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Although the Jewish presence in Estonia dates to about 1333,1 an organized 
Jewish community did not appear until five centuries later. From the 13th 
century through 1918 Estonia was under foreign domination, and the Jews, like 
the native Estonians, did not fare well under the Baltic German, Swedish, Polish 
and Russian rulers. Poland in 1595 prohibited Jews from the areas of southern 
Estonia, which it briefly controlled at the time, and Jews were also banned by 
the Swedish crown during its rule in Estonia, from mid-16th century through 
1721.2 Peter the Great of Russia, who had won control of Estonia during the 
Great Northern War with Sweden (1700-1721), granted the Jews a limited right 
of residency, apparently due to the need of their commercial and artisan skills. 
But Elizabeth's decree of 1742, which forbid the residency of Jews in Russia, 
also applied to Estonia. 

The renewed identification of Jews in Estonia during the reign of Catherine 
the Great may again reflect the need for Jewish skills. During the 19th century 
the Jewish population increased not only through these "Schutz-Juden," but 
also through the settlement in Estonia of Jews who had served in the tsarist 
military. Many in two groups—the Kantonists, who were Jewish boys forcibly-
taken into the Russian army, and the Nikolai's soldiers, who were individuals 
serving in various regional Russian garrisons during the rule of tsar Nicholas 
I—apparently remained in Estonia's cities after completion of their military 
service.3 The 19th century also saw a modest migration of Jews to Estonia 
from Courland, from the Pale of Settlement, and from inner Russia. 

The Jews in the urban centers of Estonia began to coalesce into an organ
ized community during the 1840's. The first important event in this regard was 
the founding of a synagogue and Jewish cemetery in Tallinn by the military 
group. In December 1870 permission was received from the government to erect 
a synagogue for the civilians of the capital city, and a corner-stone for a larger 
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synagogue was laid in 1882. By 1876 Jews in Estonia were allowed to own 
real estate, and a Jewish school existed in Tallinn by the 1870's. By 1871,412 
Jews were reported in Tallinn, and there were about 800 "Nikolai's soldiers" in 
the city by the 1880's.4 Tartu had about 616 Jews in 1879, and there were 235 
Jewish university students by 1886. Furthermore, Jewish students at the Univer
sity of Tartu founded a mutual aid fund in 1874, and by 1884 they had created 
an academic history and literary society.5 It has been noted by the Estonian 
Soviet Encyclopedia that many of Estonia's Jews emigrated to the United States 
at the end of the 19th century because of persisting discrimination,6 presumably 
at the hands of the Russian and Baltic German rulers. 

The Jewish Community in the Republic of Estonia 
Interwar Estonia (1918-1940), in terms of its population, was one of the 

most ethnically homogeneous countries of Europe. In 1934, 88% of the people 
belonged to the eponymous group, and the Jews were a mere 0.4% of the coun
try's population from 1881 through 1940. The 1934 census showed that Estonia 
had 4,434 people who identified themselves ethnically as Jewish. Tables 1-6 pro
vide a summary of population characteristics of Estonia by ethnicity. 

The Jews had two characteristics which made them somewhat different from 
the other ethnic groups demographically. First, they were by far the most ur
banized ethnic group in the country—98% of Estonia's Jews resided in cities and 
towns in 1934. The ethnic Estonians at the time were only 30% urbanized, and 
the next most urban group, the Germans, was at the 83% level. In conjunction 
with this, the Jews were further concentrated in a few cities. In 1934 50% of all 

Table 1: ETHNIC COMPOSITION OF ESTONIA'S POPULATION: 1881-1934 

1897 1922 1934 

90.6% 92.4% 92.9% 
4.0 3.7 3.8 
3.5 1.8 1.5 

0.6 0.8 0.7 
0.4 0.4 0.4 
0.9 0.9 0.7 

100% 100% 100% 

Note: Data are for the territorial area at the time of the 1881 census. If the 
territorial area of the interwar Republic of Estonia were used, the number of 
Russians increases and the share of all other groups decreases. See Table 2 for 
1934 data for the latter territorial area. 

Source: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, Rahvastikuprobleeme Eestis, [Volume 4, 
1934 census] (Tallinn: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, 1937), 22. 

Ethnic Group 

Estonians 
Russians 
Germans 

Swedes 
Jews 
Others 

TOTALS 

1881 

89.8 
3.3 
5.3 

0.6 
0.4 
0.6 

100% 
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Jews lived in Tallinn, 21% in Tartu 6% in Valga, 6% in Pärnu, and 4% in Narva. 
And second, the Jews, of all groups, had the most favorable sex ratio and age 
structure in regard to young adults aged 20 to 39.7 The otherwise unfavorable 
national sex ratio and statistical underrepresentation of young adults was caused 
by an extensive loss of males in military service during the First World War 
(1914-1918) and the Estonian War of Independence (1918-1920). 

