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Abstract:

The paper documents the growth of the Jewish and non-Jewish populations in the regions
of Germany-Austria (GA) and Poland-Lithuania (PL) from 1500 to 1930. Although
borders changed considerably, we attempt to maintain comparability throughout the
period. We summarize evidence that a large proportion of the Jewish population in PL
originated from GA and find no significant evidence for the immigration of Khazars or
any other Jewish group from the East. While the proportion of Jews in the total
population of PL was only 0.13% in 1500, this figure reached more than 17% by 1880
and the Jewish population in PL constituted more than 75% of the global Jewish
population in that year. This population grew at an annual rate of about 1.4% from 1500
to 1930 while the Jewish population in GA grew at a rate of 0.88%. Meanwhile, the total
populations of GA and PL grew at about the same annual rate of approximately 0.40%.
The main reason for the higher growth rate of the Jews is their lower death rate. Thus,
while their birth rate was about the same as that of non-Jews, infant and child mortality
among Jews was much lower in both PL and GA. We claim that Jewish childcare, as
manifested, for example, in the duration and methods of breastfeeding and in the Jewish
practice of remarriage, is among the primary reasons for the exceptional population
growth of the Jews. In future research, we will examine the question of why this occurred
in the PL community rather than any other.

Keywords: breastfeeding, child mortality, Germany-Austria, infant death rate, Jewish
population, Poland-Lithuania, total population
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1. Introduction
This paper documents the growth of the Jewish and total populations in the regions of
Germany-Austria (hereafter: GA) and Poland-Lithuania (hereafter: PL) from 1500 to
1930. We divide the period into two sub-periods: a) 1500-1800 which is roughly the
period prior to the collapse of the Polish-Lithuanian state; and b) 1800-1930 which
was a period of changing borders, industrial revolution and large-scale migration of
Jews out of Central-Eastern Europe.
We attempt to keep the geographic territories of GA and PL as constant as possible
throughout the period. The territory of GA approximately corresponds to the area of
the Holy Roman Empire or the Reich in around 1500 while the territory of PL
approximately corresponds to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth at the beginning
of the 17th century. This demarcation of boundaries between GA and PL is consistent
with the different property rights regimes in place in each region prior to 1800 and
makes it possible to track the flow of internal migration and migration between the
regions. We will also describe (in section 2) the historical background of GA and PL,
which became the most important centers of world Jewry up until WWII. It is from
here that Jews set off for America, Western Europe and Israel, which in turn became
the main Jewish centers after the Holocaust.
The project is based on a comprehensive effort to collect and compare the available
demographic data necessary for the analysis of Jewish demographic history and the
understanding of long-term population trends. Since the data suffers from a number of
limitations and the geographic comparibilty of the data is beset with difficulties, our
conclusions are subject to some unavoidable limitations and some uncertainty, part of
which can perhaps be eliminated with further investigation. Regarding the period
before statististics become availabe, the analysis is based primarily on secondary
sources. We use the estimates provided by Germania Judaica and key historians of
German Jewry (including Guggenhaim, Toch, Battenberg, Israel and Bell) and the
Holy Roman Empire (including Rabe, Schormann, Whaley, Hartmann), who collected
data from the occasional local population counts, tax lists, church registers and other
available primary sources. We are aware of the scarcity of reliable data and the
problematic character of the estimates, but feel that the data is sufficiently reliable in
order to grasp long-term trends.
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Regarding early modern Poland-Lithuania, the data is gathered from YIVO and
various widely accepted works by leading demographic historians of Polish Jewry
(including Kupovetsky, Weinryb, Ettinger, Stampfer and Kalik) and Poland
(including Gieysztorowa and Kuklo). Although we generally accept the numbers
provided by Weinryb and Stampfer, we nonetheless describe the ongoing debates over
various demographic issues and outline the problematic character of the sources.
For the modern period, we use a variety of secondary sources and the available
statistical data.3 Since early tax-oriented censuses (such as the one in 1764) usually
suffer from underrepresentation of the Jewish population, in addtion to other
inadequacies, we accept the corrections carried out by modern scholars (such as
Mahler, Stampfer and Kalik). When possible, the analysis is supported with data
gathered by governmnt statistical offices and published in Zeitschrift für
Demographie und Statistik, Statistisches Jahrbuch für den Preussischen Staat and
reports of the Central Statistical Office of Poland (GUS). For the regions subject to
Russian rule, we use critically adjusted figures published in authoritative secondary
sources.
In 1500, there were only 10–15 thousands Jews in PL, which constituted less than 2%
of the global Jewish population and only 0.13% of the population in PL. In section 3,
we describe the origins of the Jewish populations in GA and PL and summarize
evidence that the majority of the Jews in PL arrived from GA during the 12th to 15th
centuries. The Jews in PL and GA shared the same religious, educational, and cultural
background. In 1880, there were 4.7 million Jews in the former PL who accounted for
about 75% of the global Jewish population and 17% of the total population in PL.4 In
around 1500, there were only 40,000 Jews in GA and by 1880 their number had
reached only 760,000 (1.35% of the total population in GA).
Figure 1.1 summarizes the population data collected for this study. The data shows
that the total populations of GA and PL grew at almost the same rate of about 0.43
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In the Prussian kingdom, the censuses were usually conducted at three-year intervals (from 1816 till 1871) or
five-year intervals (from 1871 until WWI). In Austria, comprehensive censuses were carried out in 1869 and every
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4
S. DellaPergola (2010, p. 56, table 3).

3

percent from 1500 to 1930 (during the earlier period of 1500-1880,
1880, the rate was about
0.20 percent; see Figure 4.1). The growth rate of the Jewish population was, in
contrast, much higher in both regions and even more so in PL where the growth rate
r
was about 1.4% for the entire period. In what follows, wee will endeavor to explain the
reasons behind this exceptional growth in the Jewish population of PL.
Figure 1.1: The Jewish and total populations of GA and PL, 1500-1930
1500 1930 (in logs)

This rapid growth of the Jewish population in PL is again generating
ing interest,
following the recent claim by Sand (2009) that the Jews of PL may have originated
from the Khazars
zars who converted to Judaism in the 8th century. In section 3,
3 we
summarize the studies that attempt to disprove the existence of a significant Jewish
community in the Khazarian Kingdom. Even if there was a Jewish
ish population in the
Khazarian Kingdom and they indeed migrated westward to the PL region, either
before or after the Mongol invasion in the 13th century, no traces can be found of them
among the Jews of PL in around 1500. Jewish
Jew groups who settled in Christian areas
of Europe, including Karaite Jews who migrated to the eastern frontiers of PL and
remained there for generations, usually preserved their distinct practices and as a
community were granted privileges by the king or the local ruler and paid taxes to
him. No evidence of this can be found for the Khazars.
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There is no indication of large-scale migration of non-Ashkenazi Jews to Poland from
the East. There is a possibility, though no concrete evidence, of the migration of a
small number of Jews to PL from the East following the Mongol invasions of the 13th
century. Some migration westward, as well as the presence of small communities of
non-Ashkenazi Jews on the eastern frontier of PL during the 15th century cannot be
ruled out either. Nevertheless, these communities were insignificant and random and
left no genetic or linguistic traces.5 Hence, the movement westward of Jews into PL
cannot be compared in scale to the migration of Jews from GA eastward into PL.
The claim we wish to make is that the massive growth of the Jewish population in PL
can be explained by birth and death rates and migration from GA. There is only
limited data on births and deaths prior to the late 19th century. It indicates that prior to
the demographic transition in 1870, the Jewish population in GA and PL had a birth
rate of about 35 per 1000 which is similar to the overall rate for Europe. Yet the death
rate among the Jewish population in GA and PL was only 20 per 1000 while that of
the total population was between 25 and 30.
In the pre-modern period, the lower Jewish death rate in GA and PL relative to the
total population cannot be due to their relatively higher concentration in urban centers
and their relatively higher income since the death rate in urban centers was in fact
much higher than in rural areas up until the 20th century. In contrast, the eastward
movement of the Jews within PL and their concentration in small villages (shtetls)
may partly explain their lower death rates. The demographic data indicate that the
main explanation for the lower death rate among Jews is a lower rate of infant and
child mortality. In section 5, we provide the existing evidence for this from the 19th
and early 20th centuries, which is accepted as accurate by most demographers and
historians. The lower rate of infant and child mortality among Jews can account for
about 50% to 70% of the difference in death rates between the Jews and the total
population.
Condran and Preston (1994), two demographers in the US, studied the Jews and other
ethnic groups who arrived in the US during the period 1910-20. They found that the
particularly low rate of infant and child mortality among the Jews was due to three
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factors: i) a higher degree of parental devotion to their children and the practice of
breastfeeding for longer periods; ii) a higher level of hygiene in food production; and
iii) greater access and acceptance of medical knowledge.
Section 6 provides an extensive historical discussion of infant and childcare among
Jews based on a critical assessment of evidence related to Jewish religious norms and
practices and available historical sources. Whenever possible, halachic norms are
supported with historic and contextual arguments. We compare childcare practices of
Ashkenazi Jews and Christians for the period from 1500 to the late 19th century.
Despite the risk implicit in generalization, the problematic nature of the sources and
the question of whether religious norms actually determined everyday practice, we
attempt to outline some general trends and show that breastfeeding and other related
practices that were already adopted in earlier periods by the Jews are now known to
be particularly effective in lowering infant mortality. The Talmud in fact requires 24
months of breastfeeding and the use of contraception in order to space between
births.6 These rules, which were enhanced in medieval and early modern Jewish
sources, were usually not common among the Christian communities in GA, PL and
the rest of Europe, nor in the US later on. Clearly, the importance of childcare in
Jewish culture is not the only explanation for the low infant mortality rates observed
among Jews in PL and therefore the analysis should be viewed as a starting point for
future research.
One of the puzzling questions that arises from the analysis is why the Jewish
community grew so rapidly in PL but not in GA. This is even more striking given that
birth and death rates were probably similar between the two populations, which were
very similar in terms of culture and socioeconomic status. The answer to this puzzle
will be the subject of future research. The hypothesis we put forward is related to the
distinction between GA and PL with regard to the property rights regime, as will be
discussed in section 2.
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2. The Historical Context: Germany and Poland, 1500-1930
In the section, we provide a brief history of Germany and Poland in order to make it
clear to the reader how we have defined the two regions.. The borders and regimes of
the geopolitical entities we have called GA and PL changed numerous times during
the period from 1500 to 1930. Nonetheless, there is enough continuity in order to
carry out a demographic analysis.
Germany-Austria and Poland-Lithuania
We divide the vast area of Central and Eastern Europe into Germany-Austria (GA),
whose borders largely correspond to those of the Holy Roman Empire around 1500
and Poland-Lithuania (PL) whose borders largely correspond to the borders of the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth around 1600. This division is a combination of the
territorial borders that existed in the 15th and 16th centuries and the traditional Elbe
River demarcation between two different systems of property rights: the capitalist
West and the feudal East. Feudalism was based on a complex system of land tenure,
but we are interested in only one particular aspect of it, which is crucial to our division
between GA and PL: who had the right to own land for the purpose of farming or
production. We are not concerned with urban land used for commercial or residential
purposes.

2.1 The historical context: GA, 1000-1930
For most of this period, the various German political entities were roughly grouped
together under the name of the Holy Roman Empire and struggled "for a working
compromise between uniformity and disruption."7 In the 16th century, its name was
changed to the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, and in 1871 the unified
nation-state of Germany was established.

7
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Map 2.1. The Holy Roman Empire in 14008
In 962, Otto I became the first emperor of the Roman Empire, which then
encompassed the area known today as Germany, as well as the neighboring kingdoms
of Burgundy, Bohemia and Italy. It had a population of about 5 to 6 million people,
the majority of whom were farmers in a state of serfdom who worked in various
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arrangements on lands distributed to lords as a fief.9 The 11th and 12th centuries can be
characterized as an age of political confrontation and struggle against the papacy, as
well as rapid urbanization, eastward colonization, long-distance trade revitalization
(the Henseatic League), chartering of towns, and intellectual activity.10 While there
developed an urban economy of commodity exchange controlled by merchants and
organized into emerging guilds and corporations, the countryside relied on barter and
the so-called open-field system controlled by nobles. Under this system,
each manor or village had two or three large fields which were divided into numerous
narrow strips of land rented out by the lord under various arrangements and cultivated
by individuals or peasant families.11
Despite the growing tension between the regional rulers and the emperors, which
would inform political affairs in the Empire until its dissolution in 1806, Germany
entered the High Middle Ages as one of the leading powers in Christian Europe.12
Political conflicts, schism and war led to a deep political crisis. The feudal open-field
system began to disintegrate with the growing use of money and the development of
the exchange economy. Its demise followed the Black Death in 1350 which led to a
shortage of labor and enabled the surviving peasants to command higher wages,
which in turn made it possible to replace the traditional tenures with rental contracts.13
The land became a commodity that could be bought and sold. Manumissions
multiplied and many peasants acquired enclosed (fenced) fields separate from the
open communal fields. The reforms that followed fostered a proto-capitalistic
economy and society. The economic change, however, brought no remedy to disunity
and disorder. "Complexity of individual rights and privileges, the increasing
differentiation of social classes, the opposition between princes and estates, friction
between agriculture and the town crafts, between commerce and industry [...]
involved the people as a whole in endless strife."14
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Sharecropping in which the vassal and the owner split the crop production was highly popular. In another popular
arrangement, the vassal worked certain days on the lord’s lands and the rest on a small plot, whose entire yield
could be used by him for either consumption or exchange. For further details on the emergence of medieval
feudalism, see Anderson (1974, part one).
10
Coy (2011, pp. 38-39).
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See also: Anderson (1974, pp. 150-51).
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Coy (2011, p. 36).
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In 1452, Frederick III was coronated as the Emperor and became the first of the
Habsburg dynasty. Although his son Maximilian I was unable to stop the territorial
fragmentation of the Empire, he did introduce imperial reforms, which included the
establishment of the imperial supreme court, the levying of imperial taxes, and the
strengthening of the Imperial Diet. Consequently, he achieved "a stable compromise
between emperor and the estates."15 By 1500, German lands were free of the land
ownership restrictions which characterized the feudal system. Landlords and tenants shared

property rights to the land.16 The peasant used the land and in exchange paid rent to
the landlord, thus supplying him with cash. Commerce and wage labor became
dominant, while the profits from land used as pasture or leased to small farmers were
usually invested in trade and industry or in aristocratic luxury consumption.17 In some
parts of western Germany, peasant tenure became heritable. Throughout the 16th
century, rich landlords in the territories of Pomerania, Brandenburg and Prussia,
where labor was needed to grow grain, enlarged their demesnes, returned peasants
back to serfdom and tied them to the land. This process was similar to the secondary
serfdom in Poland-Lithuania. "The great dividing line of the Elbe solidified
permanently in the 16th century."18
In the 16th century, the politics and social structure of the Holy Roman Empire were
revolutionized by the Protestant Reformation. In 1524, the German Peasants' War
broke out and like the preceding Hussite wars it consisted of a series of economic and
religious revolts supported by religious reformers. Although it was the largest uprising
in Europe up until the French Revolution, it ended in victory for the princely armies
(1525). Viewed as a chance for secularization and political independence, the
Reformation movement also attracted territorial princes and weakened the central
institutions. The northern states adopted Luther's creed and became Protestant, while
the southern and western states remained Catholic. The Peace of Augsburg (1555)
formally recognized the Lutheran faith and ruled that a state's religion will be
determined by its ruler.
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The peace was a fragile one. The continuous imperial attempts to achieve political and
religious unity under Catholic dominion led to the Thirty Years' War (1618–1648)
between the two parts of the Holy Roman Empire. The war was ruinous for millions
of citizens and set the German economy back a century. The year 1648 marked the
end of the Holy Roman Empire19 and the beginning of the modern nation-state
system. Germany became divided into numerous independent states. Netherlands and
Switzerland became independent states; Alsace was annexed by France; Pomerania
became temporarily Swedish; and France emerged as the dominant European power.
Among the German princes who achieved sovereignty was Frederick William of
Brandenburg, who founded the independent duchy of Prussia and was instrumental in
creating the Prussian army. In 1701, his son Frederick I was crowned the first king of
Prussia, which quickly turned into a powerful centralized and militarized state with a
rapidly developing economy and the best army in Europe.20 Between 1770 and 1830,
Prussian serfs were peacefully emancipated.
The period of the Napoleonic Wars saw the beginning of unifying trends. The
Congress of Vienna established the powerful German Confederation of 41 states
under the leadership of Austria. In 1833, a German common market was created and
in the 1840s a railroad system was developed. However, the lack of political unity
continued to hinder full industrialization.
The European revolutionary movements of 1848 strengthened the feeling of German
patriotism. It was after the Springtime of Peoples and during the 1850's and 1860's
that the modern German nationalist ideology took shape.21 In 1866, as a result of the
Austro-Prussian war, the German Confederation was partly replaced by the North
German Confederation while Prussia became dominant in German politics. In 1871,
Prussian victory in the war with France finally led to the unification and formation of
the German Empire under the leadership of Prussia and its leader Chancellor Otto von
Bismarck.
In the 19th century, Germany entered a stage of rapid economic growth and
modernization, and the Unification in 1871 led to full-fledged industrialization. The
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rapidly advancing railway system fostered the development of the steel and coal
industry and made Germany into the leading coal producer in Europe. In the latter part
of 19th century, chemical and electrical industries developed.
The German Reich entered the 20th century as a powerful state with the largest
economy in Europe and as a prominent member of the Triple Alliance. It had colonies
in Africa and Oceania and was interested in further expansion and hegemony. It had
the most powerful army in Europe and intended to establish a strong navy. Political
tensions and the replacement of liberal traditions with aggressive nationalism,
combined with risky foreign policy, universal conscription and imperialistic
competition, led to enmity between Germany and the other European nations and the
First World War ensued. Of all the Central Powers, Germany was the most involved
in the war. Following the German defeat in 1918 and the November Revolution, the
Republic of Weimar was established in 1919. Heavy post-war reparations and the
Great Depression led to general discontent, support for a socialist economy and the
rise of nationalism.
2.2 The historical context: Poland, 1000-1930
Historically, the Polish state came into being when the West Slavs, living in the area
approximated by modern Poland, united their tribes under Mieszko I and accepted
Christianity in 966. Within two centuries, through continuous Christianization of the
population, establishment of a monarchy (in 1025) and political structures, regional
economic advancement and territorial conquest, the country developed into a
powerful kingdom under the Piast dynasty (966-1370) and was integrated into
European culture as the eastern flank of Christendom. The processes of state
centralization and institutional formation suffered several setbacks during the period
of fragmentation (1138-1320), which contributed to the emergence of the feudal
system.22 Although similar in structure and fundamental principles, the Polish system
of authority and feudal hierarchy was somewhat different than that prevailing in Latin
Europe.23 Land became the most important factor in public law but the full ownership
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In Polish history, this period is defined as early feudalism. For a more detailed description, see Anderson (1974,
pp. 233-34) and Blum (1957, pp. 812-15). For a contrary opinion, see Manteuffel (1948, p. 67).
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Mączak (1950, p. 269).
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of land was granted only to the knights in exchange for military service.24 While in
Western Europe most land was not owned outright and shared property rights were
the norm, in Poland-Lithuania land owned since ancient times or granted by kings and
princes during the 12th and 13th centuries became an allodial property of the knight.
Ownership was hereditary and the land could be sold or exchanged according to the
”law of the land”. Polish knights were not the king's vassals and their relationship to
the king was not feudal. Rather, they were royal subjects, equal before the king. Land
was organized according to the open-field system (see above) and was cultivated by
peasants increasingly dependent on their feudal lords, namely the knights. By the 12th
century, Polish peasantry could be divided into two groups: free peasants who had the
right to relocate and bonded subjects who were tied to the land. Peasants who held the
land of a feudal lord were obliged to perform certain services, most of which were
considered to be payment of rent.
The period of fragmentation also contributed to regional development, the formation
of an estate society (including the social class of the peasants), the growth of towns
and the increase in wealth exploitation. Developing Polish cities became attractive to
Western European immigrants, especially German ones.25 The so-called ”colonization
movement” brought German city law, known as Magdeburg rights, to Polish towns
and contributed to their further development. The same movement brought
immigrants to Poland who were disenchanted with Western feudalism and thus
interrupted, at least for a while, the process of peasantry enserfment. This supported
the emergence of a rental economy.26
In 1320, the country was unified under the strong rule of Casimir the Great (13331370) who "inherited Poland built of wood, but left it built of stone." Poland annexed
fertile land in what is now modern-day Ukraine (then called the Duchy of Halicz) and
thereby doubled its size. At the same time, Poznan, Cracow and Warsaw became
important urban centers. Casimir died without an heir, thus beginning 400 years of
elective monarchy. During this period, the nobility became increasingly powerful

24
The burden of warfare was lighter on allodial knights. If the war was being fought outside the country, they were
paid by the king, while the feaudal vassals were subject to military service at their own expense. See Kutrzeba,
(1902, p. 238).
25
Traders, artisans, knights, peasants and clergy who lived in densely populated Western Europe and suffered from
the changes in European feudalism. See Zaremska (2011, pp.114-15).
26
Blum (1957, pp. 814-15).
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through generous political and economic concessions and the king's position
weakened.27 Poland had become an increasingly important trading partner in WestEast trade and a supplier of raw materials to European markets and in 1386 it formed
a personal union with Lithuania. Under the rule of the Grand Duchy's Jagiellonian
dynasty (1382-1572), it became one of the largest political and multi-ethnic entities in
Europe during the next four centuries. Expansion and the colonization of eastern
lands, peaceful Christianization and gradual polonization of Lithuanian institutional
structures and nobility boosted economic growth, which was based on the grain trade,
and brought cultural and spiritual calm as well. In the socioeconomic realm, the slow
process of servile feudalization, which had been interrupted by colonization, was
renewed. Thus, during the 14th and 15th centuries, an increasing number of peasants
became tied to the land and in 1496 serfdom was formalized legally.
Poland was least influenced by the general European crisis of the 14th and 15th
centuries. After the untied armies defeated the Teutonic Knights in 1410 in one of the
biggest medieval battles ever to take place, Poland came to dominate Prussia and
Danzig (in 1466) through which the majority of foreign trade flowed. With the
evolution of agricultural technology and the expansion of cultivated lands, Poland
"became the granary of Europe" and entered its Golden Age. Polish became the
universal language in lieu of Latin, while Renaissance literature, learning and culture
flourished in Polish cities, especially in the royal capital of Cracow. Cracow’s
academy was in fact the alma mater of Nicolaus Copernicus, who proposed the
revolutionary heliocentric model of the solar system.28 In the sociopolitical realm, it
was the period of “Golden Liberty”, which marked the emergence of one of the first
European parliaments (Sejm) and was characterized by the rule of the "free and equal"
Polish nobility,29 which continued to restrain the king's power.30 While "the republic
of nobles" saw some manifestations of religious tolerance (such as the Warsaw
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In order to assume the throne, to secure the nobility's support for a war or to assure their successors, monarchs
granted concessions to the class that elected them. For example, in 1374, Casimir's successor, Louis I of Hungary,
guaranteed the nobility their traditional rights and exemption from the payment of taxes to the crown without their
explicit approval. See also Davies (1981, p. 91).
28
The so-called mitos or dogma of granary which was popular among the nobles.
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Under John Albert's rule (1493), the king's council evolved into a bi-cameral general Sejm (parliament) which
consisted of king, senate and the house of representatives, the majority of whom were regionally elected in public
dietinies (sejmiki).
30
See, for example, footnote 27 above.
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Confederation of 1573), which was unique in a Europe plagued with religious wars, it
evolved later into the ”oligarchy of magnates”.
One of the peaks of the Polish ”golden age” was the evolution from personal to real
union with Lithuania in 1569 in the form of the Commonwealth of the Two Nations.
Following the wars with Sweden and Moscove (1610), the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth reached its maximum boundaries, with a territory of 390,000 square
miles stretching from the Baltic and the Silesian borders in the West almost to the
Black Sea in the East. It was inhabited by a multi-ethnic and multi-religious
population of about 11 million (see chapter 4). Numerous new private towns were
founded, mostly on lands in the East which were granted, leased or sold to the nobles
and magnates by the king. These were usually small towns which became the centers
of the developing noble estates.

Map 2.2. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth31

31

Halibutt.pl: www.polishorigins.com/public/pictures/maps/2000px-1Rzeczpospolita.png (accessed November,
2015).
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In the economic realm, the East adhered to the feudal agrarian economy while in the
West mercantilism predominated. During the 15th and 16th centuries, the peasantry of
Eastern Europe was enserfed.32 In Poland, the feudal system evolved in parallel to the
development of large noble manorial estates known as folwarks and of the exportdriven grain trade. The folwarks developed from land owned by a feudal lord and
worked by hired labor, servants, and peasants who in addition to cultivating rented
lots had to work a certain number of days on the lord's demesne. The purpose of serfbased folwarks was to produce surplus produce that could be exported to Western
Europe as well as being sold within the Commonwealth. Starting from the 16th
century, as noble estates grew in size and a shortage of labor developed, the nobles
increased the amount of mandatory free labor and supported legislation that limited
peasants' mobility and rights.33 In 1521, peasants lost their right to appeal to the royal
court, and by the end of the 16th century landlords had obtained the right to execute
peasants at will. While in Western Europe feudal property rights were on the decline
and wage labor had become popular, in Poland noble privileges and royal statutes had
led to greater subjection and exploitation of the peasantry. This is known in Polish
historiography as the ”second serfdom”. The Polish serf-based system was not a
unique phenomenon, but rather the relic of a structure that was once characteristic of
the region and which had evolved in a rather unique way.34
Despite some military successes, the continuous wars devastated the Commonwealth,
emptied its treasury and strengthened the nobility’s ever-growing opposition to the
monarchy and, together with the worsening climatic conditions, famine, plague and a
decline in Western European demand for Poland's grain, led to economic decline in
the first half of the 17th century. The crisis affected both the cities and the folwarks.
The folwark system did not develop since the export profits were not reinvested in
agricultural improvements and the expansion was limited by noble rivalry and soil
exhaustion. In order to increase production, the nobles enlarged the folwarks by
expropriating peasant lands and adding to the peasant workload.

