 
national content to folklore (or submitting to a change of national identity), by being 
receptive to Soviet internationalism, and not least of all, by using opportunities for 
social advancement and education available to them, they anticipated the behaviour 
patterns that would be practiced by other urban population groups and scattered na-
tionalities after the Second World War. 
In the Soviet Union of the 1920s, there was also an aspect of Jewish existence that was 
hardly any different from the one in Poland, Romania, or Lithuania. Because Jews were 
traditionally active in commercial sectors, “anti-capitalist” policy during the Civil War 
and anti-commercial ideas and practices within the party during the phase of the New 
Economic Policy (NEP) had an impact on a considerable part of Jewish merchants, 
businessmen, and craftsmen. Many were able to save themselves in cooperatives; but 
independent craftsmen, merchants, and businessmen were considered “capitalists” and a 
part of the “bourgeoisie”, no matter how unimportant their “capital” might have been. 
They were accordingly subjected to discrimination and harassed.42 
In the western Soviet republics, the Jews thus represented the largest part of the for-
mally disadvantaged groups, the lishentsy (the disfranchised), as well as the unem-
ployed. On the other hand, in the big cities, the “NEP-men” (nepmany) with their 
nouveau-riche and fortune-hunting airs were irritatingly visible. They were the object 
of envy, hate, and public stigmatisation. That a large part of the NEP-men were Jews 
in turn served to confirm traditional prejudices. The rather alien term nepman even 
had a Jewish connotation to it. The rhetoric of the class struggle and the propaganda 
of the anti-religious campaigns were capable of conveying anti-Jewish prejudices – 
even if unintentionally.43 That such inclinations were not limited only to the “back-
ward” bourgeois and petit-bourgeois milieus, as Bolshevik theory would like to have 
one believe, is seen in the massive anti-Jewish, quite conventional reservations 
against Trotsky as a potential party leader after Lenin’s death.44 
On the eve of the Holocaust, there was a growing share of persons of Jewish origin in 
Eastern Europe, especially in the Russian Federation, without any communal, reli-
gious, or even folkloric connection to Judaism. Whether one should describe them as 
——— 
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Jews is a question of perspective. In his famous work from 1945, Sartre was inclined 
to define being a Jew as a label and a prejudice of the antisemites: “Far from experi-
ence producing his idea of the Jew, it was the latter which explained his experience. If 
the Jew did not exist, the anti-Semite would invent him.”45 Sartre’s view was largely 
determined by the fact that Jews in France, and in Germany until 1933, were so accul-
turated, even assimilated that – as Stanisław Lec wrote – it required the “divining 
nose” of the antisemite to detect one.46  
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, a sometimes strange, morally and politically 
charged debate arose concerning the Jews’ share of guilt in Communist crimes. Such 
a debate adheres to a worldview defined exclusively by ethnicity and normally fails to 
grasp the complexity of processes, if it is not outright antisemitic.47 

The Holocaust and the Non-Jewish Population in Eastern Europe 

A description of the course of the Holocaust and the conduct of the Jews, the actions 
of the perpetrators, and the reactions of the bystanders in Eastern Europe cannot be 
provided here.48 Therefore, the following remarks will be limited to the factors that 
influenced the behaviour of the region’s various population groups in response to the 
mass murder of the Jews. 
Although the situation in the space between the Baltic and the Black Seas varied 
sharply after 1938–1939, some general principles and characteristics can be recog-
nised that are valid for each individual area, even if with varying degrees of emphasis. 
Although Judeophobia existed in the countries of East Central Europe, the systematic 
disfranchisement and murder of the Jews was brought to the region by the Germans. 