In the early 1930's the Jewish community was organized religiously around 
eight congregations/synagogues, which were further united into a League of Syn
agogues, headquartered in Tallinn; see Table 7. 
During the 1934 census, of the 4,434 Jews in Estonia, 4,302 professed affilia
tion with the Judaic religion.8 At that time, 78% of the total population was 

Table 2: ESTONIA'S POPULATION BY ETHNIC GROUP: 1934-1970 

Estonians 
Russians 
Latvians 

Germans 
Swedes 
Jews 

Poles 
Finns 
Ingrians 

Ukrainians 
Byelorussians 
Tatars 

Lithuanians 
Others/unknown 

TOTALS 

1934a 
992,520 

92,656 
5,435 

16,346 
7,641 
4,434 

1,608 
1,088 

841 

— 
-
-

_ 
3,844 

1,126,413 

1934b 
977,200 

41,700 
4,000 

34,600 

1,057,500 

1959 
892,653 
240,227 

2,888 

_ 
— 

5,436 

2,256 
16,699 

-

15,769 
10,930 

1,535 

1,616 
6,782 

1,196,791 

1970 
925,157 
334,620 

unk 

_ 
— 
5,288 

unk 
18,537 

-

28,086 
18,732 

unk 

unk 
25,659 

1,356,079 

Notes: The 1934a data are for the territorial area of the Republic of Estonia. 
The 1934b data are for the territorial area of the Estonian SSR, with adjust
ments made by this writer. The 1934a, 1959 and 1970 data are from census 
counts. In Soviet population data there is no Ingrian nationality; Ingrians are 
classified as Finns. During 1941-1944 about 16,000 Ingrian refugees were re
settled in Estonia. 

Source: Tõnu Panning, "Population Changes and Processes," in Tõnu Panning 
and Elmar Järvesoo, eds., A Case Study of a Soviet Republic: the Estonian SSR 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1978), 37. 
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Table 3: ESTONIA'S URBAN POPULATION BY ETHNIC GROUP: 1881-1934 

Ethnic Group 

Estonians 
Russians 
Germans 

Jews 
Swedes 
Others 

TOTALS 

1881 

56.1% 
11.1 
29.3 

2.3 
0.3 
0.9 

100% 

1897 

67.8% 
10.9 
16.3 

2.3 
0.3 
2.4 

100% 

1922 

85.2% 
5.2 
5.7 

1.6 
0.5 
1.8 

100% 

1934 

87.6% 
4.7 
4.5 

1.4 
0.4 
1.4 

100% 

Note: Data are for the territorial area at the time of the 1881 census. If the 
territorial area of the interwar Republic of Estonia were used, the share of Rus
sians would very slightly increase, and the share of all other groups very slightly 
decrease. 

Source: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, Rahvastikuprobleeme Eestis [Volume 4, 1934 
census] (Tallinn: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, 1937), 22. 

Table 4: ESTONIA'S POPULATION BY PLACE OF RESIDENCY 
AND ETHNIC GROUP: 1934 

Estonians Russians Germans Swedes Latvians Jews Totals* 

Cities 28.0% 24.3% 82.0% 14.5% 44.9% 97.6% 28.9% 
Towns 2.2 4.5 1.3 0.1 4.1 0.6 2.4 
Rural 69.8 71.2 16.7 85.4 51.0 1.8 68.7 

TOTALS 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% . 100% 100% 

*Note: This column includes the total population of Estonia and thus smaller 
ethnic groups not shown in the table. 

Source: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, Rahvastikuprobleeme Eestis [Volume 4, 1934 
census]. (Tallinn: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, 1937), 25. 
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Table 5: THE POPULATION OF ESTONIA'S MAJOR CITIES BY ETHNIC GROUP; 
1934 

Ethnic 
Group 

Estonians 
Russians 
Germans 
Jews 

TOTALS 

Tallinn 

85.8% 
5.8 
4.8 
1.6 

100%* 
(137,792) 

Tartu 

88.0% 
4.5 
4.6 
1.6 

100%* 
(58,876) 

Narva 

64.8% 
29.7 

2.1 
0.8 

100%* 
(23,512) 

Pärnu 

90.8% 
2.3 
4.3 
1.2 

100%* 
(20,334) 

Valga 

82.4% 
3.4 
1.3 
2.4 

100%* 
(10,842) 

Total Urban 
Population* 

85.5% 
6.9 
4.1 
1.3 

100%* 
(323,007) 

*Note: Columns will not total to 100% because not all ethnic groups are shown in the table. 
Also, not all cities in Estonia are shown in the table. 
Source: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, Rahvastikuprobleeme Eestis [Volume 4, 1934 census] 
(Tallinn: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, 1937), 24. 

Table 6: RESIDENTIAL DISTRIBUTION OF ESTONIA'S JEWS: 1934 

All cities 
All towns 
All rural 
Other 
TOTAL 

Selected cities:* 
Tallinn 
Tartu 
Valga 
Pärnu 
Narva 

*Figures show percentage of total number of Jews in Estonia who reside in the 
given cities. 

number 

4,277 
25 
79 
53 

4,434 

2,203 
920 
262 
248 
188 

percent 

96.5% 
0.6 
1.8 
1.2 

100% 

49.7%* 
20.7 

5.9 
5.6 
4.2 

Source: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, Rahvastikuprobleeme Eestis [Volume 4, 
1934 census] (Tallinn: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, 1937), 24. 
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Lutheran (most Estonians, and almost all Germans and Swedes), and 19% was 
Orthodox (almost all Russians and some Estonians). 

The 1920 Constitution guaranteed non-Estonians the right to preserve and 
advance their group heritage in Estonia, and legislation was enacted in 1925 to 
implement a unique cultural autonomy program. Among the important features 
of Estonia's cultural autonomy were the following:9 

(1) Each ethnic group over 3,000 people in size could establish by the vote of its mem
bership a "cultural self-government," which received public funds and had also a limited 
right to tax its members. 