32

At the beginning of the 16th century, Bohemian feudalism was still at its height. The nobility outranked both the
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The nadir of the crisis was reached with the Cossack Rebellion in Ukraine, known as
the Khmelnitsky Uprising (1648-1657) followed by the Swedish Deluge (1655-1660)
and the Polish-Russian War (1654-1667). Although victorious, the Commonwealth
suffered terrible losses. Its territory shrank by 30 percent, while the amount of land
under cultivation fell by 50 percent.35 Its population was reduced to 6 million (also
due to bubonic plague), while the populations of the major cities of Warsaw, Krakow,
and Poznan fell by around half.36 Grain production dropped to two-thirds of its former
level and its export dropped by almost half.37
The proud "Sarmatian" re-Catholicized and the increasingly backward

nobility

responded to the decline not by carrying out the necessary reforms but rather by
acquiring the land of impoverished peasants, increasing peasant unfree labor services
(pańszczyzna) and by exploiting the monopolies that were built in to the manorial
economy.38 On the one hand, the concentration of land in the hands of the nobility
contributed to the growth of private noble towns and to a slow economic recovery in
some areas,39 but, on the other hand, it simultaneously stifled the development of
cities and the emergence of the middle class. Furthermore, it accelerated
decentralization, which further weakened the country.40
The reign of John III Sobieski (1674-96) and the famous defense of Vienna against
the Turks (1683) marked the last appearance of the Commonwealth in the
international arena. The period of the Saxon kings (1697–1763), known as the
"eclipse", gave Poland peace, though it brought no remedy to the country's economic
and political problems.41 Although the population had grown to 12-14 million by 1771
and some attempts had been made to stimulate industrial production and revive
foreign trade, the Commonwealth was already too weak and underdeveloped to
oppose the emerging new power of absolutist and mercantilist Europe.42 The
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decentralization, the political-military unions of nobles (confederations) and internal
chaos continued to paralyze the state and expose it to interference from foreign
diplomacy.43
There were attempts to reform the state by the last king Stanislaw August Poniatowski
(1764-95), the Enlightened writers and the elite. However, the Commonwealth—ruled
by the "oligarchy of magnates"—was made "impotent by its fears and factions."44
Without a strong standing professional army, it was too weak to protect its
sovereignty.
In 1772, 1793 and 1795, the Commonwealth was progressively divided up among the
neighboring powers of Russia, Prussia and Austria. The first partition deprived Poland
of approximately half of its population and almost one-third of its land area (about
81,500 square miles). Russia received all of the Polish territory east of the Dvina and
Dnieper rivers; Prussia received Royal Prussia, excluding the cities of Gdańsk
(Danzig) and Toruń, and part of Great Poland; and Austria received Little
Poland (south of the Vistula River), western Podolia, and a region which became
known as Galicia.
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44

The nobility viewed political chaos as a part of the Polish uniqueness.
Lukowski (1991, p. 11).
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Map 2.3. The Partitions of Poland45

In the Third Partition, Austria received the territories of Western Galicia and Southern
Masovia, along with approximately 1.2 million people; Prussia received Podlachia,
the remainder of Masovia, and Warsaw, with 1 million people; and Russia received
the remainder, including the city of Vilnius and 1.2 million people. Prussia ended up
with about 23% of the Commonwealth's population, Austria with 32%, and Russia
with 45%. The king abdicated, and sovereign Poland ceased to exist. In 1807,
Napoleon established the Duchy of Warsaw, but it was dissolved already in 1815 at
the Congress of Vienna, which created Congress Poland within the tsarist empire.
Poland in the 19th century was characterized by urbanization, affranchisement of the
peasants (in 1864), the emergence of capitalism, uneven industrialization, the coming
of the railways and large-scale emigration.
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Towards the end of the 19th century, Congress Poland, with Warsaw at its center,
became the most advanced industrial region in the Russian Empire. A new capitalistic
class-oriented society evolved under the partitioning powers, which replaced the old
feudal estates and encouraged the formation of political movements. Despite a strong
nationalist movement and armed uprisings, which kept national identity alive
throughout the 19th century, Poland gained back its independence only under the
Treaty of Versailles. The initial years of the Second Republic were characterized by
the creation of institutions, economic unification, agricultural reform (redistribution of
land among the peasants), reconstruction of industry and the education system,
financial reform, unemployment, and national and political conflicts that led to
authoritarian rule. Despite the many problems, however, the Interbellum was also a
period of cultural, scientific and social progress.
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3. The Origins of German and Polish Jewry, 800-1500
This chapter describes the development of the Jewish population in Germany and
Poland prior to the 16th century. It will present the currently available information on
the origins of the Jewish communities in these two countries whose territories
included most of Central and Eastern Europe during the period 1500-1930, which is
the focus of this paper.

3.1 The arrival of Jews in Germany46
During the early part of the 9th century, the growth of German Jewry was closely
connected to the development of French Jewry, particularly in northern France.47 The
first Jews arrived in Germany from Italy and southern France during the reigns of
Charlemagne (771–814) and Louis the Pious (814–40) and were composed primarily
of itinerant merchants. The merchants were followed by their extended families and
accompanied by servants and rabbis. By about a century later, organized Jewish
communities had emerged, which were protected by the Christian elite.48
By the late 11th century, large and thriving communities had developed in the most
important economic and political centers of Germany, including Cologne,
Magdeburg, Mainz, Regensburg, Trier, Worms and Speyer. By the time of the
pogroms of the First Crusade (1096), there were about 1,000 Jews in Mainz and the
same number in Worms. These two communities (along with Speyer later on) became
the spiritual center of Ashkenazi Jewish life and the Pietists movement (Hasidei
Ashkenaz). During and after this period of persecution, many Jews dispersed to other
locations within Germany and the number of Jewish settlements grew rapidly (see
map below). While in 1238 Jews lived in about 90 towns and villages, by 1348 there
were already more than 1,000 Jewish communities in Germany.49 The first half of the
14th century (until the Black Death) marks the high point of Jewish settlement in
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medieval Germany, with a geographical dispersion not seen again until the 19th
century.
Map 3.1. Major Jewish Communities in Germany in the 13th Century50

The dominance of professions related to trade and commerce among the early Jewish
immigrants led them to settle in new towns and urban centers where the most
profitable business opportunities existed. According to Hebrew records from the
second half of the 10th century onward, shop keeping, local trade, long-distance
commerce, toll collection, minting, and money changing were the main occupations
of German Jewry. In addition, the Jews could and did own land, which they cultivated
as orchards and vineyards by means of Christian tenants and agricultural laborers.
Many German Jews also became heavily engaged in lending money at interest (see
below).51
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As in other locations in Europe, the Jews in medieval Germany were often invited by
local rulers, who sought to gain from the skills and potential income they would bring
to their developing cities. The Jewish arrivals often received charters of privileges,
such as the earliest one granted by the bishop Rudiger of Speyer in 1084, which
specified their legal status and economic activities.52 On the one hand, the charters
granted the Jews the right to own land and engage in trade (and later in money
lending), as well as religious freedom and the ability to regulate internal matters
according to their own laws.53 On the other hand, these charters represented a
fundamental downgrading of Jews’ legal status, from permanent Roman residents free
to live among Christians to a group that was dependent on the hospitality of Christian
rulers.54
German emperors also issued charters, which granted Jews a special legal status under
exclusive imperial jurisdiction.55 In return for imperial protection, the Jews became
"serfs of the treasury" and the Emperor gained the right to exploit any potential
income from them. In 1238, Duke Frederick II granted a charter to the Jews living in
Vienna, which was later extended to all the Jews of Austria and served as one of the
models for royal charters in Eastern-Central Europe.56 On the one hand, the charter
granted the Jews the right to travel throughout the duchy and exempted them from
municipal and local tolls. It permitted them to lend money based on any collateral
brought to them (except bloody or wet clothing), without questioning its origin. It
specified severe punishment for violent theft from a Jew, the retraction of a pledge
made to a Jew, or any attack on a Jew in his home. Furthermore, it recognized the
Jews as moneylenders and allowed them to charge an annual interest rate of 173.333
percent on their loans (8 pence per talent or pound per week).57 On the other hand, the
Jews and their property became the possessions of the duke and they were totally at
his mercy. They virtually became his serfs and could easily be exploited financially.
The pre-Crusades High Middle Ages was a period that saw the consolidation of
Jewish communal leadership in Germany. Although Jews increasingly restricted
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themselves to living in Jewish quarters, they had ongoing contact with Christian
society and in particular money borrowers. The average community maintained a
synagogue, a cemetery and a bathhouse. It was characterized by a uniformity of
interests, homogeneity of family structure and a class structure, where the upper class
included the wealthy, a scholarly elite, and a body of community leaders, 58 and often
the same wealthy individuals were also the scholars and the leaders.59 In parallel to
the development of community institutions, there were irregular meetings (synods) of
leading rabbis on fair days who issued rulings to establish general norms for Jewish
behavior and also imposed regional taxes.60 Throughout the Middle Ages, scholars
continued to develop halacha and also wrote religious poetry. After the Black Death,
the customs and traditions of the Rhine communities were carried on by "the Sages of
Austria".
With the increase in anti-Jewish incidents, growing taxation and oppression by the
authorities, followed by repeated episodes of temporary expulsion, Germany ceased to
be a destination for Jewish immigration at some point, and in fact there began a net
outflow of Jews. Although there was never a total expulsion of Jews from Germany
and most Jews remained in the country and moved from one location to another, some
Jews migrated first to Italy and, later on, eastward to Bohemia, Silesia and Poland. A
large number of emigrants joined the German colonization movement whose
destination was Polish cities (see below).61 Later on, the Plague Massacres of 13481349, which destroyed the majority of the German Jewish communities, led to
accelerated migration eastward and brought to Poland "the German element [that]
quickly left the most salient cultural and social imprint on the character of the East
European Jewish community."62 This laid the foundation for the rise of the large and
prominent Ashkenazi Jewish communities in Poland in subsequent centuries.63
As to legal status, the Jews remained imperial serfs during the 14th and 15th centuries,
although the tax revenues collected from them were transformed into a form of
financial right (regale). The Emperor could and did transfer to his creditors and
political allies the revenue owed by the Jews. As a result, the Jews had to turn to their
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local rulers (sometimes even the mayors of towns) for payment of taxes and the
provision of justice and protection, and had no higher authority to turn to in the case
of multiple payments, persecution or expulsion. Eventually, organized communal life
disintegrated and the Jews' special group status was gradually replaced by fragile
charters granted by local authorities, which only applied to individuals and their
families and usually involved large payments for the privileges they provided.
The 15th century was marked by blood libels and expulsions. The emperors tried to
retain their control over the Jews and the income from them, but were challenged by
emerging local political and social forces who were themselves interested in Jewish
tax revenues. The change in legal status and the expulsions brought about shifts in the
occupational structure of the Jews. In the southern German communities, Jews
worked not only as moneylenders and pawnbrokers but also as wine merchants, petty
traders and intermediaries between the large agricultural producers and the emerging
city merchant class, as well as between producer and buyer. However, this was on a
small scale in comparison to the future economic role of Jews in Poland-Lithuania.

3.2 The origins of the Jews in Poland
The first Jews, who were probably involved in the slave trade, appeared on the trade
routes of Central and Eastern Europe as early as the 10th century.64 During the first
decades of the Polish Kingdom, some small Jewish colonies were established in order
to serve the needs of these itinerant Jewish traders. In the mid-12th century, following
the collapse of the slave trade and the strengthening of the monarchy and state
institutions, as well as the rise of towns, the Polish Kingdom became attractive to both
German and Ashkenazi Jewish immigrants.65 The Jews, like others, were attracted
mainly by the burgeoning economic opportunities.66
The first permanent communities, though small in size, were probably established in
the 12th century by wealthy Jews who worked for the Polish kings as minters, bankers
and commercial agents.67 From the second half of the 13th century onward, waves of
Ashkenazi immigrants, who were part of the large-scale migration from German-
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speaking lands eastward (see above), established organized communities modeled on
the Ashkenazi diaspora.
There is ample evidence of the Ashkenazi roots of Polish Jewry. Both diasporas had a
common core of religious practice called Minhag Ashkenaz.68 They had similar burial
practices, as can be seen from a comparison between the oldest remaining Jewish
tombstones in Poland and the typical late-medieval Ashkenazi sepulchral forms.69
The new communities accepted the Ashkenazi rabbinic authority, consulted often with
Ashkenazi rabbis via responsa and held in high esteem those who had studied under
Ashkenazi scholars. For example, already in the mid-13th century Jacob of Cracow, a
rabbi and scholar, consulted Ashkenazi rabbis in order to avoid censure. Both early
settlers and early settlements had German-sounding names, and both diasporas spoke
a common medieval Judeo-German dialect, an early form of the evolving Yiddish
language.70 Finally, the first charter granted to Polish Jewry, the Statute of Kalisz
(1264), was largely based on a German prototype which was probably presented to
Boleslaw the Pious by Jewish immigrants from the Holy Empire (see above).71
Jewish immigration and the establishment of permanent Jewish communities was by
the consent of rulers and nobles who sought to utilize Jewish skills in the economic
development of the country, which was largely populated by serfs (see chapter 2). In
1264, following the growth of Jewish settlement, the strengthening of the Roman
Catholic Church and the acceptance of the Magdeburg model in Polish towns
(locatio), the Jews received their first charter of privileges, the aforementioned Statute
of Kalisz.72 Similar to the German and Central-European models, the charter granted
the Jews freedom of worship, trade and travel, exempted them from city and church
courts and placed them under the jurisdiction of the ruler or his representative, who
would benefit from Jewish contributions to the treasury. However, in contrast to the
situation in the Empire where Jews were given the status of serfs of the treasury (see
above), the charter established Jews as an urban group, gave them rights parallel to
other urban newcomers and integrated them within the economic and social life of
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Polish towns.73 As minters, bankers, moneylenders, merchants, tax farmers and toll
collectors, lessees of royal salt mines, administrators, and royal creditors, Jews began
to play a prominent role in the royal and national economies. While in the Empire
Jews were appreciated first and foremost as a source of direct income, in Poland the
rulers were more interested in the Jewish contribution to economic development.
Hence, while in the Empire the fate of the Jews was determined by the
commercialization of their taxation and its sale to local potentates, in Poland the Jews’
situation depended on the power struggle between the king and the nobility (see
chapter two).74
In 1453, King Casimir the Jagiellon granted the Jews of Major Poland a detailed
charter which strengthened Jewish physical security, religious freedom and economic
rights, and formally recognized the structure of Jewish autonomy. Although the
charter was canceled in 1454 due to the opposition of the nobility, it was reconfirmed
later on by the early modern kings of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth who
buttressed the Jewish community as a source of economic benefits and a
counterweight to increasingly autonomous municipalities.
By 1500, the Jewish community numbered between 10,000 and 30,000, dispersed in
about 100 small communities (see chapter 4).75 The Jews paid the poll tax to the State
and were free to "travel, change residence, swear and sue in court, bear arms, and own
homes and businesses; in principle, they were allowed to deal in any commodity and
could sell retail as well as wholesale."76 They enjoyed a status parallel to that of the
burgher estate, and their occupational structure developed according to the economic
and political changes in Polish cities.77
The Jews lived in mostly urban communities and although their self-government
combined Talmudic and Ashkenazi tradition with Polish influences, they became
"religious ethnic corporations recognized by law and protected by the monarchy and
[later by the] nobility."78 The community (kehila) had a board (kahal), which was
usually comprised of affluent merchants related to the developing rabbinic elite. The
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board imposed taxes and collected them and maintained a synagogue, ritual bath
house (mikveh), cemetery, and a Jewish court of law.
Although the Polish Church advocated an inferior status, physical segregation and
various other restrictions on the Jews, it was never able to impose them and instead
developed economic relations with Jewish communities and individuals. The
strongest opposition to Jewish economic activities came from the Christian guild
merchants and craftsmen. The increase in Jewish retail trade and crafts was met with
complaints, accusations, municipal restrictions, and sometimes street violence. The
conflicting interests were often resolved through the king's intervention or by means
of agreements known as “pacts” between the Jewish community and the Christian
municipality, which prescribed the limits of Jewish economic activity in the city. In
spite of this complicated reality of power struggles between royalty and nobility and
between royal privileges and municipal pacts, the Polish Jewish community began to
grow and expand eastward.

28

4. The Jewish and Total Populations of Poland-Lithuania and Germany-Austria
during the period 1500-1930
This chapter examines the population trends in Central and Eastern Europe during the
period 1500-1930, during which the region gradually became the center of world
Jewry. We divide this vast area into Germany-Austria (GA) whose borders
correspond to those of the Holy Roman Empire around 1500, and Poland-Lithuania
(PL) whose borders largely correspond to those of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth around 1600 (see chapter 2). We make an effort to keep these two
areas fixed although national borders changed dramatically over time.
The period under consideration is divided into two sub-periods: 1500 to 1800, which
roughly covers the three centuries before Jewish Emancipation, the partition of the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and the Industrial Revolution; and 1800 to 1930,
during which this area became the center of Judaism and home to the majority of
world Jewry.
The population estimates are based on existing secondary sources, most of which
calculated the Jewish population based on the number of Jews who were members of
an established community and subject to taxation.
The discussion is divided into two sections corresponding to GA and PL, each of
which is divided into three subchapters: the Jewish and total populations from 1500 to
1750; those same populations during the period 1800 to 1930; and the populations of
a number of specific cities with significant Jewish communities. In two appendices,
we provide data on subregions of GA and of PL during the period 1800-1930. The
populations of additional areas (such as Holland) are also of interest but will be left to
future research.
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4.1. The Jewish and total populations of GA: 1500-1750
Table 4.1 provides our estimates of the Jewish and total populations of GA, i.e.
Germany-Austria corresponding to what was once the Holy Roman Empire (see Map
4.1). We explain below how the figures are calculated.
Table 4.1 The Jewish and total populations of GA: 1500-1750
Year

Jewish
population

Total
population

Proportion
of Jews

(in thousands)

(%)

Annual
growth rate

Annual
growth rate

(in
thousands)

of the Jewish
population
(%)

of the total
population
(%)

1500

40

16,000

0.25

1600

35-40

0.2

0.00

0.11to 0.22

1650

60

0.35

0.81

-0.23 to -0.32

1700

110

0.55

1.21

0.34

1750

128

18,00020,000
16,00017,000
19,00020,000
26,265a

0.49

0.30

0.32-0.38

a)

In 1786

We estimate that in 1500 there were approximately 40,000 Jews (or perhaps
somewhat less) within a total population of 16 million in GA (see Map 4.1). This is
based on Guggenheim (1989) who estimated that there were approximately 7,0008,000 Jewish families, equivalent to about 40,000 individuals, in GA. This estimate
applies to the period between the end of the 14th century and the beginning of the
16th.79
More recently, Toch (2003) accepted Guggenheim's estimate of 40,000 Jews (7,0008,000 families) in the early 15th century and allowed for the possibility that this
number even shrank by the end of the 15th century. He does not agree with the
excessive estimate of 80,000 Jews (in 1490) suggested by Salo Baron (1971) and cited
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by Stow (1992).80

He also concurred with Guggenheim’s estimate that Jews

constituted about 0.25% of the total population.81
For the period 1350 to ca. 1530, Toch estimates that there were 1022 locations with a
Jewish presence.82 For about half of these, there is some indication of the size of the
Jewish population. Toch divided the communities according to size based on number
of families. His diagram indicates that in the majority of locations there were only one
or two Jewish families, in some there were between three and nine families and in
only a small number were there communities of 30+ families.83
We estimate the total population to be 16 million based on Rabe (1989)’s estimate for
1500. His estimate includes Netherlands (2 million) and the Swiss Confederation
(550,000 to 600,000), but excludes parts of the Italian territory that were part of the
GA at that time (see Map 4.1).84
Based on Battenberg (2001), we estimate that the Jewish population of GA was about
35,000-40,000 in about 1600 (excluding Italy in order to maintain consistency) while
the total population grew to about 18-20 million. Thus, the Jews constituted a mere
0.2% of the total population.85 In the southeastern part of GA, the Jewish population
was about 15,000.86 The largest communities were in Prague (10,000-15,000 in
1600),87 Vienna (2,400 in 1624)88 and Nikolsburg (1,000 in the mid-17th century).89 In
the north and northwestern parts of GA (including the Netherlands), there were
perhaps some 3,000 Jews.90 In the midwestern part, there were some 15,000 Jews with
the largest communities in Frankfurt (2,200 in 1600 and 3,000 in 1610), Friedberg
(around 600 in 1600), Worms (over 600 Jews in 1610-1619), and Fulda (about 450
Jews in 1633). 91 In the southwestern part, there were some 3,000 Jews, with a large
community in Metz (about 400 Jews in 1620).92
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Map 4.1: Europe in 150093

The Jewish population in GA is estimated to have reached about 60,000 in 1650 out
of a total population of 16-17 million. Battenberg (2001) provides this estimate as of
the end of the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) and Bell follows his estimate.94 For the
total population, we adopt Schormann (2001)’s estimate.95
According to various estimates, the decline in population as a result of the war was
15-30%. Battenberg estimates that the total population decreased by one-third.96
Schormann (2001) mentions a 15-20% decrease in GA’s population, from 20 million
to 16-17 million.97 Whaley (2012) summarizes various estimates of GA’s population
losses during this period, mentioning that "hard statistical evidence is [...] difficult to
come by."98
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The Jewish population of GA was less affected, according to Battenberg. This is
partly because there was some migration of Jews from PL to GA in the wake of the
Khmelnitsky Uprising.99
In 1700, we estimate the Jewish population in GA to have been about 110,000 and the
total population to have been 19-20 million. These figures are based primarily on
Battenberg (2001), who followed Jonathan Israel in estimating that there were about
50,000 Jews in Bohemia and Moravia out of a total population of about 4 million and
about 60,000 in the rest of GA out of a total population of 15 million.100 The numbers
for Bohemia and Moravia may have been somewhat lower since according to
Vobecka (2013)’s research their Jewish populations only reached 50,000 in 1726.101
In 1750, we estimate the Jewish population of GA to have been about 128,000 and the
total population to have been about 26 million. These figures are based on Israel
(1985) who provided an estimate of 70,000 Jews in Germany in 1750 and on Thon,
whose estimates for 1776 suggest that there were about 58,000 Jews in Austria (in
which we include Bohemia and Moravia but exclude Galicia).102 A less recent study
by Kolb (1875) provides an estimate of 26,265,000 for the total population of GA in
1786.103
Hartmann (1995) provides an analysis of the population of GA at the end of the 18th
century and estimates the total population to have been 27,499,678 in 1796.104 He also
analyzes the confessional breakdown of the GA’s population; however, he is mainly
interested in the Catholic and Protestant communities and the information he provides
on Jews is only partial. Nevertheless, he claims that Jews comprised 1% of the total
population (i.e. they numbered approximately 275,000) by the end of the 18th
century.105 This estimate is close to our estimate of the Jewish population in Germany
and Austria in 1816 (see tables 4.2 and 4.3).
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Battenberg (2001, pp. 32-33).
Israel (1985, p. 170); Battenberg (1990, part 2, pp. 1-2); see also Battenberg (2001, pp. 32 ff).
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Vobecka (2013, p. 22).
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The key fact emerging from table 4.1 is that the Jewish population of GA was
stagnant during the 16th century, while it grew by more than by one percent per annum
during the 17th century, mainly during the second half. While the total population
collapsed during the Thirty Years’ War in the mid-17th century, the Jewish population
remained stable. During the first half of the 18th century, we observe a moderate
growth rate of 0.3% percent per annum which is below that of the non-Jewish
population. However, by the mid-18th century the Jewish population was 0.5% of the
total population, which is twice what it was in 1500.
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4.2 Germany-Austria: the Jewish and total populations, 1800-1930
Europe’s geopolitical map underwent major changes during the last thirty years of the
18th century as well as in 1815, following the Congress of Vienna (see chapter 2).
In 1871, the German states were united to form the German Empire or the Second
Reich, also known as the Kaiserreich, which lasted until 1918. On Map 4.2, the
boundary of the Kaiserreich is marked by the red line, while the dashed red line
demarcates the territory of the German Confederation.
In Table 4.2, we attempt to estimate the Jewish and non-Jewish populations of
Germany for the period 1800-1930.

The estimates include the following areas:

Prussia, Bavaria, Württemberg, Kingdom of Saxony, Duchy of Baden, Duchy of
Hesse, Mecklenburg, Brunswick, Anhalt, the Thuringian states, Schaumburg-Lippe,
Oldenburg and Hohenzollern. The Kingdom of Prussia is defined according to the
administrative boundaries of the Kaiserreich (1871). Thus, Hannover, SchleswigHolstein and Hesse-Nassau are included as Prussian provinces. Alsace-Lorraine,
which was part of the Empire until 1918, when it was returned to France, is excluded
from Table 4.2. West Prussia and Posen (Map 4.2) were part of the German
Confederation under the settlement of 1815 and part of the German Empire in 1871.
However, since they were part of Poland before the partitions, they are excluded from
Table 4.2 and instead are included within the population of Poland (see Table 4.6).
The Jewish and total populations of Austria, including Bohemia and Moravia, are
presented separately in Table 4.3.
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Map 4.2 The German Empire of 1871 (red line) and the German Federation of
1815 (dashed red line)106

The starting point for the calculations is 1816 since at this point the borders become
more stable and the calculations can be based on censuses during the 19th century.
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http://education.randmcnally.com/images/edpub/Unification_of_Germany.jpg (accessed on November 12,
2015).
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Table 4.2: The Jewish and total populations of the German Empire, 1816-1930*
Year

Jewish
Population

Total
Population

Proportion
of Jews

Annual growth
rate of the
Jewish
population
(%)

Annual
growth rate of
the total
population
(%)

(in
thousands)

(in
thousands)

(%)

1816

210

22,130

0.95

1846

304

30,760

0.99

1.23

1.10

1871

383

36,612

1.05

0.92

0.70

1880

439

40,569

1.08

1.51

1.14

1890

467

44,639

1.04

0.62

0.95

1900

501

51,197

0.98

0.70

1.37

1910

544

59,248

0.92

0.82

1.46

1925

568

61,666

0.90

0.28

0.42

1933

503

65,218

0.76

-1.51

0.55

* According to the borders of 1871, excluding Austria (see Table 4.3), Alsace-Lorraine, West Prussia
and Posen.