However, the prewar situation, distribution and intensity of enmity towards the Jews, 
and the presence of Jews among local elites (as in Hungary) played a certain role in 
how National-Socialist policies were implemented. The status of a region or country 
within the German sphere of influence after 1938–1939 was also important: an ally 
(e.g. Romania and Hungary); an administrative unit under German control with rudi-
mentary indigenous administrations (e.g. Protectorate Bohemia and Moravia or the 
Baltic general commissariats within Reich Commissariat Ostland); or an occupied 
area with native administration only at the community level (e.g. the General Gov-
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ernment, i.e. those parts of western Poland not annexed into the Reich plus, as of 
August 1, 1941, Eastern Galicia, and Reich Commissariat Ukraine).49 
With the German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, “spontaneous” anti-Jewish 
excesses took place in those areas occupied by the Soviets in 1939 and 1940, from 
Vilnius to L’viv. Under the impact of Soviet coercion, stereotypes of Jewish collabo-
ration with the Soviets had become entrenched, which in turn prepared the way for 
violence. To what extent the German side encouraged these excesses, in particular 
with help from exile groups, remains disputed to this day.50 
Here, unlike in Germany, Austria, and the Protectorate Bohemia and Moravia, the 
disfranchisement, mass murder, and ghettoisation of the Jews were carried out in 
public. Only the industrialised murder took place in the secluded extermination camps 
set up in Poland. In Eastern Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine, there was hardly 
a community that was not the site of a mass shooting and a mass grave. That is to say, 
in nearly every locality in these lands, the local non-Jewish population witnessed the 
mass shootings. 
The role of the indigenous auxiliaries working with the Einsatzgruppen and various 
regular police formations in the killing operations seems to have been largely deter-
mined by the extent to which these local accomplices saw themselves as champions of 
the national cause. The idea and practice of ethnic cleansing and the use of “surgical 
operations” as demographic policy directed at certain population groups did not be-
come part of the political repertoire only in the wake of Hitler and Stalin’s Treaty of 
Non-Aggression in August 1939. New – and certainly also intimidating – were the 
dimensions and the systematic brutality of these kinds of “measures” under National-
Socialist occupation. Faced with hunger and constant danger, most collaborators, even 
those in the German armed forces, must have been thinking primarily of survival. 
By contrast, for political activists from Latvia to the Ukraine, their involvement was 
aimed at creating an armed starting point for future national confrontations over terri-
tory and influence. In the event that Germany should go into decline or withdraw, or 
the Soviets should advance, this starting point was to serve as a guarantee for the 
establishment of state independence.51 The depiction of deployment under German 
occupation as part of the “national” struggle against regional rivals, the Red Army, or 
even the German Armed Forces has led to a situation in which participation in the 
disfranchisement and murder of Jews has been “forgotten”. This is especially true of 
the actions of Lithuanian, Latvian, and Ukrainian formations.52 
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The native population was largely passive vis-à-vis the systematic annihilation of the 
Jews. This had many causes, which cannot be reduced primarily or even exclusively 
to anti-Jewish attitudes before the war or the effect of National-Socialist propaganda. 
An overwhelming part of the urban population in the General Government – and this 
was even more the case in the Soviet territories – saw itself exposed to exploitation, 
deportation, and starvation. Even if the population had wanted to help, the resources 
would not have sufficed. That systematic assistance for Jews emerged only in the 
General Government was no coincidence. It was possible to organise civilian and 
military underground structures there. This “underground state” in turn enabled Jews 
to receive a modest amount of assistance from outside the ghettos.53 In some cases, the 
Catholic Church helped as well. After the final German surrender at Stalingrad in 
February 1943 at the latest, the rural population was exposed to exploitation and de-
portation as well. In some areas, such as Eastern Poland or Belarus, the occupiers and 
the partisans carried out constant reprisals.  
The National-Socialist policy of exploiting the Polish and eastern Slavic populations 
as forced labourers was a source of constant danger; individual survival stood in the 
foreground. Demonstrations of solidarity in the daily struggle for survival or all mani-
festation of political and military self-assertion apparently took place according to 
ethnic or denominational criteria. “International” solidarity, as officially propagan-
dised by the Soviet Union, does not seem to have had much effect here.  