(2) This entity could organize and administer both public and private schools in the native 
language of the group. 

(3) The cultural self-government could, further, organize other types of cultural institutions 
for the ethnic group, such as theaters, libraries, museums and so forth. 

Table 7: JEWISH SYNAGOGUES (CONGREGATIONS) IN ESTONIA: 1932 

Location 

Tallinn 
Pärnu 
Tartu 
Valga 
Võru 
Narva 
Rakvere 
Viljandi 

Rabbi 

Dr. A. Gromer 
— 

L. Mostovski 
M.Masljanski 

— 
A. Gorfinkel 

— 
-

Lay Leader 

M. Rogovski 
Krakusen 
S. Beltsikov 
M. Sein 
M. Goldberg 
M. Kriegmann 
Sermann 
S. Paturski 

Source: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, Eesti aadressraamat 1932 (Tallinn: Riigi 
Statistika Keskbüroo, 1932), 227. 

The Russians (who numbered 92,656) and the Swedes (7,641), who were 
both compactly settled in a geographical sense, made use of the local govern
ments to pursue the cultural autonomy aims of their groups. The Germans 
(16,346) and Jews (4,434) were more scattered in various urban areas and 
created their own cultural self-governments. Under the provisions of these laws 
the Jews in Estonia established their own mother-tongue schools from kinder
garten through high school and operated various other types of institutions at 
public expense. As Amitan-Wilensky notes: 

The statement issued by the Esthonian government informing the Jews of their full cultural 
autonomy was issued at the celebration of the first decade of the country's independence,, 
and was published in both Hebrew and Yiddish. This document, which is to be found in the 
Jewish National Library in Jerusalem, is sui generis, being the first and only one of its kind 
issued during the two millennia of exile in which official use was made of both Hebrew, the 
national language, and Yiddish the Jewish vernacular. (p. 342.) 



247 

The cultural autonomy introduced fresh vitality in the Jewish community of Esthonia, 
where there was soon a large number of cultural, education, sport and entertainment societ
ies—a number that was indeed surprising when the size of the local Jewish population is 
taken into consideration. Naturally most was done in the two major cities Reval (Talinn) 
and Dorpat (Tartu), which competed with one another for the hegemony over the Jews 
of the country. Reval was the largest city and the capital, with a wealthy Jewish com
munity, while Dorpat prided itself on its University, Jewish students and student institu
tions. (p. 343) 

Given the small size of the Jewish community, it should not be surprising 
that it never developed an active group-based press or publications program. 
Nevertheless, some newspapers, magazines and books in Hebrew/Yiddish did 
appear. Thus a monthly newspaper began publishing in 1931, and one was re
ported also in 1932 and 1933.10 Two group-based magazines were reported in 
1927, one in 1929, and one in 1932.11 These presumably appeared intermit
tently, since in some years no Hebrew or Yiddish language periodicals at all are 
listed in official statistical tabulations, which otherwise are quite exacting. In 
1926 one Hebrew/Yiddish book was published in Estonia. Another book of 100 
pages appeared in 1927, one of 64 pages in 1935, and two of a combined 272 
pages in 1936.12 Jews in Estonia did, however, subscribe to foreign group-
based publications. For example, it has been reported that two Jewish journals 
from Lithuania, Yiddishe Shtimme and Dos Vort, issued a weekly supplement 
targeted for Estonia's Jewry.13 

Although the Jewish educational tradition in Estonia dates to the 19th 
century, it blossomed during the Republic when, under the provisions of the 
cultural autonomy program, the Jews in 1932 had the following school system: 
a kindergarten in Tallinn, three elementary schools (in Tallinn, Tartu, and Valga) 
and two secondary schools, one each in Tartu and Tallinn, as shown in Table 8. 
It should be noted that of all ethnic groups in the country, the Jews had the 
highest relative participation in education at the University level, as is evident 
from Tables 9-11. Government data on school enrollments indicate that most 
Jews attended the group-based schools. Thus, in the 1938-1939 school year, 
there were 258 Jewish students in grades 1-6 across the country.14 Of these, 
108 were in Hebrew/Yiddish schools, 62 in Yiddish schools, and 86 in Estonian-
language schools. There were 86 Jewish students at the pro-gümnaasium school-
level, grades 5-9, of whom none were in Jewish schools. Of the 74 at the real-
kool level, grades 7-9, 53 attended the Hebrew/Yiddish school, 17 the Yiddish 
school, and 4 Estonian-language schools. Lastly, there were 37 Jewish gümna
asium, or high school students, grades 10-12, of whom 20 were in the Hebrew/ 
Yiddish school and 16 in Estonian-language schools. 

Jewish students at the University of Tartu had organized themselves already 
in the late 19th century, as noted earlier. During the Republic, the number of 
Jewish students declined in the 1930's, as shown in Tables 10 and 11. This prob
ably reflects certain demographic characteristics and trends in the group itself 
rather than restrictive access policies. In terms of age-structure, the Jews were 
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Table 8: JEWISH SCHOOLS IN ESTONIA: 1932 

School Location Director 

Kindergarten 
Elementary School 
Elementary School 
Elementary School 
Secondary School 
Secondary School 

Tallinn, Karu tänav 16 
Tallinn, Karu tänav 16 
Tartu, Aleksanderi tänav 49 
Valga, Vee tänav 1 
Tallinn, Karu tänav 16 
Tartu, Aleksanderi tänav 49 

F. Dubovsky 
S. Gurin 
J. Levitin 
J. Bachmat 
S. Gurin 
J. Nodel 

Source: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, Eesti aadress-raamat 1932 (Tallinn: Riigi 
Statistika Keskbüroo, 1932) 174-6, 1934. 