The Jewish population in Prussia is based on calculations made by Herbert Philipsthal
(1928) who compiled the data for the Jewish population in the Prussian provinces for
the period 1816-1925 according to the 1871 borders of the Prussian Kingdom. For the
year 1816, we subtract from his calculation of 164,000 the populations of the
provinces of West Prussia (12,630) and Posen (51,960) to obtain a Jewish population
of 99,410. Philipsthal does not provide separate numbers for West and East Prussia
though Jersch-Wenzel does.107 For the Jews in other German states, we therefore use
his data for Bavaria (53,200), Baden (17,600), Saxony (1,000), and Württemberg
(8,300) to arrive at 80,100 Jews.108 We use Schmelz (1996) for the Hessen region.
Schmelz provides the figure 19,500 for 1822 in Hesse-Darmstadt (within the borders
of 1866) and we extrapolate this back to 1816 according to the annual rate of growth

107
108

Philippsthal (1928, p. 11, table 2); Jersch-Wenzel (1996, p. 54 table 2.1).
Jersch-Wenzel (1996, p. 54 table 2.1).
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of 1.3-1.5% provided by Schmelz for subsequent years.109 Thus, in 1816 there were an
estimated 18,000 Jews in Hesse-Darmstadt. In the rest of the smaller German states,
which had small Jewish populations, Jersch-Wenzel (1996) estimated a Jewish
population of 12,300 in 1816.110 Thus, the number of Jews in Prussia and the other
German states is estimated by us at around 209,810, which we round to 210,000.
In order to estimate the total population, we use Hubert's research on the demography
of Germany since the year 1815. Hubert estimates the total population in 1816 at
23.522 million (excluding Alsace-Lorraine).111 From that figure, we subtract the
provinces of Posen and West Prussia (820,176 and 571,081, respectively) to obtain
22.13 million. The figures for the Prussian provinces of Posen and West Prussia are
taken from Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des preussischen Staates.112
For 1846, Philipsthal (1928) estimated that there were 267,000 Jews in all of the
provinces of Prussia within the borders of 1871.113 We subtract from his figure the
provinces of West Prussia (ca. 22,300) and Posen (81,299) and obtain an estimated
Jewish population of 163,299. The figure for Posen is taken from Philipsthal’s
table.114 The figure for West Prussia is based on Silbergleit who provides an estimate
of 21,341 for 1843 and 24,386 for 1852.115 This yields an estimate of 22,300 for 1846.
For the Jewish population in other German states, we use Barkai (1985)’s estimate for
Bavaria (of around 57,000 for 1847-1848)116; Segall (1913)’s estimate for
Württemberg (12,356)117 and Saxony (988);118 Jersch-Wenzel (1996)’s estimate for
Baden (23,500 for 1848) and Schmelz (1996)’s estimate for Hesse-Darmstadt
(28,058).119 In the rest of the smaller German states with small Jewish populations,
Jersch-Wenzel estimates there were 19,000 Jews in 1848,120 which is similar to
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Schmelz (1996, p. 46, table 2.6).
Jersch-Wenzel (1996, pp. 54, table 2.1).
111
Hubert (1998, p. 45, table 3; p. 331, table 2).
112
Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des preussischen Staates (1883, p. 74, table 4).
113
Philippsthal (1928, p. 11, table 2).
114
Philippsthal (1928, p. 11, table 2).
115
Silbergleit (1930, p. 18, table 9).
116
Barkai (1985, p. 309, table 4).
117
Segall (1913, p. 51).
118
Segall (1914, p. 33).
119
Schmelz (1996, p. 46, table 2.6).
120
Jersch-Wenzel (1996, p. 54 table 2.1)
110

38

Toury's estimate of 21,384 Jews for 1842-1844.121 Thus, in 1846 the Jewish
population numbered some 304,201, which we round to 304,000 in the table.
For the estimated total population in 1846, we use Hubert (1998)’s estimate of 34.61
million and then subtract Alsace Lorraine (around 1.45 million) to obtain 33.15
million.122 From that figure, we subtract the provinces of Posen (1,364,399) and West
Prussia (1,019,105) to obtain an estimate of 30.76 million. The numbers for the
Prussian provinces of Posen and West Prussia are taken from Jahrbuch für die
amtliche Statistik des preussischen Staates (1883).123
In 1871, the Second Reich conducted the first imperial census. According to its
results, the total population was 41.06 million while the Jewish population numbered
512,153. We utilize the summary provided by Monica Richarz whose numbers are
based on Bruno Blau’s research.124 Accordingly, the Jews of Alsace-Lorraine
numbered 40,918125 and the Jews of West Prussia and Posen numbered 26,632 and
61,982, respectively.126 Thus, by subtracting Alsace-Lorraine, West Prussia and Posen
we obtain 382,621 Jews in 1871, which is rounded to 383,000.
The total population in 1871 according to Richarz’s summary is rounded to 41.06
million. From this we subtract Alsace Lorraine’s population of 1.55 million
(according to Hubert (1998))127 and the populations of West Prussia (1,314,611) and
Posen (1,583,843) following Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des preussischen
Staates (1883).128 We thus obtain a figure of 36.612 million.
Starting with the first imperial census in 1871, regular censuses were conducted in the
Second Reich every five years between 1875 and 1910.129 We use Linfield (1931)’s
summary for the years 1880-1925 and show the population of the Reich at ten-year
intervals for the period 1880-1910, a period of substantial emigration among both
Jews and the non-Jews.
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Toury (1977, p. 19, table 10).
Hubert (1998, p. 330 table 1 with footnotes).
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Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des preussischen Staates (1883, p. 75 table 4).
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Richarz (1997, p. 8, table 1.1) following the unpublished manuscript of B. Blau.
125
Richarz (1997, p. 27, table 1.8).
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Richarz (1997, p. 27, table 1.8).
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Hubert (1998, p. 45, table 3).
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Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des preussischen Staates (1883, p. 76, table 4).
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Ehmer (2004, p.4).
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In 1880, according to Linfield, the number of Jews in GA was 561,612 while the total
population was 45,234,119.130 According to a study of Alsace-Lorraine carried out by
Caron (1988), Jews numbered 39,278 out of the total population of 1,566,670.131 This
number is then subtracted, as is the Jewish populations of West Prussia (26,547) and
Posen (56,609) according to Silbergleit (1930).132 Thus, after subtracting AlsaceLorraine, West Prussia and Posen we obtain an estimated Jewish population of
439,178.
From the total population, we subtract the populations of Posen (1.703 million) and
West Prussia (1.405 million),133 as well as that of Alsace-Lorraine (1,566,670)
provided by Caron (1988).134 This yields a total of 40,569,449, which we round to
40.569 million.
For 1890, we again follow Linfield (1931)’s information on the results of the 1890
census. The number of Jews in GA in 1890 was 567,884 and the total population was
49,428,470.135 For the Jewish population, we subtract West Prussia (21,750) and
Posen (44,346), according to Silbergleit's aforementioned study of Prussia136 and
Caron (1988)’s figure for Alsace-Lorraine (34,645).137 We thus obtain a Jewish
population of 467,140.
From the total population of 49,428,470 in 1890 according to Linfield (1931),138 we
subtract the population of Alsace-Lorraine (1,603,506) following Caron (1988)139 and
the populations of West Prussia (1.434 million) and Posen (1.752 million) according
to the data of the Central Statistical Office of Poland (GUS) which provides
information on the population living in the former pre-partition Polish regions.140 We
thus obtain an estimated total population of 44.639 million for Germany in 1890.
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Linfield (1931, p. 45, table 34).
Caron (1988, p. 76, table 4.1).
132 Silbergleit (1930, pp. 18-19, table 9).
133 Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des preussischen Staates (1883, p. 76, table 4).
134 Caron (1988, p. 76 table 4.1).
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Linfield (1931, p. 45, table 34).
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Silbergleit (1930, pp. 18-9, table 9).
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Caron (1988, p. 76, table 4.1).
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Linfield (1931, p. 45, table 34).
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Caron (1988, p. 76, table 4.1).
140
Jezierski & Wyczański (2003, p. 174, table 30 (182).
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Linfield (1931) provides the figure of 586,833 for Jews in GA in 1900.141 Silbergleit
(1930)’s data show that Posen had 35,327 Jews and West Prussia had 18,226.142
Coran provides an estimate of 32,264 Jews in Alsace-Lorraine.143 Thus, in 1900 the
number of Jews in Germany after subtracting the aforementioned provinces is
501,016.
For the total population, Linfield (1931) provides the figure of 56,367,178.144 The
data for Posen (1,887,275) and West Prussia (1,563,658) is taken from Statistisches
Jahrbuch für den preussischen Staat (1904).145 According to Coran, the total
population of Alsace Lorraine was 1,719,470.146. Thus, the total population for
Germany in 1900 is 51,197 million.
For GA, Linfield (1931) estimates the Jewish population to be 615,021 in 1910.147
Silbergleit (1930)’s data shows that Posen had 26,512 Jews, while West Prussia had
13,954.148 Caron estimates that there were 30,482 Jews in Alsace-Lorraine.149 Thus,
the number of Jews in Germany in 1910 is 544,073.
According to Linfield (1931), the total population was 64,925,993 in 1910.150 The
data for Posen (2.1 million) and West Prussia (1.704 million) are taken from the
figures of the Central Statistical Office of Poland.151 According to Caron, the total
population for Alsace-Lorraine is 1,874,014.152 Thus, the total population of Germany
in 1910 is 59.248 million.
As a result of World War I, Germany lost most of the provinces of Posen and West
Prussia, which were returned to the newly established Second Republic of Poland.
The remaining part of Prussian Posen was merged with the remaining parts of German
West Prussia to form the administrative unit of Posen-West Prussia. In addition, part
of former West Prussia was joined to the Province of East Prussia. Silbergleit (1930)
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indicates that the Jewish population in the remaining fragments of the former West
Prussia and Posen provinces was reduced to 4,795.153 We include this number in the
German Jewish population.
In addition, Germany lost part of the province of Silesia to Poland and another smaller
part to newly formed Czechoslovakia. According to Silbergleit's table, this resulted in
some 8,500 Jews now finding themselves outside of Germany.154 We follow
Silbergleit's table for the population of the diminished province of Silesia in 1925.155
Germany also lost North Schleswig to Denmark but according to Silbergleit's table
this included only a handful of Jews (perhaps 32).156 A more substantial number lived
in the area of Saar in the Rhineland which was handed over to France. Silbergleit
excludes the Jewish population in this area but we include it in our calculations.
According to Linfield (1931), in 1922 there were 4,218 Jews in Saar and 4,038 in
1927.157 Germany also lost some territory to Belgium but Silbergleit doesn't mention
any resulting Jewish population losses in his table. Finally, Alsace-Lorraine was also
returned to France. Thus, according to Linfield, in 1925 there were 564,379 Jews in
Germany in 1925. With the addition of the 4,038 from Saar in 1927 we obtain that
there were 568,417 Jews in Germany in 1925.158
The total population in Germany in 1925, according to Linfield (1931), was
62,410,619 and we calculate the population of Saar to have been 745,000 in 1925,
according to an annual growth rate of 1.5% (Linfield provides the figures of 713,105
for 1922 and 770,030 for 1927).159 Thus, we obtain that the total population of
Germany in 1925 was 61.666 million.
The census of 1933, according to Ezra Bennathan (1965)’s summary, determined the
Jewish population (not including Saar) to be 499,682160 which represents 0.8% of the
total population. In 1933, Saar had a Jewish population of 3,117 according to Düwell
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Silbergleit (1930, pp. 18-19, table 8 including footnote 4).
Silbergleit (1930 pp. 18-19, table 8; data on Silesia for 1910 according to the pre- and post-war borders).
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(1968), which represents 0.38% of the total population of about 820,000.161 Thus, in
1933 the Jewish population in what we call Germany (including Saar) was 502,800.
The total population of Germany according to Hubert (1998) was 65.218 million.162
Table 4.3: The Jewish and total populations of Austria, 1784-1930
Year

Jewish
Population

Total
Population

(in
thousands)

(in
thousands)

Proportion
of Jews in
the Total
Population
(%)

Annual
growth rate
of the Jewish
population
(%)

Annual
growth rate
of the total
population
(%)

1785

70

7,724

0.90

1830

106

11,065

0.96

0.92

0.80

1857

172

13,006

1.32

1.79

0.60

1869

246

14,128

1.74

2.98

0.69

1880

319

15,180

2.10

2.36

0.65

1890

371

16,144

2.30

1.51

0.62

1900

413

17,587

2.35

1.07

0.86

1910

442

20,546

2.15

0.68

1.55

1934*

308

17,433

1.77

*Includes the Austrian republic (post-WWI), Bohemia, Moravia and Silesia (part of Czechoslovakia).

This table is based on Jacob Thon (1908). We exclude Galicia from the data which
was annexed from Poland, since it is included in the figures for Poland. Apart from
Galicia, which accounted for 70-80% of Austrian Jewry, the regions of Moravia and
Bohemia also had significant Jewish populations.
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Düwell (1968, p. 63, table 2, p. 62 fn. 17).
Hubert (1998, p. 330, table 1).
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Until 1850, general censuses were conducted by the military in Austria and the data
from these censuses is not always reliable. Starting from the census of 1880 and as a
result of the introduction of universal conscription, the population figures for both the
Jewish and total populations become more reliable.163
In 1785, according to Thon (1908), there were 26,665 Jews living in Moravia and
42,129 in Bohemia.164 Only 1097 Jews lived in other areas of the Austrian state (as
mentioned, we include the 212,000 Jews of Galicia in the population of Poland).
Thus, we obtain that there were 69,870 Jews in Austria in 1785 and that the total
population of Austria without Galicia (3,017,059) numbered 7,723,691.165
According to the census of 1830, as reported by Thon (1908), there were 355,695
Jews in Austria.166 However, Thon does not provide the breakdown by region.
According to Wróbel (1994), there were 250,000 Jews in Galicia in 1830 which
constituted 6% of the total population of about 4,167,000.167 Thus, without Galicia
there were 105,700 Jews in Austria in 1830. The total population cited by Thon for
1830 is 15,232,447 and with the subtraction of Galicia we obtain 11,065,450 for the
total population of Austria. 168
In 1857, there were 620,896 Jews in Austria and 448,973 in Galicia.169 Thus, without
Galicia the Jewish population was 171,920. The total population of Austria was
17,603,604 and excluding Galicia we obtain 13,005,730.
The census of 1869 reported a Jewish population of 822,220 in Austria and a total
population of 19,572,760.170 Excluding Galicia, the Jewish population numbered
246,300 and the total population numbered 14,128,070.
The census of 1880 reported a Jewish population of 1,005,394 in Austria and a total
population of 21,138,850.171 Excluding Galicia, the Jewish population numbered
318,800 and the total population numbered 15,179,940. The figures for 1890 and
1900 are derived in the same manner.
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For the year 1910, we follow Theodore Haas (1912) who uses the census data for
1910 taken from the 1912 October edition of Zeitschrift für Demographie und
Statistik der Juden. Thus, the Jewish population in Austria was 1,313,698 and
excluding Galicia was 441,700.172 The total population according to Österreichische
Statistik was 28,571,934 and excluding Galicia was 20,546,260.173
The figures for 1934 are taken from the American Jewish Year Book. Thus, there
were 191,408 Jews remaining in the diminished territory of Austria following the
defeat in WWI, with a total population of 6,759,062.174 In the former Austrian
regions, which were now part of the new state of Czechoslovakia, there were 76,301
Jews out of a total population of 7,109,376 in Bohemia and 41,250 Jews out of a total
population of 3,565,010 in Moravia and part of Silesia, according to the 1930 census
data cited by Vobecka (2013).175
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Haas (1912, p. 149).
Österreichische Statistik, Neue Folge (1910-1915, vol 1 (1), p. 36).
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American Jewish Year Book (Vol. 37 (1935-1936), p.360, table 8).
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Vobecka (2013, for Bohemia, p. 47, table 4.1; for Moravia p. 219).
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4.3 The Jewish and total populations of large cities in Germany and Austria,
1500-1930
The following tables provide population figures for large cities in the territory of the
unified Reich.
Table 4.4a Prague176
Year

Jewish Population Total Population

Proportion of Jews in
percent

1522

600

25,000-30,000a

2-2.4

1541

1,200

40,000b

3

1600

10,000-15,000

53,600-70,000c

14.3-18.7

1729

10,507

38,000d

27.7

1830

6,858

73,000e

9.4

1857

6,217

200,722

3.1

1880

20,508

314,442

6.52

1890

23,473

397,268

5.91

1900

27,289

514,345

5.31

1910

29,107

587,566

4.72

1921

31,751

676,657

4.69

1930

35,463

848,081

4.17

a) 1500-1530; b) 1550-1580; c) 1600; d) 1700; e) 1800.

176

Sources: for Jews in 1522, 1541, 1880, 1890, 1900, 1910, 1921 and 1930, see Herman et al. (2007, pp. 448-56);
for Jews in 1541 and 1729, see Pařík (2010); for Jews in 1600, 1830 and 1857, see Vobecka (2006, table 1). For
the total population in 1500-1600, see Miller (2008, pp. 25-6, table 2.2) and for 1700-1900 see McCagg (1992, p.
165).
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Table 4.4 b: Vienna177

Year

Jewish Population

1512

12 families (around 60)

1670

500 families (around
2,500)

Total

Proportion of Jews in

Population

percent

20,000

0.3

123,500a

20.2

175,000b

0.3

842

249,380c

0.3

1830

2,536

317,768

0.8

1857

15,600

476,222

3.3

40,230

875,460

4.6

1880

72,590

1,147,260

6.3

1890

118,495

1,404,800

8.4

1900

146,926

1,742,720

8.4

1910

182,700

2,057,140

8.9

1923

201,513

1,865,780d

10.8

1934

176,034

1,935,881

9.1

1752

452

1777

520

1790

1869

a) 1700; b) 1750; c) 1800; d) 1930.
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For the Jewish population in 1512-1777, see Bato, Adunka and Lehman (2007, pp. 518-23); for 1790 and 18691910, see McCagg (1992, pp. 227-8, tables 1-3); for 1830-1857, see Rozenblit (1983, p. 17, table 2.1); for 1923,
see the American Jewish Year Book (1933-1934, vol. 35, p. 250, table 13). For the total population in 1500 and
1750, see Bairoch, Batou and Pierre (1988, p. 10); for 1700 and 1800-1910 see McCagg (1992, p. 165, table:
Principal Habsburg Cities. 1700-1910); for 1931, see the American Jewish Year Book (1933-1934, vol. 35, p. 250,
table 13). For both the Jewish and total populations in 1934, see American Jewish Year Book (1935-1936, vol. 37
p. 364, table 13).
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Table 4.4c: Frankfurt178
Year Jewish Population Total Population Proportion of Jews in percent
12,000a

2.1

2,200

20,000

11

1703

2,426

28,000b

8.7

1817

3,928

48,000c

8.2

1852

5,300

62,000

8.5

1861

6,700

71,600

9.4

1871

10,009

91,000

11

1880

13,856

136,800

10.1

1890

17,426

180,000

9.7

1900

21,974

289,000

7.6

1910

26,228

414,600

6.3

1925

29,385

467,500

6.3

1933

26,158

555,900

4.7

1520

250

1569

900

1580

1,200

1600

a) For the year 1500; b) For the year 1700; c) For the year 1800.

178

For the Jewish population in 1520-1600 and 1817, see Breuer et al. (2007, pp. 207-12); for 1703, see KasperHoltkotte (2010, p. 20). For the total population in 1500-1800, see Bairoch, Batou, and Pierre (1988, p. 5). For
both the Jewish and total population in 1852-1933, see Schmelz (1996, p. 41, table 2.1).
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Table 4.4 d:Wrocław (German name - Breslau)179
Years Jewish Population Proportion of Jews in percent

179

1348

70 families

1.1

1455

0

1.1

1722

775

1747

534

1.1

1775

2,607

5.2

1780

1,898

3.8

1790

2,476

4.1

1800

2,844

4.8

1810

3,255

5.2

1867

12,574

7.3

1910

3,800

0.9

1925

23,240

4.2

Source: Wodziński (2010, table: Jewish Population of Wrocław).
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4.6 Poland-Lithuania: the Jewish and total populations, 1500-1764
We divide the demographic history of Poland-Lithuania into two periods: 1500-1764
and 1764-1930. With regard to the first period, the year 1500 marks the first attempts
by historians to estimate the size of the Jewish population in Poland while the first
Jewish census in Poland-Lithuania was carried out in 1764-1765. The second period,
begins after the census and the partitions of Poland-Lithuania (1772-1795) between
Prussia, Russia and Austria (see chapter two) and ends with the outbreak of World
War II, well after the establishment of the Second Republic of Poland in 1918.
By around 1500, the Jewish population in Poland had reached a level of 10-15
thousand,180 which is based on the estimates of a number of leading historians derived
from tax collection data. The year 1648 marks the beginning of a decade of wars,
including the Khmelnitsky Uprising, which caused serious damage to the Polish
economy, reduced its population and resulted among other things in a temporary
interruption of the rapid growth of the Jewish population in Poland. The year 1764 is
a milestone due to the comprehensive census carried out by the Polish State of all
Jews over the age of one. Furthermore, it is only a few years prior to the first partition
of the Polish Commonwealth in 1772.
Table 4.5 provides an estimate of the Jewish and total populations of the geographic
region we call ”Poland-Lithuania”, which comprises all of the territory belonging to
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth at its peak in the beginning of the 17th century
(see Map 4.3).

180

Rosman (1991, (1-2), p. 40).
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Map 4.3 Poland-Lithuania at its territorial peak after the Polish-Muscovite wars
(1618)181

181

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Truce_of_Deulino (accessed November 15, 2015).
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Table 4.5: The Jewish and total populations in Poland-Lithuania, 1500-1764
Year

Proportion of
the Jewish
population in
percent

Jewish
population

Total
population

(in
thousands)

(in
thousands)

a

10-15

7,500

1550

55

8,500b

0.65

1648

185

11,000

1.68

1660

163

8,000 or

1.81-2.03

1764c

750

1500

0.13

9,000
14,000

5.36

Annual
growth rate
of the Jewish
population in
percent

Annual
growth rate
of the total
population in
percent

--

--

2.6-3.4

0.25

1.24

0.26

-1.05

-2.0

1.5

0.4-0.5

a) The year is approximate. The estimate is in fact for the end of the 15th century. (b) Second half of the 16th
century. (c) 1764-1765.

The figures for 1500 are according to the estimates of Weinryb (1972), Stampfer
(1997) and Kupovetsky (2010) which are mostly based on limited fiscal registers that
mention the existing Jewish communities. The earliest of them is the Coronation tax
register of 1507, which lists 54 communities: 29 in Great Poland, 10 in Mazovia, 10
in Red Russ and 5 in Lesser Poland.182 A number of leading scholars have attempted
to complement the information in the registers using various methods. Schiper (1932)
counted 61 communities in the Kingdom of Poland and estimated that there were 1718,000 Jews in Poland and 6,000 in Lithuania.183 Salo Baron (1976) reported 50
communities in the Crown and 4 in Lithuania and estimated the Jewish population at
30,000.184 In contrast to them, Weinryb (1972) provided a much lower estimate of

182

Horn (1974, pp.11-15).
Schiper (1932, p.31). His estimate is based on the hearth (chimney) tax. He calculated that there were 28-38
residents in a brick house charged with a tax of 4 zloty, while there were only 15 residents in a wooden house
charged with a tax of 2 zloty.

183

184

Baron (1976, p. 207). Among other studies, Smasonowicz (1989, p.36) reported 89 communities (excluding
Silesia) and estimated the Jewish population of Poland at 4,500. Guldon (2000) presented the longest list which
consisted of 106 Jewish settlements established in Poland before 1507. However, since many of those communities
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6,000-8,800 Jews in the Kingdom of Poland and an unknown number in Lithuania,
which amounts to some 10,000 Jews.185 Stampfer (1997) prefers Weinryb’s figure of
10,000 to Salo Baron’s figure of 30,000 because the annual growth proposed by
Weinryb (1972) (of about 2%) seems to more closely fit the known data for the later
period (18th-19th centuries).186
The total population of Poland-Lithuania was estimated by Gieysztorowa (1968,
1981) to be 7,500,000 people in 1500 (total area of 1,140 km2; population density of
6.6 per km2).187 Her estimate was adopted more recently by Jezierski and Leszczyńska
(2003).188
For the year 1550, we follow Kupovetsky (2010) who estimates the Jewish population
to be 55,000.189 According to Weinryb (1972), the capitation tax (of one zloty per
head) collected from the Jews in 1579 in Poland proper totaled 10,000 zloty.190 In his
opinion, the capitation tax may reflect the actual number of Jews in Lithuania but
could hardly reflect the actual number of Jews in Poland proper who numbered many
more than 10,000 in 1579. Weinryb thinks that the implementation of the capitation
tax was lax and in many places it was collected per family and not per capita.191
Kupovetsky does not explain how he arrived at his estimate of 55,000. However,
given Weinryb’s assessment that the tax was often collected per family, the figure of
55,000 Jews seems to correlate to some extent with the amount of tax collected in
Poland proper in 1579 (i.e. 10,000 zloty) and also probably reflects the ongoing
migration from the West.
The estimated total population of about 8.5 million is adopted by us from The History
of Poland in Numbers (2014).192 The territory of Poland in the second half of the 16th

were only temporary, his list is not a relaible basis for calculating population. For a critique of Guldon's list, see,
for example, Zaremska (2011, pp. 241-42).
185
Weinryb (1972, pp. 309-11).
186
Weinryb (1972 p. 320); Stampfer (1997, pp. 263-67).
187
Gieysztorowa (1968, table 1, n.p.); (1981, p. 430, table 1).
188
Jezierski & Leszczyńska (2003, p. 41, table 2.1).
189
Kupovetsky (2010, table 1).
190
Weinryb (1972, p. 315).
191
Weinryb (1972, p. 315).
192
History of Poland in Numbers (2014, p.49, table 2).
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century was 867,000 km2 and the average population density increased from 6.6 per
km2 in 1500 to 10 per km2 in 1550.193
For the year 1648, we follow Kupovetsky (2010) who estimates the Jewish population
to be 185,000 on the eve of the period of wars that included Khmelnitsky’s
uprising.194 He essentially adopts Weinryb (1972)’s original estimates with a slight
deviation. Weinryb in turn derives his estimates from Ettinger’s study of the Jewish
demography of Ukraine and his comparison with the census of 1764.195 According to
Ettinger, there were 51,325 Jews in Ukraine in 1648.196 In 1764, the Jews constituted
30.7% of the total Jewish population of Crown Poland, excluding Lithuania, which
numbered 430,009. Weinryb then applied that proportion to the year 1648 to arrive at
the figure of 170,000 for the Jewish population of Poland, excluding Lithuania.197
Kupovetsky’s estimate of 185,000 includes Lithuania. 198
The total population of Poland-Lithuania in 1648 is estimated by Gieysztorowa (1968;
1981) at 11 million with a density of 11.1 persons per km2 (based on PolandLithuania’s territory of 990,000 km2). 199
Contrary to the significant decline in the Jewish population reported by contemporary
chroniclers as a result of Khmelnitsky's uprising (over 100,000 killed and hundreds of
communities destroyed),200 Stampfer (2003)’s study shows that the number of Jewish
casualties was in fact much lower, most likely in the range of 18,000-20,000.201
Kupovetsky (2010) follows Stampfer’s assessment of the losses and estimates that
163,000 Jews were probably living in Poland-Lithuania after the period of the wars in
1660 (i.e. a decrease of 22,000 since 1648).202 Thus, the annual rate of population
growth was -1.05 % during the period 1648-1660 (see table 4.5).