German reprisal measures, exploitation, despotism, chaos, and inefficiency not only 
provoked an unrestricted competition for scant resources in the towns and villages. 
They demoralised and criminalised wide segments of the population (as well as the 
occupiers). Black market activity, bribery, and corruption saved many a Jewish life, 
but they also put Jews in danger, because denunciation and betrayal were a part of the 
general demoralisation.54 
The annihilation of the Jews of Poland, the Baltic countries, and the Soviet territories 
had essentially come to an end by early 1944, by which point resistance and partisan 
movements had become a major local factor. Throughout the occupation, the Soviet 
government demanded that the inhabitants of the ghettos and camp inmates show the 
same unconditionally aggressive commitment as the population in general and the 
partisans and party members in particular. Since the Jews could hardly comply, open 
Jewish resistance in the camps and ghettos on occupied Soviet territory as in Warsaw 
became heroic last stands. For the great majority of Jews, there was nothing else but 
the vain hope that the Red Army would advance in time. By contrast, nationalist par-
tisan groups were largely disinterested in the fate of the Jews. Sometimes they hunted 
down the Jews in hiding. 
——— 
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A significant factor for post war Judeophobia throughout Eastern Europe was a condi-
tion that Jan T. Gross has characterised as the “opportunistic complicity” of the defeated 
population with the occupier.55 Despite all of the expropriations and raids carried out by 
the occupiers against the non-Jews, a considerable part of the population benefited from 
the disfranchisement and murder of the Jews. Goods of all kinds were acquired on the 
cheap; abandoned property, apartments, and houses were – despite prohibitions – ap-
propriated and used. There was a brisk trade in “Jewish things”. A “lumpen bourgeoi-
sie” emerged, as Isaac Deutscher called it in 1946: “The death certificates of the mur-
dered Jews were their only valid trade licenses.”56 The occasional cases of anti-Jewish 
unrest and excesses, or even the murder of Jews, in the Soviet Union and in the people’s 
democracies after 1944–1945 were in most cases probably conflicts between returnees 
and new “residents” over the restitution of Jewish property. 

The End of Soviet Internationalism 

The postwar societies of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union were so preoccupied 
with themselves, reconstruction, and the emerging Cold War political re-alignment 
that the special dimension of the Holocaust was probably understood only by the 
small circles of Jewish survivors and returnees. Otherwise, the tendency was to 
downplay and marginalize the Shoah within the context of the overall barbaric occu-
pation. This was true not just for Eastern Europe.57 
In Soviet reporting, the special fate of Jews had been subjected to “white-washing” 
since 1943; from that point on, all talk was about the mass murder of “peaceful Soviet 
citizens”. This formulation continued to be used right up until the end of the Soviet 
Union.58 The particular engagement of Soviet Jews in the Red Army, propaganda 
departments, or the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee (JAC) was praised abroad 
and in Jewish circles, but in broader Soviet society, it was rather marginalised. By the 
anti-cosmopolitan campaign of 1948–1949 with its antisemitic subtext at the latest, 
Jews were excluded from Soviet ruling bodies. The banning of the meticulously pre-
pared Black Book on the murder of Jews under National-Socialist occupation, the 
dissolution of the JAC, and the murder of many of its prominent activists ensured the 
marginalisation of the Holocaust. Until the end of the Soviet Union, it remained an 
official non-topic.59 
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Symptomatic of this is the treatment of Babi Yar in Kiev. There, on 29–30 September 
1941 almost 34,000 Jews were murdered, allegeded in reprisal operation for a series 
of explosions in the Ukrainian capital. In the years that followed, until the evacuation 
of Kiev in October 1943, Babi Yar served as the execution site for tens of thousands 
of Roma (Gypsies), prisoners of war, patients from psychiatric clinics, and other civil-
ians. It is estimated that 100,000–150,000 persons were killed at Babi Yar. After the 
war, Soviet officials initially planned to build a sport and recreation area at the site. 