Table 9: UNIVERSITY STUDENTS PER 1000 PEOPLE IN ETHNIC GROUP 
IN ESTONIA: 1922-1938 

(index: 100=ethnic Estonians) 

Estonians 
Russians 
Germans 
Jews 

1922 

2.58 
1.85 

12.77 
29.56 

index 

100 
70 

490 
1150 

19: 

2.91 
1.78 

12.91 
29.35 

30 
index 

100 
60 

440 
1010 

1934 

2.73 
1.63 

14.56 
21.65 

index 

100 
60 

533 
793 

1936 

2.70 
1.10 

10.21 
13.30 

index 

100 
41 

378 
493 

1938 
index 

2.91 100 
0.97 33 
8.69 299 

15.56 535 

Sources: A. Lepp, "Tartu ülikool 1926-30 a.," in Eesti Statistika Kuukiri, No. 115 (June 
1931), 361. 

A. Lepp, "Tartu ülikool 1938.a.," in Eesti Statistika Kuukiri, No. 212/213 (July/August 
1939), 393. 

relatively strongest at the 20-39 year old levels in 1934, and weakest at the age-
levels below this. In other words, the number of Jews eligible and available to 
attend the university probably declined noticeably during the 1930's. Further
more, there was a slow emigration both to America and Palestine during the 
1920's and 1930's. In addition, it must be kept in mind that the University of 
Tartu until 1918 also served the population of the territory which later became 
Latvia. With the founding of new institutions of higher learning in inter-war 
Latvia, this could have funneled off some Jewish students from Tartu. But it 
is also important to note that because of the overproduction of white collar 
employees and professionals in relation to the capacity of Estonia's economy, 
the university's enrollment in the 1930's was drastically reduced in relation to 
the 1920's. Thus, in 1926 there were 4,651 students at Tartu;by 1930-3,474, 
and by 1936—3,052 (Table 10). The most drastic early cutbacks were made in 
the Faculty of Law and Economics, a field of disproportionate Jewish concen
tration (Table 12). While the 1930's saw the establishment of an authoritarian 
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Table 10: THE STUDENT BODY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF TARTU 
BY ETHNIC GROUP: 1926-1938 

Ethnic Group 

Estonians 
Germans 
Russians 
Jews 

1926 

3,850 
273 
217 
188 

1930 

2,849 
245 
163 
131 

1936 

2,680 
167 
100 
59 

1938 

2,892 
142 
90 
69 

TOTALS* 4,651 3,474 3,052 3,227 

*Note: Columns will not yield totals shown because not all students at the 
university are covered by the four ethnic groups shown in the table. 

Sources: A. Lepp, "Tartu ülikool 1926-30 a." in Eesti Statistika Kuukiri, No. 
115 (June 1931), 362. 

A. Lepp, "Tartu ülikool 1938.a." in Eesti Statistika Kuukiri, No. 212/213 
(July/August 1939), 392. 

Table 11: JEWS AS A PERCENTAGE OF THE STUDENT BODY 
OF THE UNIVERSITY OF TARTU: 1922-1938 

1922 
1924 
1926 
1928 

1930 
1936 
1938 

Total Number 
of Students 

3,115 
4,343 
4,651 
4,008 

3,474 
3,052 
3,227 

Total Number 
of Jews 

135 
177 
188 
165 

131 
59 
69 

Percent 
Jewish 

4.3% 
4.1 
4.0 
4.1 

3.8 
1.9 
2.1 

Sources: A. Lepp, "Tartu ülikooli õppejõud, üliõpilased ja majandus 1922-26 
a." in Eesti Statistika Kuukiri, No. 67 (June 1927), 283. 

A. Lepp, "Tartu ülikool 1926-30 a." in Eesti Statistika Kuukiri, No. 115 
(June 1931), 360, 362. 

A. Lepp, "Tartu ülikool 1938. a." in Eesti Statistika Kuukiri, No. 212/213 
(July/August 1939), 392. 
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Table 12: STUDENTS AT THE UNIVERSITY OF TARTU BY 

FACULTY OF MAJOR: 1926 AND 1930 

1926 1930 
Jews All students Jews All students 

Theology 
Law/Economics 
Medicine 
Philosophy 
Mathematics 

and Science 
Veterinary 

Medicine 
Agriculture 
TOTALS 

N 
-

104 
52 

5 

17 

7 
3 

188 

% 
-

55.3 
27.7 

2.7 

9.0 

3.7 
1.6 

100% 

N 
118 

2140 
410 
828 

586 

119 
450 

4651 

% 
2.5 

46.0 
8.8 

17.8 

12.6 

2.6 
9.7 

100% 

N 
-

67 
35 

6 

12 

10 
1 

131 

% 
-

51.1 
26.7 
4.6 

9.2 

7.6 
0.8 

100% 

N 
114 

1381 
484 
628 

319 

149 
399 

3474 

% 
3.3 

39.8 
13.9 
18.1 

9.2 

4.3 
11.5 

100% 

Source: A Lepp, 'Tartu ülikool 1926-30 a.," in Eesti Statistika Kuukiri, No. 115 (June 
1931), 362. 

rule in Estonia, there is no evidence that this in itself resulted in restrictive 
Jewish enrollment policies at Tartu. 