193

History of Poland in Numbers (2014, p.49, table 2).
Kupovetsky (2010, table 1).
195
Weinryb (1972, pp.316-18).
196
Ettinger (1956, p.124).
197
Weinryb (1972, pp. 316-17). Although her estimate is based on the problematic assumption that the ratio of
Jews in Ukraine to the total number of Jews in Poland remained stable during the period 1648-1764, it still
provides us with an approximation for 1648.
198
Kupovetsky (2010, table 1).
199
Gieysztorowa (1968, n. p. table 1; 1981, p. 430, table 1).
200
See Weinryb (1972, p. 194). Dubnov seems to accept the enormous scale of losses (1916, vol. 1, pp. 156-7)
while Weinryb’s estimate is more moderate (1972, p. 197).
201
Stampfer (2003, pp. 218-22).
202
Kupovetsky (2010, table 1).
194
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The decline in the total population of Poland-Lithuania resulting from the multiple
wars, the uprising, the loss of eastern territories and famine were estimated by Kuklo
(2009) to be 20-30%.203 Thus, the total population probably dropped from 11 to 8-9
million which implies a negative annual growth of about -2% during the period 16481660. Thus, the decline in the Gentile population was much more severe than that in
the Jewish population.
As mentioned, the special Jewish census of 1764-5 provides the most important
milestone for estimating the Jewish population of Old Poland. The results of the
census are reported by Mahler who added 6.35% for children under the age of one
who were not included and also increased the figures by a factor of 20% to
compensate for the underreporting due to tax evasion.204 The original census data
showed a Jewish population of 587,658 (430,009 in Poland and 157,649 in
Lithuania).205 Following Mahler’s corrections, this figure increases to 750,000.206
Stampfer (1985) feels that Mahler’s conclusions are generally accurate since they
correspond reasonably well to the data and the annual rate of growth during the 19th
century.207
Mahler’s corrections of the census results received further support from Judith Kalik’s
recent book on the Jewish poll tax lists.208 After examining the newly discovered tax
lists for Crown Poland for the period 1717-1764, Kalik concluded that the poll tax
was never collected from all of the Jewish communities in every year.209 Kalik
compared the lists with the results of the 1764 census and concluded that the amount
paid by each community was never fully detached from the actual number of its
members. In order to estimate the total "tax potential" for the year 1764, Kalik
complemented the data with numbers for the missing communities from the poll-tax
lists for the years prior to the census. The results show that 521,011 zloty could have

203

Kuklo (2009, p. 212). Kuklo follows Gieysztorowa's study of the three main provinces of Poland (1981, pp.
432-33).
204
Mahler (1958, ch. 1).
205
Mahler (1958, pp. 45-46).
206
Mahler (1958, ch. 1). See discussion in Stampfer (1985).
207
Stampfer (1985).
208
Kalik (2009, pp. 4-5).
209
See Kalik (2009, ch. 3, esp. pp. 44-46, table 1).
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been potentially collected in 1764, whereas the census shows 429,589 Jews.210 The
difference of 21.28% is close to the correction factor suggested by Mahler and
corroborated by Stampfer.211
The total population of Poland in 1772 was estimated by Gieysztorowa (1968; 1981)
at 14,000,000 and Poland’s territory, after 16% losses during the 17th century, was
733,500 km2, so that the population density was 19.1 per km2. 212 The Jewish rate of
population growth for the period 1660-1764 is calculated to be 1.5% while that of the
non-Jewish population is calculated to be 0.5% (Table 4.5).
The increase in the Jewish population during the period 1500-1648 from about
10,000-15,000 to 185,000 according to Weinryb’s estimates, implies an annual
growth rate of about 1.7-2.0%. This is very high relative to the growth rate of 0.25%
for the total population, which was due to both the high rate of natural increase among
the Jews and the moderate, yet continuous, migration of Jews from West to East.213
Weinryb estimates the number of Jews at 163,000 in 1660. A rate of growth of 1.5%
yields a Jewish population of approximately 750,000 in 1764-5, a figure that is
commonly accepted by scholars. As will be discussed below, 1.5% appears to be the
natural rate of increase of the Jewish population during the latter part of the 18th
century and during the 19th century (see section 5).

4.7 Poland-Lithuania: the Jewish and total populations, 1765-1930
As mentioned above, there were three partitions of Poland-Lithuania: in 1772, in 1793
and in 1795 (see chapter 2). As a result of the Congress of Vienna, the former Jewish
population of Poland was now mainly to be found in the provinces of Posen and West
Prussia, which belonged to Prussia; in Galicia, which belonged to Austria; in the Pale
of Settlement (regions within the Russian Empire where Jews were permitted to
reside); and in the Kingdom of Poland (or Congress Poland) which was subject to the
Russian Empire. Map 4.4 shows the Pale of Settlement, the Kingdom of Poland as

210

Kalik (2009, p. 46, table 1).
Kalik’s data consistently shows a higher tax potential than that indicated by the census results not only for
Crown Poland as a whole but also for individual fiscal units (2009, p. 42).
212
Gieysztorowa (1968, n. p. table 1 and 1981 p. 430, table1).
213
See, for example, Stampfer (1977, pp. 263-67).
211
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well as Galicia, Posen and West Prussia. The areas within the Pale of Settlement that
were annexed from Poland approximately correspond to the following Russian
governorates: Vilna, Vitebsk, Grodno, Kovno, Minsk, Mogilev, Podolia, Volhynia
and Kiev.214 Congress Poland was part of Russia but was not formally part of the Pale
even though Jews were, of course, residing there.
Map 4.4 Poland-Lithuania after the partitions and the Pale of Settlement215

Table 4.6 provides the estimated Jewish and total populations of the Pale of
Settlement, Congress Poland, Galicia, West Prussia and Posen based on the existing
historical and demographic studies.

214

The city of Kiev as well as the left-bank Ukraine was ceded by Poland-Lithuania to the Tzar and the Muscovy
state under the armistice of Andrusovo in 1667. The Jewish settlement was reintroduced there after the first
partition. See Meir (2010, p. 23 ff).
215
Topographic Maps of Eastern Europe. http://easteurotopo.org (accessed on November 15, 2015)
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Table 4.6 Poland-Lithuania: Jewish and total populations, 1800-1939
Year

Jews
(in thousands)a

Old/new total
population
(in thousands)b

Share of
Jews c
(%)

Annual
growth rate
Jews
(%)

Annual
growth rate
Total
Population
(%)

1800
1834
1850
1865
1880
1897
1926
1939

1,066/9
2,176/27
2,811/41
3,654/??
4,702/155
5,739/315
5,037
5,377

15,747/19,735
19,198/24,784
21,402/27,740
24,523/32,188
27,121/34,687
35,151/46,286
64,300
74,590

6.77
11.33
13.13
14.90
17.34
16.33
7.83
6.75

1.00
2.09
1.60
1.75
1.68
1.17
-0.45
0.50

0.49
0.58
0.68
0.91
0.67
1.52
1.13
1.14

a)

b)
c)

Where two numbers appear in this column, the first is the number of Jews in the territories of former PolandLithuania together with the non-Polish areas of the Pale of Settlement which became populated by Jews
during and after the partitions of Poland-Lithuania. The second (following the slash) is the number of Jews in
the Russian Empire residing outside the Pale of Settlement. The figures are based mainly on the Shorter
Jewish Encyclopedia (SJE in Russian).216
The "old total" only includes those provinces that were part of the pre-partition areas of Poland. The "new
total" is the total population in all the provinces of the Pale of Settlement (see fn. 139).
The proportion of Jews based on the "old total".

Based on the estimates appearing in the Shorter Jewish Encyclopedia (SJE), the
Jewish population of the Pale of Settlement (including the Kingdom of Poland) was
811,000 in 1800217 and there were 9,000 Jews in other parts of Russia outside of the
Pale. According to Rosenfeld (who follows Luca), the number of Jews in Galicia was
201,277 in 1803.218 Kupovetsky estimated that there were 45,000 Jews in Posen in
1800.219
The calculation for West Prussia is based on the census data provided by Silbergleit,
who suggests 12,629 for 1816 and 15,850 in 1825.220 The growth rate between 1816
and 1825 would therefore be 2.52%. Extrapolating back to 1800, we obtain a Jewish
population of 8,442 Jews. Thus, if we now add up the populations of the Pale, Galicia,
Posen and West Prussia, we find that the Jewish population of Poland-Lithuania is
approximately 1,066,000 in 1800.

216

SJE (vol. 7, col. 382–90, table 7).
SJE (vol. 7, col. 382–90, table 7).
218
Rosenfeld (1914, p. 140).
219
Kupovetsky (2010, table 3).
220
Silbergleit (1930, p. 7, table 5; pp. 18-19, table 9).
217
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The second column shows two numbers for the total population until 1897: "Old Total
Population" and "New Total Population" (see above). The former includes only those
provinces that were part of pre-partition Poland.221 This figure for the total population
in 1800 is based on Rashin (1956)’s data for the population of the Russian provinces.
Rashin reports a total population of 8,663,000 for 1811 and 9,278,700 for 1838.222
These figures generate an annual growth rate of 0.25%. Extrapolating back from 1811
to 1800 yields an estimated population of 8,428,000 in the Russian territory that
belonged to Poland before the partition.
Gieysztorowa estimated the population of the Kingdom of Poland to be 3,520,000 in
1820 and estimated the annual rate of population growth to be 1% during the period
1820-1850.223 If the same growth rate is applied to the period 1800-1820, we obtain
an estimated population for the Kingdom of Poland of approximately 2,882,000 in
1800.224
Zamorski estimates the total population of Galicia to be 3,574,410 in 1807 and
suggests an annual rate of growth of 1.06% for the period 1780-1807.225 Therefore,
we calculate the total population of Galicia in 1800 to be approximately 3,319,000.
The population of Posen is calculated to be 909,000 in 1820, based on Gieysztorowa’s
estimates. According to her, the annual growth rate was 1.3% during the period 18201850.226 Extrapolating backwards, we arrive at a population of 701,000 in Posen in
1800. Based on census data, the population of West Prussia is estimated to be 571,081
in 1861 and 804,155 in 1834.227 These numbers imply an annual growth rate of 1.9%.
Extrapolating backwards we arrive at a population of about 421,000 for West Prussia
in 1800. The "old total" of 15,751,000 is the sum of the populations of the
aforementioned territories.

221

Rashin (1956, pp. 44-5, table 10). The provinces included in the "old total" are Vilna, Vitebsk, Grodno, Kovno,
Minsk, Mogilev, Podolia, Volhynia and Kiev. We also add Courland which had been subject to Poland-Lithuania
prior to the partitions.
222
Rashin (1956, pp. 28-9, table 10).
223
Gieysztorowa (1968, table 2).
224
Kabuzan provides an estimate of 2,679,000 for 1795, according to the fifth revision data (1992 p. 124, table 4).
225
Zamorski (1989, p.45, table 1, p.46, table 2).
226
Gieysztorowa (1968, table 1).
227
Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des Preussischen Staates (1883, p. 74, table 4).
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The "new total population” includes all fifteen provinces in the Pale of Settlement228
(without the Kingdom of Poland) and is estimated by Rashin to be 13,140,300 in
1811.229 This figure grew to 15,066,400 in 1838, which implies an annual growth rate
of 0.51%. Extrapolating backward, we obtain a population of 12,412,000 in 1800.
The numbers for the Kingdom of Poland, Galicia, Posen and West Prussia are stated
above. Thus, the "new total population” is 19,735,000.
The estimated Jewish population of 1,773,000 in 1834 is based on the numbers given
in the SJE for the Pale of Settlement and the Kingdom of Poland for 1834.230
Based on Himka (1999), the Jewish population for Galicia is estimated to be 270,000
in 1825 and based on census data to be 448,973 in 1857.231 Using the annual growth
rate of 1.58% between 1825 and 1857, we can calculate that the Jewish population in
Galicia was 311,000 in 1835. Silbergleit (1930) reported that the Jewish population of
West Prussia was 17,714 in 1834.232 For Posen, Kemlein reported a Jewish population
of 74,000 in 1835.233 Adding up all these figures, we obtain a Jewish population of
about 2,176,000 in Galicia in 1834-5.
The "old total population” for 1834-5 is based on Rashin (1956) who estimated that
the total population of the relevant provinces was 8,663,000 in 1811 and 9,278,700 in
1838.234 This yields an annual growth rate of 0.25% and from this we can calculate
the population in 1834 as being an estimated 9,176,000. Guesnet estimates the
population of the Kingdom of Poland to be 4,059,517 in 1834.235 Zamorski reports the
population of Galicia to be 4,038,101 in 1834.236 According to census data, the
population of Posen was 1,120,000 in 1834 and that of West Prussia was 804,000.237
Combining the figures for all of the aforementioned regions, we obtain that the "old
total population" was about 19,198,000 in 1834.

228
Vilna, Vitebsk, Grodno, Kovno, Minsk, Mogilev, Podolia, Volhynia, Kiev, Chernigov, Poltava, Tavrida,
Kherson, Bessarabia and Ekaterinoslav,
229
Rashin (1956, pp. 28-9, table 10).
230
SJE (vol. 7, col. 382-90, table 7).
231
Himka (1999, p. 26, table 1).
232
Silbergleit (1930, pp. 18-19, table 9).
233
Kemlein (1997, p. 58, table 2).
234
Rashin (1956, pp. 28-9, table 10).
235
Guesnet (1998 p. 31 table 1).
236
Zamorski (1989, p.45, table 1, p.46, table 2).
237
Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des preussischen Staates, (1883 p. 74, table 4).
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The "new total population” in 1838 is based on Rashin’s estimate of 15,066,000 for
the population of the fifteen provinces of the Pale. 238 Extrapolating backwards at the
rate of 0.51% (see above) yields a population of 14,762,000 in 1834. Combining the
aforementioned estimates, we obtain a “new total population” of 24,784,000 in 1834.
The estimated Jewish population of 2,309,000 in 1850 is based on SJE. This includes
the Pale and Congress Poland.239 The calculation for Galicia is based on Himke
(1999) who estimates a figure of 270,000 for 1825 and on the census data for 1857
which reports a Jewish population of 448,973.240 Using the growth rate of 1.58% that
is calculated for the period 1825-1857, we obtain that in 1850 there were about
401,000 Jews in Galicia. In the case of Posen, we follow Kemlein's estimate of 77,000
Jews in 1849.241 In the case of West Prussia, we follow Silbergleit's estimate of
24,386 Jews in 1852.242 Therefore, the Jewish population was around 2,811,000 in
1850. The figure of 41,000 is the number of Jews in other parts of Russia in 1850,
according to SJE.243
The "old total population” for 1850 is based on Rashin’s figure of 9,657,200 for
1851.244 Gieysztorowa estimates the population of the Kingdom of Poland to be
4,811,000 in 1850.245 Zamorski estimates the population of Galicia to be 4,555,477 in
1850.246 According to Gieysztorowa, the population of Posen was 1,353,000 in
1850.247 According to the Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des preussischen
Staates, the population of West Prussia was 1,025,713 in 1849.248 Summing up the
aforementioned figures, we arrive at an "old total population” of 21,402,000 in 1950.
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Rashin (1956, pp. 28-29, table 10).
SJE (vol. 7, col. 382-90, table 7).
240
Himka (1999, p. 26, table 1).
241
Kemlein (1997, p. 58, table 2).
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Silbergleit (1930, pp. 18-19, table 9).
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SJE (vol. 7, col. 382-90, table 7).
244
Rashin (1956, pp. 28-29, table 10).
245
Gieysztorowa (1968, table 2).
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Zamorski (1989, p.45, table 1).
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Gieysztorowa (1968, table 2).
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Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des preussischen Staates (1883 p. 74, table 4).
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Using Rashin’s data, we can calculate the "new total population” of the fifteen
provinces of the Pale to be 15,995,000 in 1851.249 Combining this figure with those
for the other territories, we obtain a total of 27,740,000.
The estimate of the Jewish population in 1865 is based on the SJE. The Jewish
population of the Kingdom of Poland and the Pale of Settlement is 2,309,000 in 1850
and 3,932,000 in 1881.250 The annual rate of growth during this period is 1.71%
which enables us to calculate a Jewish population of about 2,984,000 for 1865. Based
on census data, the Jewish population of Galicia is estimated at 448,973 for 1857 and,
based on Rosenfeld, at 575,433 for 1869.251 Using the growth rate of 2.06% during
this period yields a Jewish population of 519,000 in 1865 in Galicia. Silbergleit
estimates the Jewish population of West Prussia to be 26,730 in 1861 and 26,623 in
1871, thus showing no change during this period.252 The population of Posen
according to Silbergelit is 74,172 in 1861 and 61,982 in 1871 yielding about 69,000 in
1865.253 Combining these figures, we obtain an estimate of 3,654,000 for the total
Jewish population in 1865.

The figure for the "old total population” in 1865 is calculated from Rashin’s
estimates of 9,657,200 for the relevant provinces in 1851 and 11,032,200 in 1863.254
The calculated annual growth rate during this period is 0.6%. Based on that rate, the
population was 11,165,000 in 1865. Guesnet reports a figure of 5,336,112 for the

population of the Kingdom of Poland in 1865.255 Zamorski estimates the
population of Galicia to be 4,597,470 in 1859 and 5,444,689 in 1869.256 This
implies that the annual growth rate is 1.53%, which yields a population of
5,196,000 in Galicia in 1865. According to census data, the population of Posen was
1,573,129 in 1864 and that of West Prussia was 1,253,118.257,258 Adding up these
figures yields an "old total population” of 24,523,000.
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To calculate the "new total population”, we use Rashin’s figures for the fifteen
provinces of the Pale of 15,995,000 in 1851 and 18,599,000 in 1863.259 The annual
growth rate is calculated to be 0.68% and therefore we can extrapolate ahead to obtain
an estimate of 16,214,000 in 1865. Thus, the total population of the Pale in 1865 was
18,830,000 and with the addition of the other territories we obtain 32,188,000 for the
"new total population".
The estimate for the Jewish population in 1880 is based on the SJE’s figure of
3,932,000 for the Jewish population of the Pale of Settlement and the Kingdom of
Poland in 1881.260 The census data for Galicia report a Jewish population of 686,596
in 1880.261 Silbergleit estimates that there were 56,609 Jews in Posen in 1880262 and
26,547 Jews in West Prussia.263 Adding up these figures yields a total Jewish
population of about 4,702,000.
The figure for the "old total population” in 1880 is based on Rashin’s estimate of
11,032,200 for the Russian provinces that were formerly part of Poland.264 Guesnet’s
figures for the Kingdom of Poland are 5,336,012 in 1865 and 7,414,656 in 1883.265
This implies a growth rate of 1.83% and therefore we can calculate the population as
being 7,021,511 in 1880. According to Zamorski, the population of Galicia was
5,958,907 in 1880.266 According to census data, the population of Posen was
1,703,000 in 1880267 and that of West Prussia was 1,405,000.268 Adding up these
figures yields an "old total population" of 27,121,000 in 1880.
The "new total population" is calculated using Rashin's data which suggests that the
population of the fifteen provinces of the Pale was 18,598,500 in 1880.269 Combining
this estimate with those of the other territories, we obtain a “new total population” of
34,687,000 in 1880.
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The data for 1897 are based on the most comprehensive survey of the Russian
territories up until that point. The Jewish population in 1897 is estimated at 4,874,000,
based on census data for the Pale of Settlement and the Kingdom of Poland.270
Zamorski reports that the Jewish population of Galicia was 811,371 in 1900.271
Silbergleit reports that there were 35,327 Jews in Posen in 1897and 18,226 in West
Prussia.272 Combining these figures, we arrive at a Jewish population of 5,739,000 in
1897.
The "old total population" is estimated at 15,622,100 in 1897 based on Rashin’s
figures.273 Guesnet reports that the population of the Kingdom of Poland was
8,761,476 in 1897.274 Zamorski reports that the population of Galicia was 7,315,939
in 1900.275 The census for Posen reports a population of 1,887,275 in 1900 and that
for West Prussia reports 1,563,658.276 Combining these figures, we arrive at an
estimated “old total population” of 35,151,000.
The “new total population” of 26,757,400 in 1897 is also based on Rashin’s figures
for the fifteen provinces of the Pale.277 Combining this estimate with those for the
other territories, we obtain a “new total population” of 46,286,000 in 1897.

270

SJE (vol. 7, cols. 382-90, table 7).
Zamorski (1989, p. 69, table 12A).
272
Silbergleit (1930, pp. 18-19, table 9).
273
Rashin (1956, pp. 44-45, table 19).
274
Guesnet (1998, p. 31 table 1).
275
Zamorski (1989, p. 69, table 12A).
276
Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des preussischen Staates, p. 76, table 4.
277
Rashin (1956, pp. 44-45, table 10).
271

64

Using Linfield’s figures, we find that in 1925 there were 407,059 Jews in Belorussia
out of the total population of 4,983,240 (according to the 1926 census); in Ukraine
there were 1,574,428 Jews out of the total population of 29,018,187; and in the
Crimea there were 45,926 out of the total population of 713,823.278 According to
Linfield’s summary of the census of 1923, there were 155,125 Jews in Lithuania279
while the total population was 2,029,000 according to Eberhardt. In the city of
Gdansk (Danzig), which became independent after WWI, there were 9,239 Jews out
of a total population of 383,995, according to Linfield.280 Censuses were carried out
in Poland in 1921 and 1931. In 1921, there were 2,845,364 Jews in Poland according
to Linfield.281 The total population according to Jezierski was 27,177,000.282 Thus, the
Jewish population was 5,037,141 in 1926 while the total population was 64,299,679.
For 1939, the data for the Jewish populations is taken from Mark Tolts' summary
published by YIVO.283 There were 3,250,000 Jews in Poland; 155,000 in Lithuania;
1,532,000 in Ukraine; 375,100 in Belorussia; and 65,452 in the Crimea. Thus, the
total number of Jews in Poland-Lithuania in 1939 was 5,377,552.
For the total population of Poland-Lithuania in 1939, we adopt Lorimer’s figures of
5,568,000 in Belorussia, 30,960,000 in Ukraine and 1,127,000 in Crimea.284
Combining these figures with Linfield's estimates of 2,879,070 for Lithuania in 1940,
34,775,698 for Poland and 407,517 for Gdansk in 1929, we arrive at a total population
of 74,590,000.285
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4.8 Cities in Poland-Lithuania with large Jewish communities
Warsaw286
Year

Jews

Total

1792
1810
1816
1864
1897
1914
1921
1930

6,750
14,600
15,600
72,800
210,500
337,000
310,000
352,000

81,300
81,100
81,250
223,000
625,000
885,000
937,000
1,170,000

Proportion of
Jews
(%)
8.3
18.0
19.2
32,6
33.7
38.1
33.1
30.0

Lublin287
Year

Jews

1602
1674
1764
1795
1827
1857
1860
1865
1880
1884/5
1897
1902
1921

2,000
1,020a
3,100
4,500
6,795
8,747
11,300
12,922
14,648
18,496
23,586
29,548
37,337

Proportion of
Jews
(%)
20%

50.4
56
57.2
59.2
56.5
47.7
50.9
50.5
39.5

The number of Jews who paid the poll tax.

286

Polonsky (2010 (1), table 2).
Sources: for 1602, 1674, and 1764 Michałowska-Mycielska (2010); for 1795, 1857 and 1897 Zieliński (2010);
for 1827, 1860, 1865, 1880, 1884/5, 1902, and 1921 Guesnet (1998, p. 35, table 4).
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Poznań288
Year

Jews

Mid-16th c.
1619
1655
1700-1709
1733
1764
1768-1772
1793
1832
1840
1848
1867
1871
1905
1930
1931

1,500
3,130

Total

app. 20,000
app. 14,000
app. 5,000
app. 6,000

Proportion of Jews
(%)

30?

2,700
2,355
5,479
6,763

7,255
5,761
1,650
1,100

15,000
app. 12,500
31,000

~20

42,000
47,000

16,6
15

136,800
42
app. 247,000

288
Sources: For mid-16th century, 1619, 1674-1676, 1764, 1793, 1930 and 1933 - Michałowska-Mycielska (2010); for
1832, 1840, 1871 and 1905 - SJE (vol.6, cols. 579-80). For total population, see Topolski (1988).
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Pinsk289
Year

Jews

1506
1555

15 families or 75 individuals
35 families or 175
individuals
55 families or 275
individuals
200 families or 1,000
individuals
1,500
1,613
1,900
2,071
3,000
5,050
6,956
13,681
19,017
22,053
21,819
21,065
Kam’ianets’-Podil’s’kyi290

1566
1648
1717
1766
1784
1793
1819
1847
1861
1871
1878
1886
1896
1897

Year

Jews

1765
1784
1790
1847
1897
1913
1923
1929
1939

88 (in suburbs)
277 (in suburbs)
431 (in suburbs)
4,629
16,211
23,430
13,450
12,774
13,796

Proportion
of Jews (%)
7

20

68.3
71
61.5
77.7
83
83.3
77.5
74.3

Proportion of Jews
(%)

40
47
30
38

289
Source: For 1506, 1555 and 1566, Nadav (2008, p. 25, table 1.1); for 1648 - Nadav (2008, p. 61); for 1717,
Nadav (2008, pp. 193-4, 244); for 1766, Nadav (2008, p. 244, p. 246, table 5.2); for 1784, Nadav (2008, p. 250);
for 1793, Nadav (2008, p. 251); for 1819-1897, Nadav (2008, p. 348, table 6.2).
290

Source: Lukin (2010, table: The Jewish Population of Kam’ianets’-Podil’s’kyi).
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Khar’kiv291
Year

Jews

1897
1923
1933
1939

11,013
65,007
115,800
130,250

Proportion of Jews
(%)
6.2
20.2
17.7
15.6

Minsk292
Year

Jews

1766
1847
1897
1914
1917
1926

1,322
12,976
47,562
45,000
67,000
53,686

Proportion of Jews
(%)

53.2
42.5
40.8

Łódź293
Year Jews Proportion of Jews (%)
1809
98
19.1
1820
271
35.3
1827
397
14.0
1833
512
9.8
1844 1,411
9.7
1856 2,886
11.7
1863 5,633
16.9
1869 7,652
21.7
1872 8,442
22.5
1878 9,447
22.5
1881 12,506
24.4
1897 98,368
31.8
1921 156,155
34.5

291

Source: Freeze (2010, table: The Jewish Population of Khar’kiv).

292

Source: Bemporad (2010, table: The Jewish Population of Minsk).

293

Source: Guesnet (1998, p. 35, table 3).
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Kiev 294
Year

Jews

1792
1815
1862
1863
1910
1913
1917
1919

73
1,500
1,411
3,013
50,000+
81,256
87,240
114,524

Proportion of Jews
(%)

13
19
21

4.5 Summary
A number of conclusions emerge from the analysis of the Jewish and total populations
of Germany-Austria and Poland-Lithuania. The division of the period into the two
sub-periods of 1500-1800 and 1800-1930 was chosen in order to reflect geopolitical
changes and in particular the disintegration of Poland-Lithuania, the emergence of the
Industrial Revolution, and the change in the rate of population growth in both regions.