Jewish and non-Jewish intellectuals protested this. Individual writers made the mass 
murder operation a literary topic. Under pressure from intellectuals, officials finally 
brought themselves to build a melodramatic, heroizing memorial to the murdered 
“peaceful Soviet citizens”. Only after 1991 was a clear attribution of the victims add-
ed to make clear what this memorial site is really all about.60 
Postwar Soviet society obviously had numerous motives for marginalising the mass 
murder of the Jews. The motives are not explained solely by the open and latent anti-
semitism among the population and within the party. During the war itself, absolute 
priority was given to the struggle against the “German-Fascist invaders”. A special 
role for the Jews in this “community in arms” was not foreseen. Ideally, the Jews – 
like all other Soviet citizens, especially party members – had to fight the enemy to the 
last drop of blood, whether on the front, in the countryside, or in the ghettos and 
camps. After the war, only combat action was recognised, not suffering or surviving 
as camp inmates or forced labourers. This was of course also true for millions of non-
Jewish prisoners of war and forced labourers. In the Bolshevik ethos, martyrdom had 
only to function as propaganda for mobilising the population against the enemy. 
“Compassion” in a Christian or humanist sense was not important; sacrifice had no 
value in and of itself if it did not serve the struggle.  
In East Germany, Poland, and Hungary, the situation was not as rigid as in the Soviet 
Union. Thus, surviving Jews were recognised as victims of Fascism in the German 
Democratic Republic. However, those who fought Fascism ranked higher – also when 
it came to material compensation.61 
Another aspect should be noted in the Soviet case: Given the sheer number of victims 
among the Soviet civilian population during the war – approximately 10 million to 11 
million persons, including the Jews – the number of Jews killed on Soviet territory – 
estimated to be between 1.1 million (without territory annexed in 1939–1940) to 2.5 
million (with the annexed territories) – appears in the eyes of some to be somewhat 
relativised.  
After Stalin’s death, the struggle against “cosmopolitism” (and the Jews) was sus-
pended. Jews, however, were still kept away from the corridors of power and posi-
tions of influence. The treatment of the Jewish and non-Jewish victims of German 
occupation continued to be depicted in the black-and-white narrative of the “re-
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sistance of the entire people”. In this version of history, there were only heroes and 
traitors. A more differentiated picture was portrayed only in literature. But when Va-
silii Grossman, a former leading member of the JAC, once again sought to take up the 
Holocaust as a topic at the start of the 1960s, and even took the liberty of comparing 
the Stalinist system with that of the National Socialists, his manuscript – Life and 
Fate – was confiscated.62 
Grossman is an example of the transformation of a non-Jewish Jew into a writer, who, 
after the experiences of the “Great Patriotic War”, the Holocaust, and the anti-
cosmopolitan campaign, was haunted by his being Jewish. The extent to which the 
Holocaust and the Second World War, the founding of Israel, the anti-cosmopolitan 
campaign, and the Six-Day War in 1967 with all of its domestic implications ulti-
mately buried the Soviet-internationalist assimilation project and created a new and 
special Jewish consciousness is a matter of dispute.63 Reactions to the anti-
cosmopolitan campaign and later to the anti-Zionist campaign point to a pluralisation 
of Jewish identity. In many cases, Jewish identity probably functioned in Sartre’s 
sense of an antisemitic construct, just as the campaigns and experiences of everyday 
antisemitism also served to motivate Jews to stress the peculiarity of being Jewish – 
right up to a commitment to Zionism.64 

The End of Jewish Communism in the People’s Democracies  

The export of the Soviet system to the countries of East Central Europe influenced 
attitudes towards the Holocaust and the returning or surviving Jews in the sense that 
their marginalisation, which was made official in 1947–1948, was promoted by argu-
ments similar to those used in the Soviet Union. Nonetheless, there were variations. 