In comparison to University of Tartu students of different ethnic background, 
the Jews were distinctive by their heavy concentration in the Faculties of Law/ 
Economics and Medicine, as shown in Table 12. Indeed, of all Jewish students, 
in 1926 83% were in these two Faculties, and in 1930 78%. In fact, this enroll
ment pattern is in congruence with the general Jewish occupational structure 
as noted subsequently. It might be added that few Jewish students chose tech
nological fields of study as evidenced by the fact that there were only two 
Jews enrolled at the Tallinn Polytechnic Institute in 1925 and three in 1926.15 

Like other students, the Jews attending the University of Tartu were organized 
"academically." A Jewish Student Music and History Society registered in 1922 
subsequently became the fraternity Korp! Limuvia.16 In 1932 Limuvia had 60 
active student members and 70 alumni, with alumni chapters located in Tallinn 
as well as in Riga and Berlin. A Zionist student group, the fraternity Korp! 
Hasmonea, was founded in 1923, and a sorority, Hazfiro, dates to 1924. By 
1932 the latter had a total of 44 active student and alumni members. 

The University of Tartu had no Jewish faculty members until 1934. Indeed, 
until the achievement of Estonian independence in 1918, the typical faculty 
member was German. One of the major shifts during the Republican period was 
the increase in the proportion of faculty who were ethnic Estonian. But in 1934 
the University did create in its Faculty of Philosophy a Chair of Jewish Studies. 
From its inception until the Soviet occupation and annexation of Estonia in 
mid-1940, the Chair was occupied by Dr. Lazar Gulkovitsch (or, Gulkowitz), 
formerly a professor of philosophy at Leipzig.17 (The Chair concept at the 
University of Tartu is functionally similar to the notion of Department at North 
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American universities.) As Amitan-Wilensky aptly points out, Estonia's Tartu 
"was possibly the only University in Eastern Europe which had a special De
partment for Jewish scholarship " (p. 346). By 1938 the University faculty had 
two Jews in a total of 207 faculty positions,18 which was half-way between the 
proportion of Jews in the total population of the country and in the Univer
sity's student body. 

Economic Profile 
Estonia's Jews had a tradition in the trades and crafts dating to the medieval 

period. However, given the disproportionately large Jewish enrollment at the 
University of Tartu already toward the end of the 19th century, it should not 
be surprising to find a strong presence in business/industry and the professions 
by the time of the Republic. Before looking at the Jewish occupational profile, 
we might note that the group operated three credit unions, one each in Tallinn, 
Tartu, and Narva.19 The credit union concept was quite popular in Estonia, and 
other ethnic groups also had their own financial institutions. 

Tables 13 and 14 give the distribution of the active labor force by major 
economic sector in 1934. The Jews differ from the other groups in several 
ways. Foremost, there was only a minimal Jewish presence in agriculture, 
transportation/communication and the service sector. Instead, the strongest 
Jewish presence was in industry, commerce and the professions. Furthermore, 
Jews were most likely to have wage-employees or to work alone, and very un
likely to use members of the family in their business as labor. Also, together 
with the Germans, Jews were very unlikely to be "workers," but most likely 
to be either owners of enterprises, white collar employees or professionals. 
Estonia's Jews had a particularly strong presence in the medical field. Of the 
country's 899 doctors in 1932, 59% were Estonian, 21% German, and 10% 
Jewish.20 

The 1934 census tabulation notes, furthermore, that: "the Germans and 
Jews, who are primarily urban people, are represented in leading positions in 
occupational sectors related to possession of capital and education dispro
portionately in regard to their relative size in the population."21 A contempor
ary Estonian analyst further points out: 

It must be asserted [on the basis of 1934 census data] that the minority nationalities have 
possession of the larger capital-rich enterprises and the more profitable businesses . . . We 
have approximately 370 enterprises in the area of industry, trade, banking, and insurance 
which are joint-stock companies, with a total stock capital of about 120 million Estonian 
kroons. Of these companies, approximately one-third are owned by minority nationalities, 
but this one-third owns about two-thirds of the total stock capital.22 

The above reference to "national minorities" is obviously to the Germans 
and the Jews. Hence, at least in an economic sense Estonia's Jewish group was 
at the higher echelons of the class structure. 
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Table 14: SELECTED GENERAL OCCUPATIONAL DISTRIBUTION OF THE 
ACTIVE LABOR FORCE IN ESTONIA IN 1934 BY SELECTED MAJOR AREA OF 

ECONOMIC ACTIVITY AND BY SELECTED ETHNIC GROUP 

INDUSTRY: 
Owners 
Of this: Owners 

with permanent 
employees 

Workers, service 
workers and 
officials 

Of this; Officials** 

COMMERCE: 
Owners 
Of this: Owners 

with permanent 
employees 

Workers, service 
workers and 
officials 

Of this, Officials** 

Estonians 
100% 

30.2 

( 4.5) 

69.8 
( 4.5) 

100% 
40.5 

( 6.3) 

59.5 
(20.5) 