294

Source: SJE (vol.4, cols. 252-58).
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Figure 4.1 The Jewish and total population
populations in logs: 1500 to 1800

Figure 4.1 presents the log values of the population figures appearing in Tables 4.1
and 4.5 and uses the calculated growth rate between each pair of observations to
provide the log estimates in between
between. The dashed lines represent the calculated
constant rate of growth.. The aaverage annual rates of growth appear on the right hand
side of the graph. The following conclusions emerge for the period 1500-1800:
1800:
1. The total populations of Germany
Germany-Austria and Poland-Lithuania
Lithuania grew at about the
same rate of 0.20% annually. The ratio of the total population of PL to that of GA
remained relatively constant throughout the period at about 0.55.
2. The Jewish population of PL grew at the exceptionally high rate of about 1.4%
annually, while that of GA grew by only 0.65%. Both of these populations grew
gr faster
than the corresponding total population.
3. The ratio of the Jewish population of Poland-Lithuania
Poland
to that in GA was 0.25 in
1500. By the end of that century
century, however, the Jewish population in Poland--Lithuania
was twice as large ass that in GA and by 1650 three times as large.
4. During the Thirty Years’ War
War, the total population of GA declined
ed dramatically, while
the number of Jews remained constant.
constant During the period of wars in 1648--1660, the
total population in Poland--Lithuania declined at twice the rate of the Jewish
population.
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5. If birth, death and conversion rates were identical between the Jewish populations in
GA and PL, then migration
on from GA to PL must have continued throughout the
period and at a particularly high rate in the 16th century.
Figure 4.2 The Jewish and total populations in logs, 1800 to 1930

Figure 4.2 summarizes the growth rates of the Jewish and total populations
population in
Germany-Austria, which includes most of the "old" Reich, and "old" PolandPoland
Lithuania, based on the figures in Tables 4.2, 4.3 and 4.6. The observations are
calculated as in Figure 4.1. The following conclusions emerge for the period 18001800
1930:
1. The Jewish population of Poland-Lithuania
Poland
grow at an almost constant rate of 1.35%
until 1880, when growth
th slowed and later became
me negative at the beginning of the 20th
century.
2. The Jewish population in GA grew at a rate of somewhat more than 1%, which was
close to that of the Jewish population in PL.
3. The non-Jewish
Jewish population of PL grew at a rate of less than 1% prior to 1900 and
subsequently at a rate above 1%. The total population of GA grew at a rate of about
1% until the beginning of the 20th century and slowed subsequently.
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4. The Jews constituted about 6% of the total population in PL in 1800, and their share
increased to a peak of 17% in 1880. The proportion of Jews fell to 7% by 1930. Jews
in GA constituted about 0.6% of the total population in 1800, which increased to
about 1.3% by 1880 (and about 2% in Austria alone). By 1930, Jews were less than
1% of the population in GA, and the percentage of Jews in the total population in
Austria alone had grown to twice that.
5. The year 1880 was clearly a turning point when the Jews of Eastern Europe began
immigrating to the West and primarily to the US. However, immigration to Western
European countries began even earlier following the Napoleonic wars and
emancipation in the Western and Central European countries.
The data for the three largest cities in GA indicate that the proportion of Jews began
to increase already in the period of the 16th to mid-18th centuries, eventually reaching
more than 10 percent. It subsequently declined and again started to increase
significantly just prior to 1880. On the other hand, the proportion of Jews in almost all
of the large cities in PL increased continuously during the entire period and in the
majority of the examined cities, reaching a peak in the early 20th century. The
proportion of Jews varied from 20% to over 80%, which reflects the significance of
the Jewish presence in the urban population of PL. The proportion of Jews was higher
in the smaller cities than in the larger ones, which developed into industrialized
centers in the late 19th century.
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Appendix A: The Jewish and total populations in the provinces of GermanyAustria, 1800-1930
Table 4.7 The Jewish and total populations of Bohemia: 1724-1930
Year

Jews

1724/1729 31,604

Total
Population

Proportion
of Jews
(%)

Annual
growth
rate of the
Jews (%)

Annual growth
rate of the total
population (%)

-

1.09

-

-

1754

29,094 1,970,378

1.48

1.00

1.00

1765

31,141 1,972,154

1.58

1.07

1.00

1785

42,129 2,704,254

1.56

1.45

1.37

1792/1793 46,691 2,925,541

1.60

1.60

1.48

1800

47,865 2,925,541

1.57

1.65

1.54

1830

67,338 3,827,749

1.76

2.31

1.94

1834

69,205 3,901,129

1.77

2.38

1.98

1857

86,436 4,778,693

1.81

2.97

2.43

1869

89,539 5,106,069

1.75

3.08

2.59

1880

94,449 5,808,702

1.63

3.25

2.95

1890

94,479 5,843,094

1.62

3.25

2.97

1900

92,745 6,318,697

1.47

3.19

3.21

1910

85,798 6,769,237

1.27

2.95

3.44

1921

79,777 6,670,882

1.20

2.74

3.39

1930

76,301 7,109,376

1.07

2.62

3.61

Source: Vobecka (2013, p. 47, table 4.1).
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Table 4.8 The Jewish and total populations of Württemberg 1832-1910

Year

Jews

Total
Population

Proportion
of Jews
(%)

1832
1846
1858
1861
1864
1867
1871
1875
1880
1885
1890
1895
1900
1905
1910

10,670
12,356
11,088
11,338
11,610
11,662
12,245
12,881
13,331
13,071
12,639
11,887
11,916
12,053
11,982

1,578,147
1,752,538
1,690,898
1,720,708
1,748,328
1,778,396
1,818,539
1,881,505
1,971,118
1,995,185
2,036,522
2,081,151
2,169,480
2,302,179
2,437,574

0.67
0.71
0.66
0.66
0.66
0.66
0.65
0.68
0.68
0.66
0.62
0.57
0.55
0.52
49

Annual
Annual
growth
growth rate of
rate of the
the total
Jews (%)
population
(%)
1.05
-0.9
0.78
0.79
0.15
1.66
1.73
1.16
-0.39
-0.67
-1.23
0.05
0.23
-0.12

0.75
-0.29
0.59
0.53
0.57
0.56
0.86
0.90
0.24
0.41
0.43
0.85
1.23
1.17

Sources: Segall (January 1905 p. 11, table “Württemberg.”); (May 1913 pp. 65, 66, 70, 72.)

Table 4.9 The Jewish and total populations of the Kingdom of Saxony 1832-1910
Year

Jews

Total
Population

Proportion
of Jews
(%)

1832
1834
1837
1840
1843
1846
1849
1855

874
850
848
868
882
988
1,022
1,200

1,558,153
1,595,668
1,652,114
1,706,276
1,757,800
1,836,433
1,894,431
2,039,176

0.06
0.05
0.05
0.05
0.05
0.05
0.05
0.06
75

Annual
growth rate
of the Jews
(%)

Annual growth
rate of the total
population (%)

-0.12
-0.08
0.78
0.53
3.78
1.13
2.68

1.19
1.16
1.07
0.99
1.46
1.04
1.23

1858 1,419
1861 1,555
1864 1,964
1867 2,103
1871 3,346
1875 5,360
1880 6,561
1885 7,755
1890 9,368
1895 9,902
1900 12,378
1905 14,697
1910 17,587

2,122,148
2,225,240
2,337,192
2,423,586
2,556,244
2,760,586
2,972,805
3,182,003
3,502,684
3,787,688
4,202,216
4,508,601
4,806,661

0.06
0.07
0.08
0.09
0.13
0.19
0.22
0.24
0.27
0.28
0.29
0.33
0.37

5.59
3.05
7.78
2.28
11.61
11.78
4.04
3.34
3.78
1.11
4.46
3.43
3.59

1.33
1.58
1.64
1.21
1.33
1.92
1.48
1.36
1.92
1.56
2.08
1.41
1.28

Sources: Segall (March 1914, pp. 33, 36, 37).

Table 4.10 The Jewish and total populations of Baden 1832-1910
Year

Jews

1825
1844
1846
1849
1852
1858
1864
1867
1871
1875
1880
1885
1890
1895
1900

17,577
21,368
23,258
23,547
23,699
23,562
25,234
25,599
25,703
26,492
27,278
27,104
26,735
25,903
26,132

Total
Population

1357208
1,428,035
1,434,970
1,461,562
1,507,179
1,570,254
1,601,255
1,657,867
1,725,464
1,867,944

Proportion
of Jews
(%)

1.60
1.61
1.71
1.73
1.75
1.76
1.77
1.78
1.76
1.74
1.74
1.69
1.61
1.50
1.40

Annual
growth rate
of the Jews
(%)

1.03
1.24
0.41
0.21
0.1
1.14
0.48
0.1
0.76
0.58
-0.13
-0.27
-0.63
0.18

Annual growth
rate of the total
population (%)

0.42
0.16
0.46
0.77
0.82
0.39
0.69
0.8
1.59

Sources: For the period 1825-1849, Toury (1977, p. 15, table 6); for the period 1852-1900, Wassermann
(February 1906, p. 23, table 1).
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Table 4.11 The Jewish and total populations of Bavaria 1818-1900
Year

Jews

Total
Population

Proportion
of Jews
(%)

1818
1840
1852
1867
1871
1875
1880
1885
1890
1895
1900

53,208
59,376
56,158
49,840
50,648
51,335
53,526
53,097
53,885
53,750
54,928

3,660,452
4,370,997
4,559,452
4,824,421
4,852,626
5,022,390
5,284,478
5,420,199
5,594,982
5,818,544
6,176,057

1.45
1.36
1.23
1.03
1.04
1.02
1.01
0.98
0.96
0.92
0.89

Annual
growth rate
of the Jews
(%)

Annual growth
rate of the total
population (%)

0.5
-0.7
-0.8
0.4
0.37
0.83
-0.16
0.29
-0.05
0.43

0.81
0.53
0.38
0.15
0.86
1.02
0.51
0.63
0.78
1.19

Source: Wassermann (November 1905, p. 11, table 1).

Table 4.12 The Jewish and total populations of Hesse 1822-1933
Year

Jews

Total
Population

Proportion of
Jews (%)

1822
1825
1828
1831
1834
1837
1840
1843
1846
1849
1852
1855
1858

19,530
20,415
21,236
22,087
23620
24,692
25,651
27,255
28,058
28,061
27,664
27,179
27,630

642,078
665,713
687,156
707887
732,449
752,671
778,448
800,486
817,640
818,275
819,061
801,691
811,208

3.04
3.07
3.09
3.12
3.22
3.28
3.30
3.41
3.41
3.43
3.38
3.40
3.39
77

Annual
growth rate
of the Jews
(%)

Annual growth
rate of the total
population (%)

1.48
1.31
1.31
2.36
1.48
1.27
2.02
0.97
0.01
-0.47
-0.59
0.55

1.2
1.06
0.99
1.14
0.91
1.12
0.93
0.71
0.03
0.03
-0.32
0.39

1861
1864
1867
1871
1875
1880
1885
1890
1895
1900
1910
1925
1933

27,930 823,437
26,339 821,436
25268 831,056
25,373 852,009
25652 883,324
26,746 935,409
26,114 955,706
25,531 991,997
24,618 1,038,109
24,486 1,118,979
24,063 1282100
20,410 1347300
17,888 1429000

3.40
3.21
3.03
2.98
2.90
2.85
27.3
25.7
2.39
2.19
1.88
1.51
1.25

0.36
-1.95
-1.38
0.01
0.37
0.84
-0.48
-0.45
-0.73
-0.84
-0.34
-3.29
-2.64

0.5
-0.08
0.39
0.83
0.9
1.15
0.43
0.75
0.91
1.5
2.72
0.99
1.18

Sources: For the period 1822-1900, Knöpfel (June 1906, p. 81, table 1); for 1910-1933, Schmelz (1996,
p. 41, table 2.1, p. 46, table 2.6.).

Table 4.13 The Jewish and total populations of Moravia and Austrian Silesia 17751930
Year

Jews
(in
thousands)

Total
Population
(in
thousands)

Proportion
of Jews
(%)

1775

23

1784

27

1801

28

0.2

1830

32

0.5

1840

37

1.46

1846

40

1.18

1869

49

2,531

1.94

0.87

0.59

1880

53

2,719

1.95

0.66

0.65

1890

55

2,883

1.91

0.48

0.58

Annual
growth rate
of the Jews
(%)

Annual growth
rate of the total
population (%)

1,520

1.77

78

1.26

1900

56

3,116

1.80

0.15

2.43

1930

41

3,565

1.15

-1.03

0.45

Sources: For 1775 and 1784, Thon (1908 pp. 5-6); for the period 1801-1900, Gold (1929, p. 594); for the
period 1869-1900, Thon (1908, p. 8, table 1).

Appendix B: The Jewish and total populations of the provinces of PolandLithuania 1800-1930
Table 4.14 The Jewish and total populations of Congress Poland (under Russian
rule): 1800-1897295
Year
Jews/Total

Jews
(in
thousands)

Total
Population
(in thousands)

Proportion
of Jews
(%)

1800
1835
1850
1881
1897

250
477
600
1,010
1,317

2,679a
4,344
4,811
7,414b
9,402

9.33
10.98
12.47
13.62
14.00

Annual
growth
rate of the
Jews
( %)

Annual
growth
rate of
the total
population
(%)

1.85
1.53
1.68
1.66

1.38
0.68
1.31
1.70

Notes: The period 1800-1881 is based on estimates. The year 1897 is the year of the census in the Russian
Empire. All of the figures are rounded. a) estimate for the year 1795 b) estimate for the year 1883.

Table 4.15 The Jewish and total populations of Galicia (under Austrian rule): 17851910296
Year

Jews
(in
thousands)

Total
Population
(in
thousands)

Proportion
of Jews
(%)

Annual
growth rate
of the Jews
(%)

Annual
growth rate
of the total
population
(%)

1785

212

3,229

6.57

--

--

295

Sources: for Jews in 1800-1881, SJE (vol. 7, col. 382-90, table 7); for Jews in the 1897 census, we
follow Polonsky (2010, vol. 2, p. 199, tables 6A.3,4); for the total population in 1800 and 1834, we
follow Stampfer (2012, p. 202, table 2); for the total population in 1850, we follow Gieysztorowa
(1968, table 2); for the total population in 1881, we follow Guesnet (1994, p. 31, table 1); and for the
total population in 1897, see Jezierski (2003, p. 168, table 23 (175).
296
For 1785-1900, Thon (1908 pp. 6, 8 table 1); for 1910, Wróbel (1994, p. 18, table 1).
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1857
1869
1880
1890
1900
1910

449
576
687
772
811
872

4,598
5,445
5,959
6,608
7,296
8,026

9.77
10.58
11.53
11.68
11.12
10.86

1.04
2.07
1.60
1.16
0.49
0.72

0.49
1.41
0.82
1.03
0.99
0.95

Notes: The numbers are rounded.

Table 4.16 The Jewish and total populations of the Russian Pale of Settlement: 18001897
Year

Jews
(in
thousands)

Total
Population
(in
thousands)

Proportion
of Jews
(%)

1800
1834
1850
1881
1897

600
1,296
1,709
2,912
3,555

15,267
19,973
21,486
26,234
33,097

3.93
6.58
7.95
11.10
10.74

Annual
growth rate
of the Jews
(%)

Annual
growth rate
the total
population(%)

2.24
1.75
1.72
1.25

0.77
0.49
0.64
1.45

According to the SJE, there were about 600,000 Jews in the Pale of Settlement in
1800.297 The total population according to Stampfer’s summary of the revisions was
14,744,000 in 1795, excluding Siberia, Caucasus and the Kingdom of Poland.298 In
1800, the total population would have been about 15,267,000 according to a growth
rate of 0.7%.
In 1835, according to Stampfer’s summary table, the Jewish population was
1,145,000, excluding Siberia, Caucasus and the Kingdom of Poland, out of a total
population of 19,937,000.299 Kupovetsky corrected the data for initial underreporting,
adding some 170,000 Jews. Thus, the corrected number is about 1,315,000.
According to Stampfer’s summary table, the Jewish population in 1850 was
1,266,000, excluding Siberia, Caucasus and the Kingdom of Poland, out of the total

297

SJE (1994, col.382-90).
Stampfer (2012, vol.2, p. 202 table 2).
299
Stampfer (2012, vol.2, p. 202 table 2).
298
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population of 21,486,000. According to Kupovetsky’s corrected figures, there were
1,709,000 Jews in the Pale, excluding Congress Poland.300
For 1881, we use the data of ECO (Jewish Statistical Society) according to which the
Jewish population was 2,912,000 out of the total population of 26,234,000.301
For 1897, we use the Encyclopedia Judaica’s summary of the 1897 census, according
to which the Jewish population of the Pale of Settlement, excluding Congress Poland,
was 3,558,060 out of the total population of 33,097,415.302
Table 4.17 The Jewish and total populations in Poznan: 1800-1930
Year

Jews
(in
thousands)

Total
Population
(in
thousands)

Proportion
of Jews
(%)

1800
1816
1825
1835
1846
1849
1865
1880
1900
1910

45
50
65
74
81
77
67
57
35
27

617
790
1,031
1,139
1,350
1,334
1,516
1,643
1,851
2,100

7.29
6.33
6.30
6.50
6.00
5.77
4.42
3.47
1.89
1.29

Annual
growth rate
of the Jews
in (%)

Annual growth
rate of the total
population in
(%)

0.66
2.91
1.30
0.8
-1.7
-0.87
1.07
-2.44
-2.60

1.3
2.96
1
1.6
-0.3
0.80
0.54
0.56
`1.26

For 1800, we accept Kupovetsky’s figure of 45,000 Jews in the province of Posen.303
The total population of Posen grew at about 1.3% according to Gieysztorowa and was
790,000 in 1816.304 We can therefore extrapolate back to obtain a figure of about
617,000 for 1800. For 1816, 1825, 1835, 1846 and 1849, we follow Kemlein.305 For

300

Kupovetsky (1994, table 7).
Evreiskoe Statisticheskoe Obshchestvo (1917, pp. ix-x).
302
Beizer and Romanowski (2007, vol. 17, p. 537).
301

303

Kupovetsky (2010, table 3).
Gieysztorowa (1968, table 2).
305
Kemlein (1997, p.58, table 2).
304
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1865, we adopt the estimates of Bergmann, according to which the Jewish population
was 67,000 Jews out of the total population of 1,516,000.306
According to Silbergleit, the Jewish population was 57,000 in 1880. The total
population was 1,703,397 according to Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des
Preussischen Staates.307 For 1890, we adopt Silbergleit's data, according to which the
Jewish population was 44,000 out of the total population of 1,751,642, based on
Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des Preussischen Staates.308
For 1900, we use Silbergleit’s figures, according to which the Jewish population was
35,000 out of the total population of 1,887,275, according to Jahrbuch für die
amtliche Statistik des Preussischen Staates.309 For 1910, we again use Silbergleit's
data, according to which the Jewish population was 27,000310 out of the total
population of 2,100,000, based on the Central Statistical Office of Poland, which
provides data on the population of the former pre-partition Polish territories.311

306

Bergmann (1883, p.44).
Silbergleit (1930, pp.18-19, table 9); Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des Preussischen Staates (1904 p. 2,
table 2).
308
Silbergleit (1930, pp.18-19, table 9); Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des Preussischen Staates (1906 p. 2
table 2).
309
Silbergleit (1930, pp.18-19, table 9); Jahrbuch für die amtliche Statistik des Preussischen Staates (1906, p. 2
table 2).
310
Silbergleit (1930, pp.18-19, table 9).
311
Jezierski and Wyczański (2003, p. 174, table 30 (182).
307
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5. Is the Demography of Polish Jewry Exceptional? Birth and Death Rates,
1500-1938
In section 4, we documented the higher growth rate of the Jewish population relative
to the Gentile population in Poland-Lithuania from the early 16th century until the late
19th century. The Jewish population in GA had a much lower growth rate than the
Jewish population in PL during the same period. Nonetheless, starting from the early
16th century, the proportion of Jews in the total population of GA was increasing and
by the end of the 19th century it was above 1% in Germany and above 2% in Austria.
This is the case even when we take into account the annexation of parts of PL by
Germany and Austria, as explained above. The higher growth rate of the Jewish
population can also be seen from the fact that for the region as a whole the proportion
of Jews in the total population increased continuously from 1500 to 1930.
A population’s growth rate is determined by the difference between birth and death
rates, by immigration and by conversion.312 Unfortunately, there is scant reliable data
on births, deaths, immigration and conversion for either Jews or non-Jews in
Germany-Austria and Poland-Lithuania prior to the 19th century.
Ruppin (1940), Weinryb (1972) and DellaPergola (1983), all of whom are
demographic historians, have provided estimates of Jewish birth and death rates in
Poland-Lithuania during this period. Based on anecdotal evidence and population
growth rates, Ruppin proposed the following estimates for birth/death rates among
"World Jewry" (per 1000 people): 1650-1750 – 45/40; 1750-1800 – 40/30; 1800-1850
– 40/25; and 1850-1900 35/20.313
Weinryb, despite the scarcity of data, attempted to reconstruct the birth and death
rates in early modern Poland-Lithuania in order to explain Jewish population growth
from 1500 to 1764.314 He proposed a birth rate of 55-60 and a death rate of less than
40, which yields a natural rate of increase of 1.5-2%. Weinryb bases his estimates of

312

It should be noted that during the 19th century, the rate of migration of Jews out of Europe was higher than for
non-Jews (see Kuznets (1975, pp. 39-51, tables I to V), which reinforces the conclusion regarding the difference in
birth and death rates between Jews and non-Jews.
313
Ruppin (1940, p. 76).
314
Weinryb (1972, pp. 319-320).
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the death rate on data collected by Wettstein from the pinkas of the Jewish burial
society in Cracow for the period 1543-1790.315
DellaPergola, one of the leading Jewish demographers, estimated Jewish birth and
death rates in Poland-Lithuania using data from Galicia.316 According to
DellaPergola, there were 40 deaths and 50 births per 1000 during the period 16501750.317 Death rates then began to decline, reaching about 13-15 in the 1920s while
birth rates began to decline in around 1870 to about 20 in the 1920s. Based on these
figures, DellaPergola claimed that demographic transition started much earlier (by
between several decades and a century) among Jews than among non-Jews .318
In order to evaluate the natural growth rates of Jews and Gentiles for the period 15001930, we follow the demographic transition literature and divide the period into three
phases:
Phase I is the pre-industrial period for Germany-Austria and Poland-Lithuania which
ends in about 1870. Phase I is divided into stage 1 which is the period of constant
birth and death rates and stage 2 which begins just before industrialization and is
characterized by constant birth rates and declining death rates. The modern period is
divided into two phases: Phase II from 1870 to 1910 which is the main period of
transition to modernity and phase III from 1911 to 1930. This division essentially
corresponds to the main periods discussed in the demographic transition literature for
Northern, Central and Eastern Europe where industrialization began in the late 19th
century.

315

Weinryb (1972, pp. 319-320). The data is problematic since it does not include the deaths of children up to the
age of thirteen or fourteen. However, Wettstein was able to locate data on deaths, including the deaths of children,
in the kehilla’s records for the end of the 18th century. The number of deaths was twice that registered in the
Jewish burial society records. During the period 1543-1590, the average number of deaths was 37-38 per 1000
excluding children. Doubling this number in order to account for children, Wettstein obtained 74-76 deaths. Thus,
the total number of Jews in 1578 was 2,080 (Weinryb, 1972, p. 320). Dividing 2,080 by 74-76 yields 36 deaths
(about 40) per 1000. Weinryb's estimate of the birth rate at 55 to 60 per 1000 is not based on data from PolandLithuania but rather on the situation in underdeveloped countries in Asia, Africa and the Middle East which in his
view are comparable to the situation then in Poland-Lithuania.
316
DellaPergola (1983, p. 59, fig. 3).
317
DellaPergola (1983, p. 58).
318
DellaPergola (1997, p. 5, 14 fig. 4). Vobecka (2013) makes the same point for Jews in Bohemia.
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The main underlying assumption is that during phase I almost all of the Eastern
European countries, including Poland-Lithuania and Germany-Austria, were at the socalled “Malthusian equilibrium”, in which the natural rate of population growth, i.e.
the rate in a "normal environment", ranged from less than 0.5 to 1 percent. The term
"normal environment" reflects a situation in which population growth is not affected
by epidemics or wars.
5.1. Total birth and death rates319
Table 5.1 presents a comprehensive comparison of birth and death rates for Jews in
Poland-Lithuania at the end of the 18th century, though the data is only for Galicia.
The data for Galicia is representative of the whole region since its average birth and
death rates for both Jews and non-Jews are those of a ”normal environment” in PL
during stage 1 of the demographic transition (the period prior to the 19th century).
Although this was a period of partitions in which large parts of the original PolandLithuania Commonwealth were divided up among its neighbors, the general
socioeconomic conditions were similar throughout most of the period, starting from
1500.320 Moreover, medical knowledge and the socioeconomic relations between
Jews and non-Jews remained basically unchanged until the second half of the 19th
century. The main exceptions are the period of wars in Poland-Lithuania during the
mid-17th century and the Thirty Years’ War in Germany.
The main conclusion to be drawn from the table is that Jews and non-Jews had almost
the same birth rate of about 35(+- 3) per 1000. The average birth rates are 36.5 and
35.4 and the average death rates are 20.2 and 25.4 for the Jewish and total
populations, respectively. The figures for the Jews are much lower than those given
by Ruppin, Weinryb and Della Pergola, though the rate of growth is close to that
suggested by Weinryb. We will later make the claim that these figures are consistent
with the data in the population tables presented in section 4.

319

The following rates of population growth, births and deaths are aggregated over a large geographical area, since
data for a particular location shows higher variance.

320

See section 2.
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Table 5.1 Births, deaths and natural increase per 1000 for the Jewish and total
populations of Poland-Lithuania (Galicia and Posen only) 1777-1873321
Year

1777
1777
1777
1778
1780
1790
1790
1790
1795
1795
1798
1798
1798
1798
1799
1799
1799
1799
1799
1800
1800
1800
1800
1800
1800
1800
18241873
Average

Locality

Jasło
Nowy
Sącz
Przemyśl
Zhovkva
(Żółkiew)
Belz
Rzeszów
Sambir
(Sambor)
Sanok
Lvov
Przemyśl
Jasło
Nowy
Sącz
Rzeszów
Zhovkva
(Żółkiew)
Jasło
Nowy
Sącz
Rzeszów
Sanok
Zhovkva
(Żółkiew)
Jasło
Nowy
Sącz
Przemyśl
Rzeszów
Sanok
Zamość
Zhovkva
(Żółkiew)
Posen
province

Births

Births

Deaths

Deaths

Natural
increase
Jews

Natural
increase
Total
Population

Jews

Total
Population

Jews

Total
Population

37.2

33.4

18.6

22.1

18.6

11.3

33.0

27.1

15.0

20.6

18.0

6.5

45.6

36.6

25.4

30.8

20.2

5.8

31.7

38.2

22.7

30.8

9.0

7.4

54.9
30.7

60.9
30.7

15.0
23.5

24.7
30.5

39.9
7.2

36.2
0.2

40.7

40.8

26.3

26.4

14.4

14.4

25.4
36.5
36.2
38.8

27.8
34.8
34.6
33.0

21.7
16.1
20.6
16.0

26.2
26.9
33.5
19.5

3.7
20. 4
15.6
22.8

1.6
7.9
0.9
13.5

41.9

31.1

11.8

18.6

30.1

12.5

43.3

36.0

20.2

27.7

23.3

8.3

27.8

38.0

29.3

32.3

-1.5

5.7

39.1

35.5

15.0

20.3

24.1

15.2

42.3

30.3

22.0

23.6

20.3

6.7

31.9
35.2

37.6
33.6

20.9
24.9

21.7
20.1

11.0
10.3

15.9
13.5

35.5

40.8

21.5

23.1

14.0

17.7

36.9

35.7

19.5

22.3

17.4

13.4

38.0

26.9

15.1

32.3

22.9

-5.4

40.5
32.1
29.6
35.8

38.7
34.6
28.8
37.4

20.4
20.2
19.8
24.2

23.7
20.0
23.9
31.6

20.1
11.9
9.8
11.6

15.0
14.6
4.9
5.8

29.1

38.0

20.0

27.4

9.1

10.6

35.3

41.1

22.2

30.0

13.1

11.1

36.5

35.6

20.3

25.6

16.2

10.0

321

Sources: 1777-1800 based on Budzyński (1993, vol. 1, p.108. table 7). For Posen, the calculation is based on
von Bergmann (1883, p. 136).
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The figures for non-Jews are compatible with the data presented in section 4 above.
Moreover, they are consistent with other estimates of average birth and death rates
prior to the demographic transition for many regions in Europe. The most cited case
is that of pre-industrial Sweden from 1759 to 1869, where the average birth rate was
32.5 per 1000 inhabitants, the infant death rate was 189 per 1000 births and the noninfant death rate was 19.7 per 1000 inhabitants. Consequently, the total death rate was
24.5 per 1000.322 Hence, it appears that the figures we report for Poland-Lithuania are
within the statistical confidence intervals of the rates for Sweden and other regions.
We conclude from Table 5.1 that the average natural rate of population growth at the
end of the 18th century among Jews was 1.6% and among the total population was
about 1%. The latter figure is somewhat higher than the Swedish rate of 0.8% but is
nonetheless within the confidence interval.323
Table 5.2 provides the birth and death rates in pre-industrial Germany-Austria (before
1870). In Prussia, the birth and death rates for Jews are about the same as those for
Poland-Lithuania and yield a natural growth rate of about 1.5% during the first half of
the 19th century.
The birth and death rates for the total population, on the other hand, are much higher
than in Poland-Lithuania. Nonetheless, the resulting natural growth rates for late preindustrial Prussia are 15.05 and 10.5 for Jews and the total population, respectively,
which is similar to those for pre-industrial Poland-Lithuania.
The data for Hessen and Bohemia show lower birth and death rates for both Jews and
non-Jews than those for PL . This earlier demographic transition can be explained by
the fact that the data are for a later period and for an area where industrialization
occurred earlier. Nonetheless, again in this case, Jews had a higher rate of natural
increase than the total population.