Almost everywhere, those Communists returning from the Soviet Union or already in-
country – analogous to recently established Soviet patriotism – linked their accession 
to power with the adaptation of programmes and goals from bourgeois-national, even 
nationalist resistance movements or prewar and wartime rightwing parties. This 
meant, in varying degrees of radicalism, the re-establishment of the prewar statehoods 
– but this time as ethnically homogenous nation-states. With the exception of Roma-
nia, this programme was directed primarily against the German minority and the 
German population of the former territories of the German Reich.65 However, it also 
affected other minorities such as the Hungarians in Slovakia as well as the Poles, 
Belarusians, and Ukrainians on both sides of the Poland’s new eastern border. 
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The acquisition of nationalist programmes also meant that the Communist rulers – 
more implicitly than explicitly – welcomed the consequences of the Holocaust. Now, 
nothing stood in the way of the homogenous “people’s democratic” nation-state.66 
Moreover, ownerless German and Jewish assets made available a handsome amount 
for the Socialist project of reconstruction. 
In the Soviet Union, the term Fascism was used to define the specific dimension of 
National Socialism as an extreme expression of imperialism and capitalism. Such a 
definition made it possible, when opportune, to differentiate between good and evil, 
fascist and non-fascist Germans. In Eastern Europe, more than in the Soviet Union, 
National Socialism was seen as an expression of a specifically German anomaly and 
the climax of a centuries-long conflict between the Germans and their eastern neigh-
bours. There, “Fascism” served more as red flag in order to link domestic rivals with 
National Socialism and to discredit them, even to criminalize them.67 Through this 
pattern of perception, the Holocaust was likewise marginalised – at best instrumental-
ised whenever it was considered necessary to mobilise the population against West 
German revanchism and revisionism. 
Due to each ethnic group’s separate wartime experiences, there was, even after the 
war, little solidarity between the victims and the resistance fighters. Poles who had 
hidden Jews had to ask them not to talk about it after liberation. Such pleas point to 
the intensity of anti-Jewish sentiment within the Polish population. From Lithuania to 
Hungary, the nationalist, oft antisemitic general public, including the Catholic clergy, 
saw the strong presence of Jews in the party, the security apparatus, and the media as 
confirmation of ingrained stereotypes of “Judeo-Bolshevism” and Jews as Soviet 
agents. The Communist parties and their leaderships – unlike the Soviet Communist 
party in the 1920s and 1930s – failed to take action against the rampant Judeophobia. 
To the contrary, they even occasionally toyed with the existing stereotypes. 
One cannot help but suspect that Stalin, while keeping Jews far from any positions of 
power in Moscow, systematically put them in leading positions in the satellite coun-
tries. The more disliked they were in Warsaw, Budapest, or Bucharest, the greater 
their dependency on Moscow. But this was true for Jewish and non-Jewish returnees 
from the Soviet Union.  
What has already been said about Soviet-Jewish Communists in the 1920s and 1930s 
also holds for their comrades in arms in East Central Europe from the 1920s to the 
1950s: The party was “home” and “family”; ethnic origin did not matter. Likewise, 
these Jewish activists were not representative of the Jewish population of their coun-
tries,68 not even of those Jews who had survived the Holocaust in the Soviet Union as 
refugees. Despite occasional efforts in postwar Poland – for example, allowing a 
degree of Jewish territorial autonomy in Lower Silesia and creating a Jewish centre in 
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the Jewish Historical Institute – Judeophobia in Polish society was so strong that the 
majority of Jews fled the country. After the Kielce pogrom of 4 July 1946, which 
resulted in 41 deaths, and the murder of about 1,500 Jews in 155 places by October 
1947, Poland’s Jewish population went into sharp decline due to emigration – from 
220,000–240,000 in the summer of 1946 to 80,000 in 1951 and 30,000 in 1960.69 
One would think that with the emigration of largest part of the Jews, there would no 
longer be a “Jewish problem” in the countries of East Central Europe. However, in 
the show trials in Budapest, with the climax being the case against László Rajk 
(1949), and in Prague, with the climax there being the case against Rudolf Slánský 
(1952), the model of Soviet anti-Zionism and anti-cosmopolitanism, i.e., a hardly 
concealed antisemitism, was transferred to the satellite countries.70 
After the “Polish thaw” and the Hungarian Revolution in 1956, there were very few 
Jews left in the security services. Instead, a new-old Judeophobia surfaced within the 
Polish security forces. This was tied to the rise of a certain veterans’ organisation, the 
Society of Fighters for Freedom and Democracy (Związek Bojowników o Wolność i 
Demokrację), and its leader, Mieczysław Moczar. Using antisemitic and nationalist 
slogans, Moczar attempted to displace the first secretary of the Polish ruling party, 
Władysław Gomułka, in 1968. 