SOCIETAL 
ACTIVITIES*** 100% 
Workers, service 

workers and 
officials 92.9 

Of this: Officials** (54.3) 
Self-employed 7.1 

Russians 
100% 

18.2 

( 2.2) 

81.8 
( 4.8) 

100% 
48.9 

( 5.2) 

51.1 
(14.0) 

100% 

79.8 
(52.9) 

20.2 

Germans Jews TOTALS* 
100% 100% 100% 

27.9 49.2 29.3 

( 8.1) 

72.1 
(41.1) 

100% 
24.4 

( 9.6) 

75.6 
(57.9) 

100% 

( 25.5) ( 4.5) 

50.8 70.7 
( 17.2) ( 5.3) 

100% 100% 
54.3 40.7 

(23.4) ( 7.0) 

45.7 59.3 
(19.5) (22.3) 

100% 100% 

60.1 32.0 89.8 
(53.8) (27.4) (54.0) 

39.9 68.0 10.2 

Notes: *Includes ethnic groups not shown here. 
**Officials [Estonian: ametnikud] refers approximately to the white collar labor 

force. 
***Refers to national and local civil servants, those working in the area of health, 

education, religion, military and the professions (doctors, lawyers, etc.). 
Source: Tõnu Panning, The Collapse of Liberal Democracy and the Rise of Authoritarian

ism in Estonia. (London: Sage, 1975), 28. 

only country in the world ever to have been so honored by the Jewish people. 

There are no available data on personal attitudes of the Estonian population 
toward the Jews and vice versa. Amitan-Wilensky implies that relations were 
good in the 20th century between Estonians and Jews given "the relatively 
considerable number of mixed marriages between Jews and Esthonian girls" 
(p . 339). However, intermarriage data for the early 1930's, (Tables 15 and 16), 
show that next to the Estonians the Jews were the most endogamous group. 
Indeed, 93% of Jewish women in the 1932-1935 period married Jews, and 85% 



In appreciation of the benefit of a unique cultural autonomy, granted by Estonia to its national 
National Fund in Palestine presented in 1927 to the Republic of Estonia (independent from 1918— 
The Hebrew and Estonian inscriptions read in English as follows: 

ESTONIAN REPUBLIC. As a sign of gratitude for the first historical deed in 
and cultural autonomy to the Jewish minority in Estonia. 

ics (Russians, Germans, Swedes, Jews, Latvians), the Jewish 
1940) a special award, the certificate of which is reproduced above. 

the history of Israel through the gift of national 
Recorded by the Zionist Organization of Estonia. 
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Table 15: INTERMARRIAGE PATTERNS IN ESTONIA: 1932-1935 

Groom's 
Ethnic 
Group 

Estonians 
Russians 
Germans 

Swedes 
Latvians 
Jews 
Others 

TOTALS 

Estonians 

30,416 
483 
123 

36 
45 
14 
85 

31,202 

Bride's Ethnic Group 
Russians 

523 
2,615 

38 

1 
15 
4 

21 

3,217 

Germans 

100 
23 

256 

2 
-
1 
5 

387 

Swedes 

35 
2 
2 

126 
-
-
-

165 

Latvians 

60 
13 
4 

1 
41 

2 
1 

122 

Jews 

6 
1 
-

_ 
1 

123 
1 

132 

Others 

63 
10 
13 

1 
1 
-
31 

119 

Totals 

31,203 
3,147 

436 

167 
103 
144 
144 

35,344 

Source: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, Rahvastikuprobleeme Eestis [Volume 4, 1934 census] 
(Tallinn: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, 1937), 106. 

Table 16: INTERMARRIAGES PER 100 IN-GROUP MARRIAGES IN 
ESTONIA BY ETHNIC GROUP: 1932-1935 

Ethnic Group 

Estonians 
Russians 
Germans 
Swedes 
Latvians 
Jews                                        14.6%

Grooms 

2.5% 
16.9% 
41.3% 
24.6% 

  60.2%
. 

Brides 

2.5% 
18.7%
33.9% 
23.6% 

  66.4%
  6.8% 

Totals 

2.5% 
17.8 
37.8 
24.1 

  63.6
10.9 

  Source: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, Rahvastikuprobleeme Eestis [Volume 4, 
1934 census] (Tallinn: Riigi Statistika Keskbüroo, 1937), 107. 

                    [The numbers were wrong. Corrected by M.R.]

of the males did so. It is true, of course, that if a Jew intermarried it would be 
almost always with an Estonian. However, this was also true for all of the other 
ethnic groups as well, and it should not be statistically surprising given the fact 
that the ethnic Estonians were 88% of the country's population. Hence no con
clusions on the relative permeability of ethnic social boundaries can be made on 
the basis of intermarriage data. 

Amitan-Wilensky (3434) also implies that there must have been some social 
distance since " [Jewish doctors] did not all engage in their profession. In fact 
no more than a few did so as there was no need for so large a number of Jewish 
physicians, to whom Christian patients hardly came at all. As a result they work
ed in the businesses of their parents." There is, however, no way of ascertaining 
exactly what this reflects in terms of inter-group attitudes or relations. Consider 
the fact that almost all Jews resided in cities, most Estonians in the rural areas. 
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In the cities, language may very well have been a barrier between patient and 
physician. Most Jewish doctors during the Republic would have had their 
schooling in pre-1918 days when the University of Tartu was a German/Russian-
language institution. If a Jewish doctor was not fluent in Estonian, it was un
likely that he/she would have attracted Estonian patients. 