322

Eckstein, Schultz and Wolpin (1984, table 1).
It should be noted that the standard deviation of the net growth rate is about 7.4-7.6 indicating very large
fluctuations in birth and death rates across time and locations.

323
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Table 5.2. Births, deaths and natural increase per 1,000 for the Jewish and total
populations in pre-industrial Germany-Austria (prior to 1870)324

Region / Births
Year
Jews

Deaths
Jews

Deaths
Total
Population

Natural
Increase
Jews

Natural
Increase
Total
Population

40.0

21.6

29.6

13.9

10.4

39.6

18.9

29

15.8

10.6

39.8

20.25

29.3

15.05

10.5

34

18

24

10

10

35

18

25

13

10

34.5

18

24.5

11.5

10

37.2

16.8a

27.6a

12.7

9.6

Births
Total
Population

Prussia
182235.5
1840
184035.1
1864
Average
35.3
Hessen (Darmstadt)
186328
1864
186531
1869
Average
29.5
Bohemia
1869
29.5

Phase II of the demographic transition (i.e. the period 1870-1910) is characterized by
a decline in both birth and death rates, resulting in a substantial increase in the rates of
population growth. This occurred in parallel to the process of industrialization and the
major acceleration of urbanization and immigration, both within Europe and from
Europe to the Americas.
For old Poland-Lithuania, we use the data for Galicia and European Russia. Table 5.3
shows that the birth rates for Jews and the total population were somewhat higher than
those shown in Table 5.1, while death rates were lower for both, thus generating
higher natural rates of population growth, particularly for the total population. Thus,
during the period of early industrialization, the eastern European locations had
progressed to stage 2 of the demographic transition. The Jews had a somewhat higher
rate of population growth than the total population, but the difference is small.

324

For Prussia 1822-1864, see Lestschinsky (1926, p. 26, table VIII). The calculation for Prussia in 1840-1864 is
based on Silbergleit (1930, pp.14-15, table 8). For Hesse, see Schmelz (1996, p. 108, table 3.1, p.112, table 3.5).
For Bohemia, see Vobecka (2013, p.92, table 7.5; p.105, table 8.4).

88

Table 5.3 Birth and death rates per 1,000 for the Jewish and total populations in
Poland-Lithuania in 1870-1910325

Region /
Year

Births
Jews

Galicia
1882
46.2
1896-1900
40.4
1901-1902
38.1
1904,
34.6
1907,
1910
Average
39.8
European Russia
1897-1896
35.9
1900-1904
34.4
Average
35.15

Births
Total
Population

Deaths
Jews

Deaths
Total
Population

Natural
Increase
Jews

Natural
Increase
Total
Population

48.0
44.3
44.0
40.9

29.4
20.8
19.2
16.8

36.4
28.1
26.9
25.3

16.8
19.6
18.9
17.8

11.6
16.2
13.1
15.6

44.3

21.5

29.2

18.3

15.1

50.2
48.6
49.4

17.6
16.7
17.15

32.4
30.9
31.65

18.3
17.7
18

17.8
17.7
17.75

During Phase II in GA, we find lower birth and death rates for both Jews and the total
population. Thus, the rate of population growth in Prussia is about 1.5% for the total
population and only 0.78% for Jews. This is a result of the fact that while the death
rate among Jews was much lower than among non-Jews, the Jewish birth rate had
declined significantly. Indeed, table 5.4 shows that there is a significant drop in
Jewish birth rates at the beginning of the 20th century in all three regions, which
rapidly lowered the rate of population growth to less than 1%. The total population,
on the other hand, had higher birth rates (close to 35 per 1000) while its death rates
dropped, as one would expect in stage 2 of the demographic transition. As a result, its
rate of growth remained higher than 1%.

325

Kuznets (1975, pp. 63- 64, table 6).
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Table 5.4 Birth and death rates per 1000 in Germany-Austria: 1870-1910326

Region / Year

Prussia
1876-1880
1886-1890
1896-1900
1906-1910
Average
Hesse
1870-1874
1875-1879
1880-1884
1885-1889
1895-1899
1900-1904
1905-1909
Average
Bohemia
1880
1896-1900
1901-1905
1906-1910
Average

Births
Jews

Births
Total
Population

Deaths
Jews

Deaths
Total
Population

Net
Increase
Jews

Net
Increase
Total
Population

31.7
23.9
20.4
17
23.25

38.9
37.3
37.1
32.5
36.45

17.6
16.1
14.3
13.7
15.4

23.6
24.3
21.4
17.3
21.65

14.1
7.8
6.1
3.3
7.8

15.3
13.0
15.7
15.2
14.8

31
31
26
24
19
18
18
23.9

37
37
32
31
32
33
30
33.1

19
18
16
16
15
14
14
16

25
24
22
22
19
18
16
20.9

12
13
10
8
4
4
4
7.9

12
13
10
9
13
15
14
12.3

27.3
20.9
17.6
14.2
20

37.2
33.5
36.1
30.6
34.35

16.5
15.9
15.2
13.8
15.35

28.3
24.3
23.1
19.9
23.9

10.8
5
2.4
0.4
4.65

8.9
9.2
13
10.7
10.45

During Phase III, which begins around 1910, modern medicine becomes more
available and industrialization reaches its peak in Eastern and Central Europe
following WWI. Table 5.5 provides actual data for Poland after the war. For Jews, we
observe a decline in the birth rate to about 29 per 1000 and in the death rate to about
14 per 1000. As a result, the rate of natural increase is about 1.4%, which is almost
equal to what it was during the late 18th century. For both the total population and
Jews in Poland, the end of WWI marks the beginning of phase III of the demographic
transition, during which birth rates decline less than death rates and the rate of natural
increase reaches 1.6%.
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For Prussia, we use Kuznets (1975, pp. 63- 64, table 6). For Hesse, see Schmelz (1996, p. 108, table 3.1, p.
112, table 3.5). For Bohemia, see Vobecka (2013, p. 92, table 7.5; p. 105, table 8.4).
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Table 5.5. Birth and death rates per 1000 in Poland-Lithuania: 1911-1930327
Region / Births Births Total Deaths
Year
Jews
Population
Jews
Poland
19211925
19261930
Average

Deaths
Total
Population

Natural
Increase
Jews

Natural
Increase
Total
Population

30.1a

34.7

14.5a

18.5

15.6

16.2

27.5a

32.3

14.0a

16.8

13.5

15.5

28.8

33.5

14.3

17.6

14.5

15.9

a

Based on the corrected figures suggested by Fogelson and accepted by scholars, rather than the official census
data.

With regard toGA, table 5.6 indicates that Jewish birth and death rates in Prussia were
very close to those of both Jews and the total population during the modern period.
However, Jewish births are somewhat less than 15 per 1000 and deaths are somewhat
more than 13 per 1000, such that growth is slightly positive (0.13%). For the total
population, the birth rate of 26 is higher than that of the Jews, while the death rate is
similar. Hence, the rate of natural increase for non-Jews is above 1%. For Hessen and
Bohemia, the shift is similar and the rate of natural increase for Jews becomes
negative.

327
For Jews in Poland, we use Marcus (1983, p. 173, table 25). For the total population in Poland, see GUS (2003,
p.361, table 90 (355).
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Table 5.6: Birth and death rates per 1000 in Germany-Austria: 1911-1932328
Region /
Year

Prussia
1911-1913
1921-1925
Average
Hessen
1914-1919
1920-1924
1925-1929
1930-1932
Average
Bohemia
1926-1930

Births
Jews

Births Total
Population

Deaths
Jews

Deaths
Total
Population

Natural
Increase
Jews

Natural
Increase
Total
Population

15.3
14
14.7

28.9
23
26

13.8
13
13.4

15.9
14
14.5

1.5
1
1.3

14
9
11.5

10
16
10
8
11

17
22
19
16
18.5

17
15
14
16
15.5

19
13
11
10
13.25

1
1
-4
-8
-2.5

-2
9
8
6
5.25

8.2

18.7

14.9

14.3

-6.7

4.4

The above tables show that until the beginning of the 20th century death rates were
lower among the Jews than among the total population, a result that we will attempt
to explain in what follows.
The view that lower infant mortality is among the main explanations for the high rate
of natural increase among the Jews of Poland-Lithuania is commonly accepted among
historians and demographers.329 Baron estimated that early child mortality was much
lower among the Jews than among the general population. This, in addition to lower
adult mortality, led to an increase in the proportion of Jews in the population of
Poland-Lithuania.330 DellaPergola attributes the Jewish "population surge" that began
in the late 18th century to "early improvements in morbidity and mortality levels."331
According to the demographic transition model adopted by DellaPergola, the Jews
were far more advanced than the surrounding population, which resulted in lower

328
For Prussia, we use Kuznets (1975, pp. 63- 64, table 6); for Bohemia, we use Vobecka (2013, p.92, table 7.5;
p.105; table 8.4); and for Hessen, we use Schmelz (1996, p. 108, table 3.1, p.112, table 3.5).
329
See Hundert (2004, p. 24).
330
Baron (1976, vol. 16, pp. 203-4).
331
DellaPergola (1993, p. 5).
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child mortality.332 Derosas prefaces his study of child mortality among Jews in Venice
with the comment that Jews were known for lower mortality rates already in the late
18th century. He cites Giuseppe Toaldo (1787), a professor at Padua University, who
discovered that "only" one-fifth of Jewish newborns died in the first year of life.333
Schmelz, following DellaPergola, used the demographic transition model to explain
the reduction in mortality. The data he collected, from both primary and secondary
sources, exhibits overwhelmingly lower Jewish infant and early child mortality.334
Schmelz (1971) became the main early source for data on the subject and has
frequently been cited and used in other studies.
The results presented here back up historians' claims and data and to the best of our
knowledge present the most up-to-date picture of infant mortality among Jews and
non-Jews. We again divide the data according to the three phases discussed above. In
this section, we aggregate the data for PL and GA in view of the similarity between
the two regions and the lack of extensive data on each separately. This allows us to
calculate the impact of lower infant mortality among Jews on their rate of natural
increase prior to and during the 19th century.
5.2 Infant death rates
Civil registers of births, marriages and deaths were not common in most European
countries prior to the 19th century; however, some demographic data is available from
registers maintained by religious institutions. It is roughly estimated that in early
modern Western Europe, as many as a quarter of all babies died within the first year
and another quarter before they reached adulthood. According to Zemon-Davis
(1995), between one-third and one-half of children born in Europe in the 17th century
did not reach the age of 10.335 In early modern England, the rate of infant mortality
was around 150-200 per 1000 live births.336 In London, deaths exceeded births and its
population would have decreased if not for migration from the countryside. In 1764,
49% of all recorded live births in London ended in death by the age of two and 65%
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DellaPergola (1993, p. 13). See also Derosas (2003, pp. 110-11).
Derosas (2003, p. 11).
Schmelz (1971, pp. 13-14; 15-25, table 1; pp. 28-33, table 3).
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See: Zemon-Davis (1995, p. 12, 225 ft.23).
336
Wear (1995, p. 215).
333
334

93

by the age of five.337 France before 1750 had over 200 deaths per 1000, Denmark 206
per 1000 (1645-99), and Geneva 296 per 1000 (1580-1739).338 Of course, the death
rate varied between regions and over time. In general, the urban population was at
higher risk than the rural population.
In comparison to Western Europe, there are even less sources of data available on
infant mortality in early modern Poland-Lithuania. According to the examined death
registers and graves, the majority of deaths were children in the age group defined as
Infans I (under the age of seven). Infant mortality was clearly very high and the
figures are likely to be even higher in actuality since many of the deaths among
children, especially newborns, were not recorded.
The earliest census that provides reliable data on infant mortality in early modern
Poland was carried out in 1777.339 According to its findings and other available data,
it is estimated that infant mortality (up to the age of one) in Poland in the 17th and 18th
centuries was about 350 per 1000.340 Child mortality up to the age of 15 was 550, and
up to adulthood was 650 per 1000.341
The pioneering comparative study of Jewish and non-Jewish child mortality in 18thcentury Poland was done by Budzyński (1993) and its results are presented in table
5.1. He gathered data on death rates among Jews and non-Jews in nine locations for
the period 1777-1799.342
There is almost no data on infant and child mortality prior to the 19th century that can
facilitate a comparison between Jews and non-Jews. One of the best sources of data is
for the province of Posen, which was part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth
until the partitions. In 1793, it came under the control of Prussia and its birth and
death rates continued at levels that resemble those which we claim are characteristic
of phase I of the demographic transition (table 5.2).
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Matthews-Grieco (1991, p. 39).
Lawrence (1995, p. 216).
339
For more information on sources, see Żołądź–Strzelczyk (2010).
340
Bartnicka (1992, p. 41).
341
Salmon-Mack (2012, p. 93).
342
Budzyński (1993, vol. 1, pp. 102-8). See Hundert (2004, pp. 23-24).
338
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Table 5.7 Infant and child mortality rates among Jews and the total population
per 1,000 live births in the Province of Posen: 1819-1863343
Age of death

Jews

Just before or at birth
From birth till one year old
Total until one year old
1-3 years old
3-5 years old
Total 1-5 years old
Total from birth to 5 years old

24
146
170
91
33
124
294

Total
Percent difference
Population
29
-17
200
-27
229
-26
107
-15
47
-30
154
-20
383
-23

The data in Table 5.7 indicate that Jewish infant and child mortality per 1000 live
births was much lower than that of the total population. In fact, it is 27% lower for
infants up to the age of one and 20% lower for children aged one to five.
Tables 5.7 and 5.8 provide information on infant mortality among Jews prior to 1870.
The data for 1851 in table 5.8 is taken from official registers which is considered
highly problematic in the case of the Jews. Therefore, we relate to the data in tables
5.7 and 5.8 as a whole, thus obtaining infant mortality rates of 147 and 215 per 1000
births for Jews and the total population, respectively.
Therefore, according to this data Jewish infant mortality prior to 1870 was lower by
about 68 per 1000 live births. If we take the commonly held view that prior to the
demographic transition the live birth rate was about 35 per 1000 (see table 5.1), then
the lower infant (first-year) death rate is equivalent to saying that the birth rate was
higher by 6.8%, or an additional 2.4 births per 1000. In other words, the lower infant
death rate accounts for almost half of the difference in the rate of natural increase
between the Jews and the total population.
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The calculations are based on von Bergmann’s data (1883, p. 158 and Appendix F after p. 260). It should be
noted that this data is not cited by Schmeltz (1971) or more recent studies.
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Table 5.8 Infant mortality rates among Jews and the total population per 1,000
live births in Poland-Lithuania and in Germany-Austria up until 1870344

Region/ Period
Russia (European)
1867-1869
Galicia
1851
Cracow
1851
Bohemia
1851
Moravia
1851
Prussia
1822-1840
Prussia Eastern Provinces
1819-1870
Westphalia
1819-1870
Baden
1857-1863
1864-1870
Magdeburg
1827-1856
Average
a

Jews

Total
Population

Difference in percent

154

272

-45

213

217

0

196

167

+15

162

257

-35

163

226

-30

129

174

-25

136

208a

-35

96

140a

-30

174
199

268
282a

-35
-30

135
160

225
221

-40
-28

Non-Jews.

Tables 5.9 and 5.10 present the available data for infant mortality in phases II and III
of the demographic transition. We see that in almost every case the infant mortality
rates for Jews are significantly lower than for non-Jews. In Eastern European regions
prior to 1920, the rates are similar to those of phase I. It is also worth noting that the
rates decrease earlier in Germany-Austria than in other regions.
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For the total population in Russia between 1867 and 1869, see Mitchell (2003, p. 122, table A7). For the rest
of the data, see Schmelz (1971, pp.15-25, table 3). Wherever Schmelz provided data for two denominations

(i.e. Catholics and Protestants), their average is calculated for the sake of simplicity.
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Table 5.9 Infant mortality rates among Jews and the total population per 1,000
live births in Poland-Lithuania and in Germany-Austria: 1870-1910345
Total
Population

Difference in Percent

268
271
275
260
278
268
274
254
265

-45
-50
-50
-50
-50
-50
-45
-55
-50

260a
262a
261

-60
-55
-57

205a

+15

210a
205a
136a
130a
153a
167

+10
-20
+10
+5
-20

168
148
155
130
114
148

218a
206
171a
172a
164a
206

-25
-25
-10
-25
-30
-77

182

264p
293c

-30
-40

152

296

-50

Region/ Period
Jews
Russia (European)
1870-1874
141
1875-1879
133
1880-1884
143
1885-1889
135
1890-1894
137
1896-1897
130
1897
151
1900-1904
119
Average
133
Leningrad (St. Petersburg)
1900-1904
109
1905-1909
117
Average
113
Vilna
1897-1907
231
Lvov
1891-1892
233
1894-1896
163
1897-1900
147
1901-1902
134
1906-1910
125
160
Average
Cracow
1888-1889
1891-1893
1894-1896
1901-1904
1905-1909
Average
Baden
1871-1873
Bavaria
1878

345

-4

For the total population of Russia between 1870 and 1894, see Mitchell (2003, p. 122, table A7). For the rest of
the data, see Schmelz (1971, pp. 15-25, table 1).
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Francfort-on-Main
1891-1894
1895-1899
1900-1904
1905-1909
Average
Munich
1894-1897
1898-1901
1902-1905
Average
Vienna
1894-1899
1900-1904
1905-1909
Average
Breslau
1906

74
68
85
66
73

160
156
162
142
155

-55
-55
-50
-55
-53

71
114
81
89

286
274
232
264

-75
-60
-65
-66

66
80
86
77

62
71
86
73

5
15
0
0.5

62

217

-70

a

Non-Jews. Wherever Schmelz provides data for two denominations (i.e. Catholics and Protestants),
their average is calculated for the sake of simplicity.

Table 5.10 Infant mortality rates among Jews and the total population per 1,000
live births in Poland-Lithuania and in Germany-Austria: 1911-1930346

Region/ Period
Jews
USSR
1926
57
Leningrad (St. Petersburg)
1910-1914
78
1922-1924
78
Average
78
Poland
1926-1930
64
Lvov
1921-1925
96
Warsaw
1921-1925
136
1926-1930
104
Average
120
Lódź

346

Total
Population

Difference in Percent

174

-65

244a
178a
211

-70
-55
-63

160a

-60

141a

-30

159a
144a
152

-15
-30
-21

Schmelz (1971, pp. 15-25, table 1).
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1921-1923
1924-1926
1927-1929
Average
Lithuania
1927
1928-1930
Average
Latvia
1926-1927
1928-1930
Average
Carpatho-Russia
1921-1923
1924-1926
1927-1929
Average
Bohemia
1921-1923
1924-1926
1927-1929
Average
Moravia
1921-1923
1924-1926
1927-1929
Average
Hessen
1920-1922
1923-1925
1926-1929
Average
Bavaria
1925-1929
Berlin
1924-1926
1928-1931
Average
Breslau
1925

117
147
169
144

192
184
184
187

-40
-20
-10
-23

35
36
36

156
159
158

-80
-75
-77

38
47
43

89
97
93

-55
-50
-54

108
106
112
109

178
182
182
181

-40
-40
-40
-40

71
61
42
58

179
163
163
168

-60
-65
-75
-65

62
64
80
69

182
164
157
168

-65
-60
-50
-59

50
50
47
49

93
87
68
83

-45
-40
-30
-41

42

124

-65

40
32
36

100
77
89

-60
-60
-60

53

134

-60

a

Non-Jews. Wherever Schmelz provides data for two denominations (i.e. Catholics and Protestants),
their average is calculated for the sake of simplicity.

Tables 5.11-5.13 present the data for child mortality for ages 0-4. The figures indicate
that until 1930 Jews had a lower mortality rate after the age of one. Although the data
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presented is less reliable, the mortality rates for older ages also imply that overall
child mortality among Jews was much lower than among the total population,
especially among infants.

Table 5.11 Child mortality rates for ages 0-4 among Jews and the total
population per 1,000 live births in Poland-Lithuania and in Germany-Austria
until 1870347
Total
Difference in
Region/ Period
Jews
Population
percent
Type of rate
Galicia
1851
389
339
+15
I
Cracow
1851
251
272
-10
I
Baden
1851-1870
242
348
-30
II
Bohemia
1851
253
365
-30
I
Moravia
1851
256
337
-25
I
Prussia, eastern provinces
1819-1833b
273
333a
-20
II
b
a
1834-1848
273
360
-25
II
1849-1863b
230
370a
-40
II
Westphalia
1819-1863
183
285a
-35
II
Average in all regions
261
334
-22
a

Non-Jews. b Including stillbirths.
I – Deaths in the year indicated per 1,000 births in that same year.
II – Proportion dying within x years per 1,000 births, according to follow-up after birth.

Table 5.12 Child mortality rates for ages 0-4 among Jews and the total
population in Poland-Lithuania and in Germany-Austria: 1870-1910348
Region/
Total
Difference in
Period
Jews
Population
percent
Type of rate
Galicia
1882
361
426a
-15
I
Non-Jews, wherever Schmelz provides data for two confessions (i.e. Catholics and Protestants), their
average is calculated for the sake of simplification.
I - Deaths in the period indicated per 1,000 births during that same period.

a

347
348

Schmelz (1971, pp.28-33, table 3).
Schmelz (1971, pp.28-33, table 3).
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Table 5.13 Child mortality rates for ages 0-4 among Jews and the total
population in Poland-Lithuania and Germany-Austria: 1911-1930 349
Total
Difference in
Region/ Period
Jews
Population
percent
Type of rate
Bohemia
1921-1923
71
179
-60
I
1924-1926
61
163
-65
I
1927-1929
42
163
-75
I
Average
58
168
-54
I
Moravia
1921-1923
62
182
-65
I
1924-1926
64
164
-60
I
1927-1929
80
157
-50
I
Average
69
168
-59
Carpatho-Russia
1921-1923
157
258
-40
I
1924-1926
143
246
-40
I
1927-1929
160
254
-35
I
Average
153
253
-40
I – Deaths in the period indicated per 1,000 births during that same period.
II – Proportion dying within x years per 1,000 births, according to follow-up after birth.

The lower child mortality among Jews has attracted the attention of demographers
since the beginning of the 20th century. Condran and Kramarow (1991) and Condran
and Preston (1994) provided the most up-to-date demographic analysis of child
mortality among Jews in comparison to the total population up to 1920, when modern
medical services become widely available.
Condran and Kramarow provide data similar to that presented above, as well as some
data for the US, and in particular New York, Amsterdam, London, Rome and
Florence prior to 1910.350 According to their results, Jews in all locations had infant
mortality rates that were lower by between 20 and 60 percent! During the period
1885-89, the infant death rate per 1000 in the US was 81 for Jews and 167 for the
general population. These figures are similar to those for Frankfurt presented above.
Condran and Kramarow’s main contribution is the analysis of the 1910 US census
data which will be described below.

349
350

Schmelz (1971, pp.28-33, table 3).
Condran and Kramarow (1991, pp. 225-27, table 1).
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As mentioned above, the only systematic analysis prior to Condran and Kramarow is
that of Schmeltz (1971). The main reasons cited by Schmelz for low Jewish infant
mortality are childcare practices and family formation, due to their impact on the
environment of Jewish infants and young children. In poor urban neighborhoods,
Jewish mothers provided better care for their children than other mothers. In addition,
the incidence of breastfeeding was higher and the proportion of mothers working
outside the home was lower. Furthermore, the lower frequency of illegitimate children
also contributed to low Jewish infant mortality. Schmelz also cited a number of other
reasons for low Jewish mortality: religious rituals (such as hand washing), attention
paid to health issues, access to physicians, low rates of venereal disease and
alcoholism, and earlier family planning. Schmelz offered some indirect and
fragmentary evidence to back up some of these claims. There is in fact contemporary
data to support him, and his suggestions echo many modern views on the low infant
mortality of Jews.
Condran and Kramarow’s main contribution is their analysis of the 1910 census,
which sheds light on the massive wave of immigration to the United States in the late
19th and early 20th centuries and provides individual and household-level information
on the respondents. They define ethnic group using census information on mother
tongue or place of birth, or a combination of the two. Their sample includes all of the
Jewish immigrants who reported Yiddish as their mother tongue. Poles, like Jews,
were identified exclusively by their mother tongue. Italians, in contrast, were those
born in Italy and whose mother tongue was Italian while the Irish were identified as
those born in Ireland, regardless of their mother tongue. Their goal was to identify the
covariate of child mortality and behavior of Jewish households relative to other ethnic
groups. They focused on the cities with the largest Jewish populations: New York,
Chicago and Philadelphia. The data indicate that the rate of child mortality among
Jewish immigrants was higher than that of native-born whites but lower than that of
other immigrants, such as Italians and Poles.
The dependent variable in their regression is an index of child mortality developed by
Trussell and Preston (1982) while the covariates are several independent variables
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that are meant to capture the main hypotheses suggested by demographers to explain
infant mortality.351 The control variables included the following: ethnic group
dummies, length of residence, naturalization, ability to speak English, husband's
occupation, home ownership, husband's employment, literacy of the mother, the
mother’s labor force status and overall fertility. All of these variables were included in
the 1910 census and are considered potential explanations for differences in child
mortality.
Although most of the covariates had the right sign and many were significant, the
multivariate regression analysis was unable to eliminate the Jewish mortality
advantage. That is, the dummies for Jews and probably Jewish East Europeans have
large and significant negative coefficients of -0.35 and -0.27 respectively where
native-born white is the default group. Thus, the results indicate that Jews had 27-35
percent lower child mortality conditional on behavioral and other indicators. In
addition, it should be emphasized that only for Jews did the infant mortality decrease
with number of years since immigration. Furthermore, for all ethnic groups the fact
that the mother works increases infant mortality, yet for Jews it had no significant
impact.352
Finally, Condran and Kramarow claimed that "the data do not support the notion that
scientific medicine was an important determinant of low Jewish mortality. The
explanation for their low mortality rate in the early twentieth century should reflect
the fact that the Jews had mortality advantages in Europe well before the turn of the
century and in Eastern Europe at mid-nineteenth century that were certainly unrelated
to medical advances or their earlier adoption by Jews.”353
Condran and Preston (1994) further studied the behavioral aspects of infant and child
mortality. To this end, they compared the data on French-Canadians and Jews using
the data from the 1910-1917 census. The rates of infant mortality were found to be
173.3 per 1000 for French-Canadians and 53.5 per 1000 for Jews.354 The most striking
evidence they found was the difference in the prevalence of breastfeeding and
whether mothers stayed at home before and after birth.

351
352

Trussell and Preston (1982).
Condran and Kramarow (1991, p. 251).