Poland’s 1968 antisemitic campaign, which forced 13,000–15,000 persons of Jewish 
origin to emigrate, was – unlike in the 1940s – a symptom of an inner-party power 
struggle and indirectly an after-affect of a nationalism still coloured by war and occu-
pation. Israel’s Six-Day War, the student unrest in March 1968, and developments in 
Czechoslovakia provided the backdrop. As in the Soviet Union, Israel’s victory over 
the Arab neighbours was accompanied by anti-Zionist campaigns, which again re-
vealed obvious signs of Judeophobia within Poland. Gomułka suspected his country’s 
Jews of acting as a “fifth column” for Israel.  
The campaign obviously met with great interest and an overwhelmingly positive 
resonance within the party. The population seems to have acted in a wait-and-see 
manner; at any rate, there were no “spontaneous” excesses; given the small number of 
Jews in Poland, there would have been no target. For the intelligentsia, this campaign 
seems to have discredited the regime for good.71 In many respects, 1968 marked the 
end of the symbiosis between a minority of Jews and Communism that had begun 
towards the end of the 19th century.  
Beyond structures of powers, however, the reality of the Jewish presence in Poland 
was completely different. Just as Babi Yar had gained symbolic importance for the 
terror of the German occupation in general and the murder of the Jews in particular 
within the Soviet Union, the same can be said about the site of the former camp com-
plex Auschwitz within Poland. Up until the early 1990s, a majority of Poles saw in 
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Auschwitz a place of primarily Polish suffering.72 This view caused a sensation in 
1998, when crosses were erected on the grounds of the camp to commemorate the 
estimated 70,000–100,000 Poles (“Catholics”) who died there.73  
However, the marginalisation of the Holocaust in Poland followed different criteria 
than in the Soviet Union. In the latter, it was the “resistance of the entire people” that 
determined the narrative of the Second World War and the marginalisation of not only 
Jewish victims. In Poland, the master narrative of the war also concentrated on the 
nation’s resistance, but suffering and martyrdom as a symbol of Polish history since 
the 18th century partitions had a value in and of itself in the Catholic tradition. The 
self-sacrifice of the Franciscan Maksymilian Kolbe in Auschwitz, who has since been 
canonised, can be more convincingly represented as heroic resistance. Even if the 
mass murder of the Jews has never been denied or concealed in Poland, as in the 
Soviet Union, even at Auschwitz, the suffering of the Poles and Catholics stood front 
and centre in commemoration policy from the start.74  
Since the events of 1989–1991, the “Jewish problem”, which has always been one for 
non-Jews, has become a comparatively prominent historical topic within the tenets of 
European “political correctness”. In the post-Soviet countries, this topic has now 
faded into the background given the mass emigration of Jews, ethnic conflicts, and 
other problems. That a considerable part of the post-Soviet “oligarchs” represents a 
new take on the non-Jewish Jew has hardly been a public issue, despite all the contro-
versy surrounding them and despite their political taming by Vladimir Putin. 
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The Great Synagogue in Berdychiv (Berdichev) in the early 20th century 
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