It appears that there were no Jews in Estonia's five elected parliaments, 
although exacting biographical studies or sources are not available to sustain 
a definite conclusion. However, Estonian political parties were also structured 
extensively along ethnic lines—the Germans, the Swedes, and the Russians had 
their own group-based parties, which continually elected representatives to parlia
ment.23 The Jews did have their own group-based party during the election for 
the First State Assembly (Riigikogu) in 1920, which received 395 votes.24 How
ever, given the small number of Jews in the country, a group-based party was 
bound to be unsuccessful, and no Jewish parties are noted in subsequent elections. 
Furthermore, given the appreciable differences between Jews and Estonians in 
urban/rural residency, sector of economic activity (agriculture vs. commerce/ 
industry/professions), and general socio-economic standing, it is unlikely that a 
Jew would have risen to the political forefront in the major national, respective
ly ethnic Estonian, parties. Hence, the absence of a Jewish presence in Estonian 
national politics again is not the best empirical indicator of inter-ethnic attitudes. 

We do not have attitudinal survey data from interwar Estonia to adjudge 
whether there existed prejudices against the Jews on the part of the Estonians. 
But it is clear that in terms of opportunities in cultural life, education and 
economic achievement, the Jews in Estonia fared quite well. That is, there are 
no clear-cut signs of overt discrimination along ethnic lines. In the approximately 
650 years of Jewish history in Estonia, clearly the best period for the Jews was 
during the brief two decades of sovereignty between the two World Wars, the 
period of the Republic, 1918-1920. 

The historical roots of the seemingly positive relations between Jews and 
Estonians—a somewhat unique situation in both Eastern Europe and the two 
millennia of the Jewish diaspora—have not been studied. However, several 
important factors distinguish Estonia itself from most other European countries, 
factors which elsewhere have had a bearing on Jewish/non-Jewish relations. First, 
the Jewish community of Estonia was especially small in terms of absolute 
numbers, and therefore, in a relative sense, it was quite invisible. Second, Eston
ia's Jews had not played a significant mediating role between the tsarist govern
ment and the native Estonians. Hence, there was no basis for ethnically mani
fested stratification-linked animosities between these two groups prior to Eston
ian independence. Since the thirteenth century the detested upper-class or 
dominating group was the Baltic Germans. And third, until the period of the 
Republic, the Lutheran Church, the church of the majority of the population 
since the Reformation, was an institution controlled by the Baltic Germans. 
Thus, the religious intolerance, which often was an important cause of dis
crimination against Jews elsewhere in Europe, was absent from the viewpoint 
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of the ethnic Estonians because the Lutheran Church was not a national church 
of the majority of the population. To the degree that such religious intolerances 
take on ethnic dimensions, in Estonia this would have involved either the Baltic 
Germans or the Russians on the one hand and the Jews on the other, but not 
the Estonians themselves. 

It is conceivable that interethnic relations would have deteriorated after the 
Second World War if Estonia had regained its sovereignty, following the Soviet 
(1940-1941) and German (1941-1944) occupations. Namely, for inevitable 
reasons the Estonians and the Jews had chosen opposing sides in the essentially 
German-Soviet clash. Clearly the Jews could not have been expected to be pro-
German. For them, the lesser of two evils was the Soviet side. For the Estonians, 
following a brutal year of Soviet rule from mid-1940 to mid-1941, with its 
symbolically Russian destruction of Estonian independence, political executions 
and deportations, it was inconceivable that the bulk of the population would 
side with the Soviets. Thus, for the Estonians, the Germans were the lesser of 
two evils. 

One hears or reads occasionally Jewish accusations directed against the ethnic 
Estonians for their very limited involvement in the German execution of Jews 
on Estonian territory during 1941-1944. The Jewish outrage and anguish in re
lation to this is readily understandable. The opposite side of the coin is less 
familiar to us, but nevertheless significant from the viewpoint of interethnic 
relations. Recent studies by Jewish scholars of the Jews in Eastern Europe 
during the war years note that in mid-1941 the Jews in the Baltic States were 
overrepresented statistically in the so-called Soviet "destruction battalions" 
(Estonian: hävituspataljonid).25 These were the shock units of the Red Army 
left behind in the Baltic to delay the German advance. The destruction bat
talions played a central role in the Soviet Union's last-minute executions, the 
destruction of farms, crops, bridges, factories, etc. From the Estonian viewpoint 
these units were instruments of political terror of the Soviet regime. 

The research further points out that relative to their size the Jews were twice 
as likely as the ethnic Estonians to serve as officers in the "Estonian Rifle 
Corps," a two-division force in the Red Army, made up mostly of mid-1941 
draftees from Estonia and Estonians who had lived in Russia proper before the 
World War. Again, from the Estonian viewpoint the Corps was an instrument of 
Soviet destruction directed against Estonia. It must be noted that a sizable pro
portion of the Estonian draftees of mid-1941 into the Red Army had died 
while assigned to forced labor battalions in northern Russia even before the 
Corps was actually formed.26 The fact that some 1,000 men defected to the 
German side in one of the first military engagements of the Corps in December 
of 1942 further evidenced the unpopularity of the Red Army with Estonians. 
And several thousand Estonian men transferred intact in units from the former 
Estonian army to the Red Army had similarly defected in their first engagements 
against the Germans in mid-1941. 