353

Condran and Kramarow (1991, p. 253)

354

Condran and Preston (1994, p. 175, table 8.1).
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5.3 Is there evidence of a large non-Ashkenazi Jewish community in PolandLithuania?
There is evidence that Jews lived in a small area of Eastern Europe located at the
north end of the Black Sea, though there is no evidence of Jewish settlement on the
nomadic lands of Asia Minor.355 Around the 7th century, the Khazarian Kingdom
expanded and the Jews reached the Caspian Sea.356 The Khazarian Jews settled in the
cities, but there is no evidence of a large Jewish community in the Kingdom. The
current historical evidence indicates that with the destruction of the Khazarian
Kingdom in 965-9 the Jewish settlements near the Caspian Sea ceased to exist. "Some
Jews mixed with non-Jewish population, some escaped or migrated to neighboring
countries; the central point of Jewish settlement in Eastern Europe moved […] to
Kiev."357
Kiev was centrally located on a commercial crossroads. The city must have attracted
Jewish settlers from the Byzantine empire, the Crimea, Persia, and the Caucasus. In
the 12th century, the Jewish traveler Benjamin of Tudela mentioned Kiev as a great
city.358 The oldest written document that mentions Jews in Kiev is the so-called
“Kievian Letter” from ca. 930.359 Ashkenazi scholars mentioned rabbis from Rus,
such as Rabbi Moses of Kiev who was one of the pupils of the tosafist Jacob Tam (d.
1170).360 Although sources are scarce, it is probable that this medieval non-Ashkenazi
community included both Rabbinic and Karaite Jews.361
It has not been decisively proven that the Kievan community had Khazarian roots and
furthermore the hypothesis that the Khazars converted to Judaism has been based on
only a few unreliable written sources.362 It has never been proven using credible
contemporary sources, nor has any material evidence been found.363 Even if the
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Dubnow (2000, vol. 1, p. 1).
Dubnow (2000, vol. 1, p. 6).
357
Halpern (1968). For evidence of the Jewish presence in Kiev, see Kulik (2010, vol. 1 pp. 189-213).
358
Benjamin of Tudela (1840, p. 164).
359
For more information on the Kievian Letter, see Golb and Pritsak (1982).
360
Sefer ha-Yashar le-Rabbenu Tam (1811, pp. 52a, 522).
361
Meir (2010). Zaremska tends to rule out the existence of the Karaite community (2011, p. 77).
362
For an analysis of Arabic sources, see Gil (2010). For an analysis of all literary and non-literary sources, see
Stampfer (2013).
363
No material evidence have been found for the conversion of the Khazars to Judaism or for the existence of a
notable Jewish community in the kingdom. See Stampfer (2013, p. 30-2).
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Khazars did convert to Judaism and later migrated to the Kievan Rus, no evidence of
a separate community that maintained its own traditions has been found.364 On the
other hand, other non-Ashkenazi Jewish groups, such as Karaites and the Sephardic
Jews, did preserve their religious practices and culture for centuries within the Jewish
communities of Eastern Europe.
Furthermore, even if a large Jewish community with Khazarian origins did exist at the
beginning of the second millennium, it was most likely destroyed together with the
rest of Kiev during the Mongol siege in 1240. While it is known that some of the
refugees from the Jewish community, mostly Karaites, migrated to the Crimean
peninsula and established Karaite settlements, we have no evidence of substantial
migration to the West or the formation of eastern communities in Polish territories at
that time. On the contrary, there was probably an eastward migration from Poland in
response to the policy of Russian Prince Daniil Romanovich (1259) and his son, who
invited Germans, Jews, Poles, and other foreigners to settle in Kiev in order to revive
the city.365
The Jews returned to Kiev and lived under Tatar-Mongol rule (1240–1320). With the
annexation of the city by the principality of Lithuania (1320), the Jews were granted
rights that ensured their safety and their property. During the reign of Withold (13921430), the Jews of Lithuania were granted privileges. At the end of the 14th century,
the Karaite community of Lithuania appeared in Troki and later on in other towns of
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth as well.366 In the Tatar raid on Kiev in 1482,
many Jews were taken captive, and the Karaite community moved to Łuck.367 Karaite
communal institutions were formed in Lithuania in the 15th century under the
influence of the Karaite center in Constantinople. In 1495, the Jews of Lithuania were
expelled by Alexander Jagiellon and most of them moved back to the Crimea region.
We have no indication of a large non-Ashkenazi Jewish migration to Poland from the
East. There is some possibility, though no concrete evidence, of a minor Jewish
migration to Poland-Lithuania following the Mongol invasions during the 13th
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century. Some migration westward, as well as the presence of non-Ashkenazi Jews in
small settlements on the eastern Polish frontier during the 15th century, cannot be
dismissed either. Nonetheless, these movements were insignificant and random and
left no genetic or linguistic traces.368 Hence, the movement westward cannot be
compared with the Jewish migration from German lands eastward. It was these
immigrants who "formed the nucleus which served as the basis of demographic
growth (…)" of the Jewish community in Central-Eastern Europe, a community
which continued the Ashkenazi traditions.369

6. Childcare among Jews and Christians
" Different breast-feeding customs [...] may in themselves explain most of [...]the different
characteristic patterns of infant mortality."370

The rate of infant mortality among Jews in modern Israel is 2.5 per 1000 births,
among the lowest worldwide.371 The low rate of infant mortality among Jews, as
documented above, has received widespread attention among demographers and
historians. In particular, they have focused on the population growth of the Jews in
Poland-Lithuania and have cited lower infant and child mortality among Jews as one
of the prime reasons for their high population growth.372 Schmeltz (1971) concluded
that the reasons for low child mortality involved childcare practices and other factors
that influenced the environment of Jewish infants and young children.373 This study
motivated Condran and Kramarow (1991) who provided a careful examination of
infant mortality among Jews and other ethnic groups using the 1910 US census and
multivariate regression analysis. Condran and Preston (1994) used the 1910 and 1920
censuses to compare infant and child mortality between French-Canadian and Jewish
immigrants in certain US cities during the period of 1915-17 (see section 5.2). These
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two ethnic groups were at the two extremes of infant mortality with 171.3 deaths per
1000 for French-Canadians and 57.3 deaths per 1000 for Jews.374
The reasons for the low rates of Jewish infant and child mortality suggested by studies
of the Jewish and non-Jewish populations in the US during the period 1900-1930
were summarized by Condran and Preston (1994) as follows:375
1. A higher level of parental devotion: mothers staying at home rather than
working; continuous breastfeeding for longer duration; and low rates of
desertion by fathers and of single mothers.
2. A higher level of food hygiene due to the practice of frequent hand washing
and cleaner food at the table.
3. Higher access and acceptance of medical knowledge.

The relatively low infant and child mortality rate among Jews raises numerous
questions. In this section, we will address only three of the main ones: What were the
roots of the unique behavior patterns among Jewish immigrants in the US prior to the
accumulation of medical knowledge in the late 19th century and first half of the 20th
century? What were the characteristics of Jewish childcare in the early modern period
of population growth and how were they different from non-Jewish childcare
practices?

6.1 Childcare in biblical and Talmudic sources
The ideal of fulfilling a child's basic physical, emotional, spiritual, social and
intellectual needs is deeply rooted in Judaism. This is evident already from the
biblical references to the importance of childrearing, motherly love and a father's
responsibility. The Bible imposed a commandment to procreate on men ("be fruitful
and multiply") and suggested that the fruitfulness of a family is proof of God’s
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blessing.376 It prescribed special care for a newborn, specifying that immediately after
birth the umbilical cord should be ligatured and cut, and the baby should be bathed,
rubbed with salt, and wrapped in swaddling clothes:377
And as for thy nativity, in the day thou wast born thy navel was not cut,
neither want thou washed in water to supple thee; thou wast not salted at
all, nor swaddled at all.378

The Bible prescribed that babies be carried on the bosom and emphasized the
importance of breastfeeding.379 In accordance with the theological concept that all
God's creations had purpose, the Bible related to the female breast as having been
created for breastfeeding.380 It gave breastfeeding high priority, putting aside all other
domestic duties of a woman.381 The Bible viewed milk-producing breasts as a
blessing and dry breasts (and a miscarrying womb) as the greatest curse.382
Consequently, if a woman couldn't nurse her baby, the Bible allowed for the
employment of a wet nurse in order to fulfill the infant's nutritional needs.383
Furthermore, the wet nurse was to be treated with respect.
The Talmudic literature followed in the footsteps of the biblical approach. It praised
procreation and discussed a child's needs, legal status, rights and health. The
commandment to procreate had been placed on men, with women being the conduit
through which this commandment was to be fulfilled. Marriage was an ideal and a
man who didn’t marry and had no children was committing a sin of omission. There is
a Talmudic saying based on the lament of the barren Rachel that a man with no
children was considered dead.384 According to Beit Shamai, a man was obligated to
have a minimum of two sons. Beit Hillel ruled that the minimum is one son and one
daughter.385
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Although the specific term "child welfare" was probably not used until the time of the
Geonim, the idea itself is present in the Talmudic rulings regarding children. Whether
discussing childcare, divorce, breastfeeding, a widow remarrying or child custody, the
Talmud valued a child's welfare above the interests of the father and mother. 386
The Talmud accepted the biblical advice regarding the care of a newborn without
adding any further details. During the rabbinic period, the newborn was usually salted
(to strengthen his skin) and wrapped (to straighten its limbs).387 While discussing the
laws of the Sabbath, the Talmud states that the care of a mature newborn (one with
fully developed hair and nails) justifies the desecration of the Sabbath.388
While elaborating on the mandatory care to be provided to infants, the Talmud lists
three major principles in nurturing their development, as reflected in the advice given
by a nanny of Abaye: (1) personal hygiene, (2) proper nutrition, and (3)
developmental play: 389
The care and development of the infant requires first that he be bathed
and anointed with oil, later, when he grows older, that he be given eggs
and dairy products; and when he grows older still, that he be given the
freedom to play with toys.390

In Talmudic times, the babies were probably placed in a small bed (arisa) in which
they were rocked,391 though at night they were to sleep with the mother.392 The
newborn infant was given children’s herbs (asube januka) in order to cause it to
vomit.393 The Jews at that time believed that the mouth of the newborn should be
cleansed to rid it of mucus in preparation for breastfeeding.
Following the Bible, the halacha also elaborated on the subject of breastfeeding. It
discussed the qualities of breast milk and patterns of breastfeeding, as well as the
status of the breastfeeding mother. It stressed the importance of breastfeeding as the
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best possible source of nourishment in infancy and hence justified even the
employment of wet nurses. It may be concluded that:
[…] the Talmud reflects a most positive attitude to breastfeeding […] the
Talmudic legal pronouncements are the practical and operational
expression of Judaism’s basic tenets. The ultimate blessing is, as
expressed by the Patriarch Jacob, "the blessing of the womb and the
breast (Genesis, 49:25)394

During Talmudic times, among the Jews "it was considered to be the norm for the
newborn to be placed at the mother's breast immediately after birth, but in any event
before 24 hours have elapsed, even if the navel has not yet been cut."395 The reason
for this was the belief that delay in relieving the mother of her milk might constitute a
danger to the mother and consequently to the infant requiring her care.396 It should be
emphasized that, contrary to halacha, the Greek physician Soranus (2nd century),
whose writings determined medical opinion concerning women’s diseases, pregnancy,
and infant care for nearly 1,500 years, believed that the child shouldn’t be given the
mother’s breast until he is 20 days old, because the earlier milk was not healthy. He
advised women to leave the newborn hungry for two days and then employ a wet
nurse.397
According to the Talmud, it was natural for a woman to nurse her child.398 This was
the basis for the Talmudic interpretation of the childless Hannah's prayer:
Hannah before she had a child prayed: “O lord of the Universe, Everything that
Thou hast created in a woman Thou hast surely created with an object. Thou
hast given her eyes wherewith to see, ears wherewith to hear,[…] and breasts
wherewith to suckle a child. Give me a child so that I may use my breasts to
suckle it. 399

394

Eidelman (2006, p.39).
Preuss (1993, p. 405); BT Sabbath 135a.
396
Preuss (199, p. 405).
397
If there is no wet nurse available, Soranus advised to give the newborn some honey water, possibly enriched
with goat's milk. See Soran (Chapter 29, p. 130).
398
Perush Rashi, BT Bechoroth 7b.
399
Berachoth 31b: , לא להניק בהן, דדין הללו שנתת על ליבי למה...ריבונו של עולם כל מה שבראת באשה לא בראת דבר אחד לבטלה
תן לי בן ואניקהו
395

110

The importance of breastfeeding can be further traced to the Hebrew word "tinok",
which is derived from the verb root "to suckle" and is used in the halacha for a baby
only as long as it nurses, i.e. from birth up to 18 or 24 months.400 When the child
starts eating solid food, halacha no longer calls it a "tinok".
The Tosefta states that the breast is of vital importance for the sucklingbreastfeeding
baby and that it should be allowed to nurse all day.401 The Jerusalem Talmud states
that a baby must nurse every hour of the day,402 while during the night it should nurse
from the breast of its mother towards the morning, during the third "watch".403
The Mishna stresses the importance of breastfeeding and accordingly made it one of a
woman's duties to her husband:
These are the labors that the woman must perform for her husband: she grinds
and bakes and launders, cooks and nurses her child; she arranges the bed and
works in wool. If she brought him one maidservant, she does not grind and does
not bake and does not launder; two (maidservants) and she does not cook and
does not nurse her son; three (maidservants) and she does not arrange the bed
and does not work in wool; four (maidservants) and she sits in an easy chair.404

Breastfeeding and the benefits provided to a breastfeeding mother were so important
that it became a part of the Jewish marriage contract. In the Tosefta, breastfeeding is
described as important for the baby, and hence the nursing woman is not allowed to
do other jobs, to get engaged or to get married.405
The Mishna went further and granted the nursing mother some special privileges in
order to ensure she would nurse the baby:
If the mother was nursing – the amount of handiwork [that she was required to
do for her husband] should be reduced and the amount for her maintenance [that
the husband is required to provide] should be increased.406

Since the mother is the baby’s best source of nutrition the Talmudic literature
categorized her as legally “sick” and prescribed that she be taken care of. Thus, a
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woman who has just given birth should be confined, should lie in bed and should be
kept warm.407 If necessary, it was allowed to profane the Sabbath in order to take care
of a lying-in mother.408 From the viewpoint of the laws of the Sabbath, a post-delivery
woman was regarded as dangerously ill for the first three days. Hence, one could
desecrate Shabbat for her. Until 30 days after the birth, the woman should not take a
bath so as not to catch a cold, unless her husband is with her.409 After the period of
confinement, the nursing mother was to be allotted enlarged food portions in order to
satisfy both her and the infant’s nutritional needs. A mother’s diet should not include
foods that might affect her milk.410 In order to preserve the quantity and quality of
milk, the work obligations of the nursing mother should be reduced.411
The Talmud prescribes that a baby should nurse for 24 months. According to Rabbi
Joshua, the period for is unlimited, even up to five years.412 A breastfeeding period of
three years is mentioned in the book of Maccabees.413 According to Hillel’s disciples,
the breastfeeding period should be 18 months.414 Weaning a child before it reaches
two years old may cause a risk to its health.415 However, if a completely healthy child
is weaned, it should not be allowed to nurse again. In the case that it is weaned during
an illness, the child may again be nursed.416
If the mother refuses to nurse the infant, the school of Hillel ruled that she can be
forced to do so. The husband can compel his wife to nurse the baby.417 If a woman is
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ill or has died, or her status prevents her from nursing, then a wet nurse is to be hired
to provide the infant with breast milk. In this way, the halacha ensures that every child
has the possibility to nurse under all circumstances.418 The Tosefta permits heathen
wet nurses to be used.419 "Although it was customary to give the child to a wet-nurse
in her own house, the Mishnah requires that the heathen wet-nurse nurse the baby in
the domain of the baby's father, for safety's sake."420
As mentioned above, halacha was also concerned with the quality of breast milk.
Since it was believed that "all that the mother eats, the infant receives through
nursing",421 it was concerned with the nutrition of both the nursing mother and the
wet nurse. It was ruled that the wet nurse must not nurse more than one child (not
even her own), and she must be given abundant food.422
The Talmudic literature doesn't mention nursing from vessels. It mentions nursing of
an infant by an animal423 and in extreme circumstances even nursing from a nonkosher animal is permitted.424 However, it is known that in Talmudic times women
expressed their milk into a glass or a bowl. But nursing in such a way was considered
to be a kind of play.425 Women also expressed into an animal horn in order to feed the
baby.426
The importance of breastfeeding and its norms were crucial to halachic rulings on a
number of issues, including procreation/contraception and remarriage:
Procreation and contraception. Halachic rulings express the idea that caring for a
baby was more important than the commandment to procreate for men and a new
pregnancy. Breastfeeding, including the provision of breast milk and care for its
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quality and quantity, was so important that it became one of the three cases in which
the use of mechanical prevention of pregnancy was permitted:
Three [categories of] women may use an absorbent in their marital intercourse.427
A minor, a pregnant woman and a nursing woman. […] A pregnant woman
because [otherwise] she might cause her fetus to degenerate into a sandal. A
nursing woman, because [otherwise] she might have to wean her child
prematurely and this would result in his death.428

The rabbis were aware of the fact that lactation reduces the possibility of a new
pregnancy (especially during the first three months) but does not eliminate it. They
believed that a new pregnancy would have an adverse effect on the mother's milk
since its quality and quantity would be reduced, especially after the first trimester. So
the new pregnancy could cause premature weaning and thus endanger the baby.
Although it is not stated explicitly, by recommending a prolonged period of
breastfeeding, the rabbis had created a mechanism of spacing between children and
thus contributed to each child’s welfare. Furthermore, it is now known that there is a
connection between long birth intervals and low infant mortality.429
Remarriage. The nursing mother was not allowed to remarry until 18 or 24 months
had elapsed. There were several reasons: fear that she would become pregnant again
which would disrupt the production of breast milk and the baby would have to be
weaned; fear that the mother would devote more attention to the new husband than to
the baby; and the possibility that the stepfather might not provide for the sustenance
of the child.430 This ruling was also relevant in case of widows who wanted to
remarry:431
So great was the fear of harming the child from not nursing that the Rabbis
decreed that a woman who is nursing at the time of her husband's death was not
allowed to remarry during the nursing period.432
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When discussing the issue of remarriage halacha stressed the importance of
breastfeeding, as well as the child's optimal emotional development. According to
halacha, an infant that is already used to breastfeeding from his mother may not be
given to a wet nurse because of “the danger to the baby.”433 However, it is not clear
from the sources whether the danger is related to the change of milk or to the child's
possible refusal to nurse from a strange breast or to the child's possible emotional
reaction to separation from his mother. If a woman becomes divorced from her
husband, she isn't coerced to nurse, but if the baby is already used to her ("knows
her") she must continue in order to avoid danger to the child. The husband must then
pay for the nursing.434
The rabbinic discussion of remarriage has only been briefly summarized here and will
be discussed further in the context of the early modern period. Nonetheless, the
following conclusions can be drawn: (a) the child's welfare is more important than the
mother's; (b) in addition to the child’s nutrition, the halacha also attempts to ensure
the child's emotional development and that it will have all of the physical benefits that
are naturally due to him, i.e. the care and attention of his mother for the first two years
of his life; and (c) the rabbis probably took into account the spacing between births
that would ensure an infant’s proper development and the full attention of his parents
for a certain period of time.435 They felt that childhood should be similar to a
"garland of roses".436 "In Talmudic society [a child] was not described merely in adult
terms or as the negation of adulthood; rather, the child demands special sensitiveness
and consideration, and their change as the child approaches closer […] to
adulthood."437
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6.2 Childcare in Ashkenaz in the Middle Ages
In this subsection, we briefly characterize childcare in medieval Ashkenaz using
various sources, such as commentaries on the Mishna and Talmud, poetic works
(piutim), responsa and medical treatises. Although the sources usually reflect the ideal
rather than everyday life, their discussions of biblical and Talmudic cases also
mention in passing some of the medieval practices, which are evidence of the
importance of childcare among Ashkenazi Jews in medieval Europe. We pay special
attention to the commentaries that include halachic rulings regarding childbirth,
circumcision, parental responsibility, breastfeeding and contraception.438
In general, the sages in the Middle Ages continued to elaborate on the approaches
found in the Bible and the Talmudic literature, and

"the two most important

principles continued to be the duration of breast-feeding and women's obligation
towards their husbands to breast-feed their children."439 The commandment to
procreate, which was limited to men, was regarded as a central religious obligation
during this period. Moreover, the prevailing attitude was that the birth of a child and
childcare were central to a woman’s life. It was believed that a barren woman could
not be happy because a woman’s role was to have children.440 A man was considered
pious if he had children.441 In medieval Ashkenaz, the ruling of Beit Hillel was
accepted, such that a man was expected to have at least one son and one daughter.442
The sources indicate that the birth of a daughter was often viewed with
disappointment.443
Jewish concern for a child is reflected in the fact that Jewish women were often
accompanied to the mikve by a midwife, who could determine whether they were
pregnant or confirm it.444 The accepted norm was that a woman should be concerned
for the child’s welfare already during the pregnancy, especially after she feels the
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movements in her womb.445 Pregnancy was viewed as a dangerous period, and a
woman was examined a number of times by a midwife.446
(a) Birth and early childcare
In medieval Ashkenaz, labor had both a personal and religious significance. A woman
in labor was viewed as if it were her Judgment Day.447 The sources reveal that
although men were not present during the actual act of delivery, they did know a lot
about pregnancy and about the process of childbirth.448 The Sages related to the issues
of pregnancy and labor indirectly in the discussions of various halachot.449
The Sages knew that a child born in the eighth month would not survive. In
accordance with the Talmudic rulings and halachic imperative of caring for one's
health, in medieval Ashkenaz one could desecrate the Sabbath in order to facilitate the
birth of a child on the Sabbath.450 Thus, women assisting in a birth could desecrate the
Sabbath. Nonetheless, Hasidey Ashkenaz, who established the length of a pregnancy
to be 271-273 days, tried to avoid delivery on the Sabbath by recommending that the
act of procreation be limited to the first three days of the week.451
A woman in and after labor was viewed as being sick and required help for the first
seven days after delivery. A midwife or other woman usually waited on her and
prepared nutritious meals for her.452 Immediately after the birth, the umbilical cord
was ligatured and cut, and the baby was bathed, rubbed with salt, and wrapped in
swaddling clothes.453 According to Jewish sources, there were two common ways of
swaddling the baby: one that wasn’t intended to alter the infant's body (i.e. straighten
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it) and one that was.454According to Rashi, "The object of swaddling-clothes was to
straighten the delicate limbs, which have been pressed upon and bent during
delivery."455
The woman was probably washed a few days after the labor. Some medieval doctors
advised that a women be confined to bed for a long time without washing.456 Some
sources indicate that in the 15th century a woman used to get up from bed after a
month to celebrate "Shabbat yeziat hayoledet". A woman after labor was viewed as
impure. According to Zimer (1996), the rules of female postpartum purity became
stricter in the 13th and 14th centuries.457 Even if a woman got up earlier, she and the
baby were waited upon by other women during the first few days after labor.458
Circumcision. The medieval liturgy of this ritual was similar to that of the Geonim
period. Many books have been written describing the ritual.459 In medieval Ashkenaz,
the ceremony was viewed as being particularly important; hence it was carried out in
the synagogue, which was specially prepared, usually right after the morning prayer.
The baby was washed before the ceremony and then beautifully dressed and brought
to the synagogue with all possible splendor, as if getting married. As part of the ritual,
the baby was given its name, was publicly recognized by its father, and was accepted
by the Jewish community. In medieval Ashkenaz (starting from the 13th century), the
circumcision was performed only by a man.
There is no evidence of rituals for the naming of girls until the 15th century, when we
hear of a naming ceremony called Hollekreisch. In Germany and Western Europe, the
naming took place during a home ceremony on Sabbath afternoons, about a month
after the birth and when the mother had gone outdoors for the first time.460 The
custom originated in German folklore and superstition and included the lifting of the
cradle and the announcement of a name.
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(b) Parental responsibility
The sages stressed that a man is biblically obligated to support his children, and this
obligation is, at least theoretically, unrelated to the custodial relationship.
The Geonim ruled that a daughter should be with the mother and a son with the father,
but they didn't mention at what age. It seems that the Rambam in his work Mishne
Torah was the first one to rule that the son should be with his mother until the age of
six. There is no Talmudic source for this ruling. In opposition to the Rambam, the
Rabad stated that the father need not wait until his son turns six but rather should take
care of him, i.e. teach him Torah, already from the age of four or five. Some
interpreters claimed that it is the father's duty to educate his son even if he is with the
mother. While discussing the issue of child custody, the sages developed two different
views: (1) Parental right: Parents (or at least fathers) have an intrinsic right to raise
their children. In order to remove children from parental custody, it must be shown
that the parents are unfit and that there is some alternative arrangement for raising the
children according to their parent's wishes and lifestyle. When the mother is deceased,
custody is always to be granted to the father (unless he is unfit).461 (2) The child’s best
interest: In the case that the father is deceased, the mother does not have an
indisputable legal claim to custody of the children. The best interest of the child is the
sole determinant of custody.462 Thus, if the father is deceased, the child should be
brought up by a member of his family who can teach him Torah and not necessarily
the mother.463
(c) Breastfeeding in medieval Ashkenaz
Among medieval Ashkenazi Jews, breast milk continued to be seen as crucial for a
child's survival. The sages accepted the ancient ruling of 24 months as the minimal
period of breastfeeding. "Nevertheless, contemporary sources contain little
information about the length of the period of breastfeeding in medieval Jewish
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society. A variety of sources refer to women nursing their children for a period that
ranged from two to four or five years."464 According to Baumgarten, the fact that
tosafot mentioned these ages may indicate that they were unusual.465
The 24-month rule was prescribed for both boys and girls.466 However, since some
Jewish sources emphasize that both girls and boys should be nursed 24 months, we
may deduce that in practice there were differences in breastfeeding boys and girls.467
Overall, "it seems that the Talmudic directive to breast-feed infants for twenty-four
months was observed in medieval Ashkenaz, at least when mothers nursed their own
children; in some cases, children were nursed for even longer, until age of four or
five."468 Similar practices were common in Christian society as well.
The tosafists explained that the responsibility for feeding infants is the mother’s and
distinguished between a widow and a divorcee. A divorcee has no obligation to her
former husband, including nursing his babies.

A widow, on the other hand, is

obligated to breastfeed her deceased husband's baby.469 Rambam extended the idea of
providing special care for a nursing mother and ruled that: “As long as a woman is
nursing a child, her husband must add wine and other things to her maintenance that
are beneficial for her milk."470 As prescribed in the Talmud, attention was paid to a
wet nurse’s nutrition as well.
There is a major disagreement among the Sages as to whether it is permitted to use a
non-Jewish wet nurse.471 Their rulings varied, probably depending on time and place.
"[…] detailed terms [of employment], as well as frequency with which wet nurses are
mentioned in the sources, demonstrate that wet nursing was a widespread practice; it
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is impossible to assess to what extent Jewish families hired wet nurses[…]."472 "The
wealthier a woman, the more likely she was to employ a wet nurse."473
Both Christian and Jewish sources confirm that the prevailing Jewish practice was to
follow the ruling of the Mishna and Talmud (Avodah Zara) that the wet nurse be
brought to one’s home. Nonetheless, there were examples (especially in Paris) of
sending a baby to the home of a Christian wet nurse or healer or leaving the baby in
the care of a Christian wet nurse for an extended period.474 In Germany, the cases of
sending a baby to the home of a wet nurse were less common.
Although a wet nurse was supervised by the mother, she was hired by her husband
according to a specific agreement. She was usually hired for a specified period and
was not allowed to become pregnant until the end of the contract. To ensure the
fulfillment of that condition, part of her salary was paid after the contract had already
been fulfilled.