In any case, these particular types of developments, and specifically the forced 
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choice of opposing sides by the natives and the Jews in what essentially was the 
struggle of third parties, as determinants of changed native attitudes deserve 
appreciably greater scrutiny than they have received to date. A German SS 
source cited in a Soviet Estonian publication notes: "In Estonia it was not pos
sible to provoke [the organization of] pogroms because of the relatively small 
number of Jews."27 But even in regard to Latvia and Lithuania, where large 
numbers of Jews were murdered during the German occupation of 1941-1944, 
the strictly native role in this process may be exaggerated.28 It appears certain 
that anti-Semitic attitudes existed before the war in both localities, although the 
causes of the prejudices have yet to be identified. It is also probable that the 
aforenoted Jewish overrepresentation in the destruction battalions of the Red 
Army, and later in the various "Baltic units" of the Red Army, may have inten
sified prejudices. However, the subtle nature of the German role, ignored by 
several recent Jewish authors in favor of attribution of the atrocities more 
strictly to the Latvians and Lithuanians, needs further study as well. For ex
ample, a Soviet Estonian publication of 1969, which deals with the war-time 
atrocities of the period of the Nazi occupation, presents a report dated 15 
October 1941 from SS-Brigadeführer Franz Stahlecker (commander of Ein-
satzgruppe A) to Heydrich, which in part reads as follows: 

"We forced the local anti-Semitic elements to organize Jewish pogroms within a few hours 
after the conquest of a city [the references is to Baltic cities], even though it was hard to 
convince them of this. Following our advice, the security police decided to resolve the 
Jewish question with all available methods and extreme decisiveness. But we did not wish 
the security police, at least at first, to act in its own name, because unusually extreme 
methods could impact badly even on the Germans. We decided to perform things so that it 
would seem to all as if the local population had taken upon itself the initiative in the strug
gle against Jews."29 

The fate of the prewar Estonian Jewish community is not fully clear. The 
Soviet deportations of 1940-1941 are thought by a recent Jewish source to have 
affected about l/9th of the group's membership, about 500 people.30 Fairly 
detailed listings of the deported population were compiled and are still available, 
and in regard to ethnicity, these indicate that certainly not over 600 of those 
deported in 1940-1941 could have been Jewish.31 Further, it is certain that 
most Estonian Jews did not fall into German hands at all but fled eastward to 
the Soviet rear. A contemporary, war-time source in the West states that almost 
all in the group went to the Soviet Union.32 But an Estonian exile source of 
1948 notes that about 2,000 (of the approximately 4,400) remained in Estonia 
in mid-1941.33 Recent Jewish sources note that from 3,000-to 4,000 Jews from 
Estonia fled eastward to the USSR while up to 1,000 remained in Estonia.34 

A 1969 Soviet Estonian publication cites a contemporary SS report as follows: 
"The larger part of those 4,500 Jews who lived in Estonia at the time [our] 
offensive began fled together with the retreating Red Army forces. Only 2,000 
persons remained. In Tallinn alone there had lived about 1,000 Jews. The arrest 
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of all male Jews over the age of 16 has been almost completed."35 

Purre recently noted that according to a Soviet Latvian publication prepared 
by the Communist Party itself, a total of 5,433 residents of Estonia were exe
cuted during the German occupation, of whom 400 were reported as being Red 
partisans, 4,070 Communists and their sympathizers, and 963 Jews.36 Thus, 
it appears that at least 50% of Estonia's prewar Jews escaped the German oc
cupation altogether, and less than 25% were executed during 1941-1944; this 
would imply that the remaining 25% survived the German occupation inside 
Estonia. This is further suggested by the following German SS report reproduced 
in a Soviet Estonian source: "All of them [the arrested male Jews over age 16 
referenced in the preceding quote] were destroyed by the Self Defense Forces 
under the direction of Special Unit 1-A. Exceptions were made in regard to doc
tors and leaders of local government. Jewish women aged 16 to 60 who were 
able-bodied were arrested and sent to the peat industry and other jobs."37 

It must be added that although the Germans, in their concentration camps 
and prisons on occupied Estonian soil, appear to have executed far more people 
than the number of Jews in prewar Estonia, the bulk of those executed, regard
less of whether they were Jews or Soviet prisoners, were individuals brought 
from other German-controlled areas to Estonia. Although individual Estonians 
are known to have been involved in the executions, there has been no evidence 
of any significant degree of native participation in the atrocities. And as noted, 
existing evidence from German, Soviet, Estonian and Jewish sources indicates 
that most Estonian Jews were not annihilated by anyone in Estonia. Rather, 
they successfully escaped to the Soviet Union, where, however, their fate is 
unknown. 

As a community or as an ethnic group, the Jews did survive the war in Eston
ia, in spite of the atrocities of the period. The 1934 census had shown 4,434 
Jews in the Republic of Estonia; the 1959 Soviet census enumerated 5,436 Jews 
in the Estonian SSR (Table 2, above). We do not know, of course, how many 
among the latter are Jews of prewar Estonia or their decendents. Overall, Eston
ia's population losses during the bloody decade of 1939-1949 were more than 
25% of the prewar figure due to resettlements, flight westward, executions, 
deportations and territorial transfers.38 
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