Although no contracts for wet nursing from medieval Jewish

communities are extant, various sources indicate that oaths were common.475 An
unmarried wet nurse had to swear that she would not marry and a married wet nurse
had to swear that she would not get pregnant. Contemporary sources reveal two
additional and important points: wet nurses were allowed to breastfeed only one baby,
and parents were anxious to avoid harming the baby by switching wet nurses.476
There are no explicit medieval sources showing that children were breastfed until the
age of two. There are hints pointing to the practice of breastfeeding until the age of
four or even five, as well as cases of children that were weaned before the age of two
(usually at the age of 18 months) and were given food prepared especially for them.477
And so a child should be weaned in his third year, after two years have passed
by, as it is the way of infants to nurse for twenty-four months.... in the fourth
year he will place a book before him or teach him a little by heart like "Moses
commanded the Torah to us", so that he will grow accustomed to it. And in the
fifth year, he will teach him Bible.478
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(d) Contraception
In traditional society, “the avoidance of procreation was perceived as a serious sin;
not only the destruction of sperm–the gravest sin–but also a passive avoidance."479 On
the other hand, the use of contraceptive methods was permissible. Women apparently
did use contraceptive measures, but the popularity of the practice can't be established.
"It is possible, that the practice was most popular among poorer strata, which [...] was
lacking the means to support many children."480
It was known that the nursing infant was endangered if the mother became pregnant.
Medieval Jewish sources discussed this issue at length and cited the Talmudic
permission to use contraceptive methods. They did not discuss the possibility of
abstention during the breastfeeding period and some sources allowed the use of a
moch (a cervical sponge):481
[...] Jewish women regularly employed this method of birth control; indeed,
some authorities argued that nursing women must use some form of
contraception to prevent an additional pregnancy in order to protect the life of
the existing infant.482

R. Tam stated that "a nursing woman must use some form of contraception, in order
to ensure the life of her living child, who was dependent on her for his/her
nourishment."483 Contraception was allowed within the frame of an intact family and
it helped to establish a birth interval, which in turn likely reduced the rate of infant
mortality.484
(e) Breastfeeding in Christian society
It is possible to conclude from the above survey, that the Sages tended to reinterpret
the rules of early childcare in order to "construct a framework that fit the medieval
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reality and its constraints."485 Thus, they discussed breastfeeding and codified norms
governing its practice according to the child’s best interest.
In contrast to Jewish law, early Christian law made no ruling regarding the obligatory
period of breastfeeding. Nonetheless, the period of breastfeeding was similar in
Jewish and Christian families during the Middle Ages.486 Breastfeeding was
mentioned in general as part of a Christian ruling forbidding breastfeeding women to
have sex, since she was considered to be almost infertile and therefore it would not be
an act of procreation.487 Thus, in contrast to Judaism, the Christian ruling that could
prolong the breastfeeding period wasn’t based on the welfare of the baby, but rather
on the contraceptive effect of lactation.488
Breastfeeding was part of Christian norms, according to which "sexual relations were
forbidden during the entire nursing period as it was believed that intercourse would
'weaken and corrupt' breast milk […]."489 If a new pregnancy did occur, they believed
that it "would 'poison' the breast milk, depriving it of its substance, so that the infant
would sicken and eventually die."490 To avoid this risk and in contrast to the
contraceptive measures allowed by the Sages, the Christian Church recommended
placing the child with a wet nurse, so that the husband—for whom non-procreative
sex, masturbation and adultery were forbidden—would not seek out other woman.
This was the alternative offered to a period of abstinence lasting two to three years.
Hence, wet nurses were commonly used. In Italian cities during the 15th century, even
relatively humble artisans and shopkeepers sent their children to a wet nurse.
Catholic theologians also required mothers to nurse their infants, although they were
often exempted. The care of the pregnant mother was not discussed as it is in the
Jewish sources. For example, the idea of reducing a pregnant woman’s workload does
not appear. Today it is known that pregnant peasant women who continued with a
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heavy work load were at risk of giving birth to an underweight baby, which had a low
chance of survival during its first month. A low birth weight as a result of the mother's
malnutrition or heavy work during pregnancy (especially in the field during the
summer) was an important factor in high infant mortality rates.491
In practice, it seems that "mothers of all religions in Europe recognized that the
dangers of childbirth might be intensified when children were born too close together,
and attempted to space births through a variety of means. Many nursed their children
until they were more than two years old, which acted as a contraceptive,[...] they
sought to abstain from sexual relations during the time of their monthly cycle
regarded as most fertile.[....] Condoms made from animal intestines or bladders were
available to those who could afford them by mid-sixteenth century (...)."492

6.3 Halacha and childcare in the early modern period
An important source for Jewish law and practices in early modern times is the
Shulchan Aruch which is a codification, or written manual, of halacha, composed by
Rabbi Yosef Karo in the 16th century. The halachic rulings in the Shulchan Aruch
generally follow Sephardic law and customs whereas Ashkenazi Jews generally
follow the halachic rulings of Moses Isserles, which were codified in his gloss to the
Shulchan Aruch known as the Mappah (literally: the "tablecloth").493
The Shulchan Aruch supports remarriage.494 There would appear to be three main
reasons for this: First, it was believed that a man should continue to procreate in order
to ensure the survival of at least one son and one daughter. Second, marriage provided
a legitimate outlet for licit sexual activity. Third, remarriage was in the best interest of
orphans. It was believed that a child brought up in a two-parent household has a better
life outcome than one brought up by a widow. Hence, Moses Isserles commented that
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“many [rabbis] seek to be lenient in the case of the woman who wants to remarry,”
especially in the case of a twice-widowed woman (known as a “slayer”).495
While encouraging re-marriage, the Shulchan Aruch also continued to advocate
breastfeeding, which was considered to be the best source of nutrition. It ruled that 24
months is the minimum period of breastfeeding496 and that 5 years is the maximum:497
An infant breastfeeds until four years for a healthy child and five years for a sick
child if he has not ceased; but if he is weaned for three whole days after 24
months he should not be returned to the breast. This is if he ceased while healthy,
but if he ceased due to an illness and was unable to nurse, he can be returned. If
there is a danger, he can be returned even after a number of days…498

Jews continued to obey the halachic ruling that a woman cannot remarry within 24
months from the birth of a child even if she gave the child to a wet nurse (and even if
the wet nurse committed to a period of two years)499 or weaned it earlier. 500 A widow
or divorced woman could get engaged, but the future husband could not live with her.
The Shulchan Aruch puts it as follows:
The sages decreed that a man should not marry or even betroth the pregnant
[former] wife of his friend or the nursing [former] wife of his friend until the
infant is 24 months old […] regardless whether she has weaned the child or
given it to a wet nurse […]501

The Shulchan Aruch ruled that a child of nursing age is not to be given to another
woman for nursling.502 If the child already knows its mother, then she can't give it to a
wet nurse because "the trauma of separation might cause the child physical harm."503
Thus,
When a woman is divorced, we do not compel her to breastfeed her child, unless
she wants to, in which case [her ex-husband] pays her hire [as a wet-nurse] and
she breastfeeds [the baby]; and if she does not want to, she gives him his child
and he raises [the baby]. Which situation are we talking about? That she may

495

The Shulchan Aruch states that a woman shouldn’t marry for the third time, while a man should not avoid remarrying a second time. See Even HaEzer, Hilkhot Ishut 9:1,2.
496
Shulchan Aruch, Even Haezer 143:8.
497
Shulchan Aruch, Yore Deah 81:7. For a discussion of the duration of breastfeeding, see also: Steinberg (2003).
498
Shulchan Aruch, Yore Deah, 81:7.
499
Shulchan Aruch, Even Ha-Ezer, 13.
500
BT Kethuboth 60, 72.
501
Shulchan Aruch, Even Ha-Ezer, 13:11
502
Shulchan Aruch, Even Ha-Ezer 82:5.
503
Shulchan Aruch, Even Ha-Ezer 82:1.

125

[choose to] not breastfeed it until it [is old enough that it] recognizes her, but if
it recognizes her (Rema: and does not want to breastfeed from another), even if
it is blind, we do not separate it [from her], because of danger to the infant; but
rather compel her and she breastfeeds until it is 24 months old. Rema: And he
pays her the hire of breastfeeding. And some say that even another woman, if
she breastfeeds a baby until it [is old enough that it] recognizes her, we compel
her [to continue] and she nurses it for hire, because of danger to the infant. And
some say that his situation where a divorcee is not obligated to breastfeed if [the
baby] does not recognize her, this is when another wet nurse is brought in and is
available for hire, but if [the husband] does not have one, he compels her and
she breastfeeds [the baby]; but if the wife already hired herself out to others [as
a wet nurse], and that infant recognizes her, we do not force that infant [to stop
breastfeeding from her] on account of her own child, rather a court hires a
different wet nurse for her child.504

The Shulchan Aruch adhered to the rulings of the Talmudic literature and the
Rambam and advocated special care for nursing mothers (as a source of breast milk):
All the time she is breastfeeding his son, we deduct for her from her handiwork;
and we add wine and things that are good for milk to her sustenance. [If] they
didn't add for her, she must eat of her own is she has. (Tur)505

When discussing divorce, the Shulchan Aruch ruled in the child’s best interest:
A divorcee is not provided food, even if she is breastfeeding her child, but he
gives her, in addition to her hire, things that the child will need, [such as] clothes
and food and drinks and ointment and things like that, but a pregnant [divorcee]
gets nothing.506

6.4 Practices of Jews and Christians in Poland-Lithuania
We use various sources to reconstruct the practice and norms of childcare and
breastfeeding in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. These include halacha,
responsa, and sifrei musar from the relevant period. We take into account the
problematic character of these sources (i.e. whether they are a reflection of reality or
an attempt to change it) and the discrepancies between law or norms on the one hand
and practice on the other. While fully aware of the dangers of generalization, we
attempt to arrive at the most prevalent norms of behavior, which served as the cultural
and religious foundation of East European Jewry. We also compare these with what is
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known about childcare in early modern Polish society. The discussion is organized
into eight topics, each of which constitutes a factor that, in our opinion, can contribute
to explaining the low infant mortality among Jews: (a) the positive image of
breastfeeding; (b) wet nurse in the home; (c) remaining with one wet nurse; (d) postpartum care; (e) first feeding; (f) weaning (including contraception); (g) family
support (kest); and (h) remarriage.
(a) Positive image of breastfeeding
Jews. Jewish society in Poland-Lithuania accepted the halachic approach to
breastfeeding and care of a nursing mother, as described above. Giving birth and
childcare remained the central elements of a woman's life and her primary religious
purpose.507 There appears not to have been any negative perception of breastfeeding
in Jewish communities, as there were among the aristocrats in Christian Europe, for
example. Women prayed to become mothers and to breastfeed.508According to
Brantspiegel (1602), it was believed that a woman who gives birth, nurses her babies
and provides for all their needs was following the way of the Creator and is deserving
of eternal life.509 Another popular book of morals (musar), called "Lev Tov",
describes a practice among women to nurse in the streets and thus illustrates women's
positive attitude to breastfeeding.510
Among Jews in Poland-Lithuania, a breastfeeding woman was allowed to use
contraception (moch) in order to avoid pregnancy and continue breastfeeding, in
accordance with the halachic approach.511
Christians. In Christian Europe, a mother was expected to breastfeed, although other
views were also expressed. For example, "until the 18th century maternal
breastfeeding was considered [by some] to be physically debilitating and even
dangerous for the mother."512 The frequent repetition of advice to women that they
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should breastfeed may be an indication that women were avoiding it. "Women who
could not produce their own milk and middle and upper-class women in many parts of
Europe relied on wet nurses."513
In general, the Church continued to condemn non-procreative intercourse. Sex during
infertile periods (e.g. pregnancy, the menstrual period, non-fertile days, etc.) was
morally wrong. Contraceptive efforts of all types were seen as against nature.514 Thus,
according to Church laws women were not allowed to use contraception in order to
continue nursing. The extent to which contraception was practiced during this period
is unknown.
In Poland, pedagogical treatises advised mothers to breastfeed their babies, which
might suggest that there were problems with this practice. Mikolaj Rej wrote: "Ladies
mothers, especially those of good families [aristocrats] would make good, if they
nursed and bring up their kids by themselves."515 In general, the sources before 1750
advise mothers to breastfeed their babies, or if there is a problem, to use a wet
nurse.516
(b) Wet nurse in the home
A study of 15th century Florence showed that the mortality of children sent out to
nurse by their families hovered around 17.9%.517 As Matthiews-Grieco correctly
observed: "Those nursed by their mothers or by a live-in wet nurse at home had a
much better chance [of survival] than those sent out to nurse."518 Today, it is known
that the hiring of a home wet nurse preserves a child's immunity, i.e. the passive,
transplacental immunity which protects the newborn for the first weeks after birth and
is conditioned by, among other things, the diseases to which its mother has been
exposed and the environment she lives in.519 Hence, it protects the infant as long as it
remains in the environment to which the mother was exposed during the pregnancy.
Consequently, if the infant was sent miles away into the country where different
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strains of bacteria existed, then the temporary immunity acquired from the mother
during uterine life would not protect it against organisms with which the mother had
never been in contact. We can therefore assume that a community in which home wet
nurses were hired had a lower rate of infant mortality.
Jews. In Jewish communities in Poland-Lithuania during the early modern period,
wet nurses were primarily employed when a mother died, when she couldn't
breastfeed herself, or when she refused to breastfeed. A wet nurse was also hired
when the mother was a widow and wanted to remarry. If she was nursing her child,
she couldn't remarry until the child reached the age of 24 months.
Jewish women were allowed to nurse their own baby on Sabbath, but not another’s,
even for health reasons. This traditional preference given to a woman's own baby
made it difficult to find a Jewish wet nurse. Hence, although milk from a non-Jewish
woman was deemed to be less pure, the Shulchan Aruch permitted the baby to be
breastfed by a Gentile woman but only in the mother's home, not in the wet nurse's.
In this way, a Jewish mother could supervise the wet nurse and the exposure of the
infant to a different environment was avoided.520 Thus, the Jews usually didn't send
their babies to a wet nurse's home, as was practiced by the Christians.521
The fact that Jews in Poland-Lithuania hired Christian wet nurses, despite the
prohibitions and fines, suggests that it was crucial for them to do so as a way to
provide the best nutrition for the baby. The Church fought against the Jewish
employment of wet nurses because they had to lodge in Jewish homes.522 The Church
imposed fines on Jews hiring Christian wet nurses and denied communion to these
women:
It is forbidden for the Jews to keep Christian servants especially Christian wet-nurses
and governesses under penalty of a 100 grzywna fine for the Jew and of arrest for the
Catholic who served him.523
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The Sejm and the king (probably under the influence of the Church) also introduced
laws to prohibit the employment of Christian wet nurses by Jews.524 Despite this, the
Jewish authorities (which usually followed the law in order to avoid a backlash from
the non-Jewish authorities) allowed the hiring of a Christian wet nurse, although
within limits. For example, according to the regulations of the Cracow Community in
1595 it was prohibited for a Christian female servant (including wet nurses) to be
lodged in the home of a Jewish employer because of "the confusion arising out of
this."525 In 1628, the Council of Lithuania responded to a royal resolution as follows:
"because of a decree of his majesty the king rule that the service of these [Christian]
maids is forbidden; it was discussed and resolved; if, God forbid, some conflict arises
because of this business in some community, there will be no co-operation of the
Council of the State."526 The response of the Jewish authorities testifies to the
recognition of both the importance of breastfeeding and the necessity of wet nurses.527
Christians. The practice of hiring a wet nurse was also popular among Christians.528
In early modern Western Europe, wet nursing was a solution not only for pious
Christians, who followed the abovementioned medieval prescription of abstinence
during nursing, but also for middle and upper-class men who wanted to have as many
children as possible in order to guarantee the economic strength of the family. The
rich, who abandoned maternal breastfeeding, had short birth intervals and high
fertility rates, giving birth to children every 12 to 18 months.529 A wet nurse also
provided a solution if the mother died. Demographers have estimated that, on average,
one out of ten births entailed maternal death.530 Furthermore, wet nursing offered a
solution for wives of merchants and artisans who wished to return to work for
economic reasons. Konrad Bitschin (15th century) complained that in his time more
and more mothers did not want to nurse their babies and instead gave them to wet
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nurses. In his opinion, women couldn’t control their sexual drive and hence sent their
babies to wet nurses.531 This had two results: many mothers became ill because the
milk they produced wasn’t being consumed and many babies became ill from the milk
they received from wet nurses.
In Western Europe, "throughout the early modern period, the pattern was not only for
the rich to breed and the poor to lactate, it was also for the cities to send their children
out to nurse and for the country to feed and care for them until they were two or three
years old."532 In England, wet nursing reached its peak of popularity in the 17th and
18th centuries. In France, where most of the babies were sent to the wet nurse's home,
the popularity of wet nursing continued until the late 19th century. Needless to say, an
infant transported from its biological mother's environment to that of a surrogate
mother was usually exposed to pathogens en route against which it had no
immunity.533
According to Salmon-Mack, in Catholic society, where the attitude towards remarriage was ambivalent, hiring a wet nurse was not related to the desire to remarry.
Moreover, according to Wiesner, the law in the early modern period "might also make
it [remarriage of a widow] less attractive by stipulating that a widow could lose all
rights over her children through remarriage, including the right to see them."534 In
practice, economic concerns usually dictated whether a widow remarried or not.
Wet nurses in Poland. Although "it is impossible to estimate the popularity of the
phenomenon in early modern Poland,"535 the burghers in Polish cities hired wet nurses
much less than in France. Examples suggest that those who could hire a wet nurse
were usually from noble or rich burgher families. In contrast to France, if they hired a
wet nurse, they usually brought her home to live with them and function as a
nanny.536 Hiring a wet nurse was not common among poor farmers.
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In Poland, foundlings were sent to wet nurses in the countryside who were hired by
the community. In addition, wet nurses were employed regardless of remarriage. The
law in Poland supported widows and allowed them to function as an apotropos of
their family’s wealth, as long as they remained widows and didn't remarry.537
In Old Poland, it was believed that the characteristics of a wet nurse influence the
child’s health and therefore the sources offered advice on how to choose a good wet
nurse.
(c) Remaining with one wet nurse
Modern research has found evidence linking an increase in infant mortality to the
switching of wet nurses. Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber examined the cases of a number
of infants from wealthy Florentine families who were sent to wet nurses. They
discovered that the number of deaths was directly related to the switching of wet
nurses.538 The frequent deaths of infants following the replacement of the wet nurse
suggest that this practice posed a serious threat to infant welfare,539 while maintaining
the same wet nurse would increase a child’s chances of survival.
Jews. As indicated above, the Talmud and its interpreters ruled against switching the
woman doing the breastfeeding.540 If a woman wanted to hire a wet nurse, she ought
to do so before the infant reached two weeks of age. After that, if the child has already
gotten used to his mother, i.e. “if [the child] knew her”, the Talmud forced the mother
to continue breastfeeding. Thus:
 שומטת את דדיה מפיו; ובית: בית שמאי אומרים, "נדרה שלא להניק את בנה541:בברייתא
 אם היה בנה. אין כופין אותה להניק,  נתגרשה542. כופה אותה להניק:הלל אומרים

". מפני הסכנה, לה שכר ומניקתו543 נותנין,מכירה
It is not clearly stated whether the danger was due to the change of milk, the risk that
the baby may refuse to suck from a strange woman (Rashi: refuses to be nursed by
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any other woman), or the separation from its mother and her care. As Isaiah Trani
stated: ”Even if it does not refuse to be suckled by another woman, its separation from
its mother, whom it has learnt to recognize, may prove injurious to the infant.”544
According to the approach of the Tosefta, the nursing baby required the devoted care
of its mother, and separation from her could be particularly dangerous. For example:
 ולא תניק עמו תינוק, לא תעשה עמו מלאכה..."חייבת אשה בטיפול בנה כל עשרים וארבעה חודש
545

" . אין נותנין אותו למניקת אחרת מפני סכנת נפשות, תינוק המכיר את אמו.אחר

Moreover, some extended this idea such that even if the baby agreed to nurse from
another woman, the mother still ought to be the one to nurse him:
546

". אם תניחו תקשה לו פרידתה ויסתכן,"שכיון שהוא מכירה

The rabbis knew that at a certain point a child can recognize its mother by smell and
taste and might refuse to be nursed by another woman. At what age does this occur?
According to Raba, after three months; according to Samuel, thirty days; and
according to R. Isaac, fifty days. The ruling of fifty days was commonly accepted
since it was based on the child's keenness of perception.547
In halacha, the idea of remaining with one wet nurse was reinforced by the ruling that
if a baby was nursed by another woman then it cannot be given back to its mother,
since it "is [already] familiar with" the other woman.548
In the early modern period, the Jews in Poland-Lithuania tried to limit the switching
of wet nurses as much as possible. A long contract (of two years) was generally
negotiated with the wet nurse and it could be used to obtain permission to remarry. In
rich families, wet nurses were hired (and sometimes paid) even before the birth in
order to secure their commitment. In the case of divorce, the father was usually forced
to pay the salary of a wet nurse.549 The sources don't provide any details about the
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identity of a wet nurse, but it is clear that she was not permitted to get pregnant during
the two years of breastfeeding.550
Christians. Although switching a wet nurse was known to affect a child's willingness
to nurse, Gentile children often had two, three, four and even more wet nurses in their
early years. In 15th century Florence, for example, children remained with the same
wet nurse for only ten months. In the belief that breast milk was transformed and
purified menstrual blood, children were taken from the breast should their wet nurse
menstruate or become pregnant. Any loss of blood or the demands of a growing fetus
were said to alter or even 'poison' a woman’s breast milk. Weichardt wrote that a wet
nurse should not nurse during her menstrual period because "babies that nursed during
that time often got sick." A replacement wet nurse should be found for that period, or
the baby should be given whey (which is the liquid remaining after milk has
been curdled and strained; also known as milk serum or milk permeate) with eggs,551
which was often too heavy for the immature digestive system of the baby. In addition,
a wet nurse should be replaced when ill.552 Such an abrupt weaning or change of wet
nurse was dangerous for the child. Furthermore, when an infant became ill, the wet
nurse's milk was blamed, rather than the change of wet nurse, and again the nurse was
replaced.
Wet nurses were asked to avoid intercourse which might lead to pregnancy and the
need to replace her. Nonetheless, they were not permitted (by the Church) to use
contraceptive measures. In medieval Poland, herbs as well as chemicals were used as
a means of contraception or abortion and their use often caused the death of the
woman. There was a fine for inducing abortion.553
(d) Postpartum care
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Jews. Pregnant women and mothers were advised as to which foods could harm
breast milk and which could improve it. There were explicit rules regarding the diet of
the mother when she was pregnant or nursing.554
The first days after birth were crucial for both mother and baby. Proper diet and
avoiding physical movement and effort were very important. We learn from the
practice in Worms (in Germany) that a new mother had a female servant to help her
get around. The baby boy was bathed by the women of the community every day
starting from the third day, in preparation for circumcision. When possible, it was
customary to isolate a woman and baby for six weeks (four weeks in Worms) after the
birth in order to avoid infection. A woman was usually visited by other women from
her family or neighborhood who were welcomed with food and brought her presents
and sometimes helped with the household chores.
An important ceremony during the postpartum period was circumcision. In the early
modern period, the ceremony took place either in the synagogue or in a private
home.555 On the Sabbath before the ceremony, there was a ceremonial meal (Seudat
Zachar) to mark the first mitzvah of the baby, i.e. the Sabbath. In the mid-17th and
18th centuries (and perhaps earlier), it was customary to gather in the baby’s home on
the night before the circumcision in order to pray556 and in some places it was
customary for the men to eat a meal with the mother and the baby.557 In other places,
the women had a meal together with the mother and baby. Another ceremony
involved bathing the baby (also a mitzvah) which was performed three days after the
circumcision (at least in Worms). Taking part in the ceremony were the women of the
community and the wife of the rabbi. The mother stayed in bed and at home for four
weeks. This period of isolation ended with a ceremony of “Shabbat Yeziat hayoledet"
שבת יציאת היולדת. At that point, the woman could perform her religious duties and
would visit the synagogue.
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Polish society. Midwives were the ones who normally assisted in a birth and with
postpartum care. They had no medical education and their knowledge was usually
based on experience. If labor began unexpectedly, the woman usually had no help. If
the baby was born prematurely, it had almost no chance of survival. Midwives were
usually allowed to perform baptism in cases of emergency when the child might die.
Starting from the 17th century, pregnant women began turning to doctors, whose
numbers were beginning to grow. Aristocrats and royalty employed both midwives
and doctors. In 1624, the first Polish medical treatise on pregnancy and labor was
written by Potr Ciachowski558 and in 1790 Ludwik Pierzyny wrote the first Polish
textbook for midwives.559 In the 18th century, midwives began training in hospitals.
Many women died during or after labor. Low hygienic standards were one of the
reasons. A number of wives of Polish kings died after birth, probably from
postpartum fever. The umbilical cord was cut immediately.560 The newborn was
bathed after birth and some advised that it be bathed every day, although others
claimed this weakens the baby. According to an 18th century guide, the first bath
should be prepared with one-third wine and two-thirds water, and the water should be
warm. This could be repeated during the first few days in order to strengthen the
child. Later on, it was advised that cold water be used.561 In some circles, it was
believed that dirt is not dangerous and that maintaining hygienic standards was not
critical in the case of babies. They even believed that urine is healthy and therefore
babies weren’t changed that often.562
A baby was usually tightly swaddled, such that only the head could be seen.563 This
was done in order to avoid the curving of body parts, to protect the baby and to
prevent it from putting things in its mouth. The material for swaddling was usually
linen, while the rich used cotton. The practice of swaddling too tightly was often
criticized, which might indicate that there were problems with the practice. Some
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advised that diapers and materials used for swaddling should be made of used
clothing.564
It was acknowledged that birth, infancy and early childhood were dangerous periods.
Among the upper classes, the mother and baby were isolated right after birth. This
was not practiced in the villages where women had to return to work after delivery.
The isolation of the mother and baby, although it was usually done for protection,
especially from "forces of darkness", improved the level of hygiene and limited
contact with germs and illnesses. Resting mothers were visited only by other women,
neighbors, friends and family who brought gifts and sometimes helped in the house.
Many such visits turned into celebrations by the women. The Church as well as city
authorities tried to limit these occurrences. Despite advice to mothers on diet and the
rules imposed by magistrates, it was often the case that too much alcohol was
consumed at such gatherings.565 According to one account, "In villages booze is given
to women after delivery (a common habit), in noble houses wine or other tinctures,
this sends many mothers away from this world."566 The resting time in isolation
usually lasted for six weeks and ended with a celebrated first visit to the church.567
Sometimes the baby was baptized during such a visit, although the Church required
that it take place earlier, usually a day or two after the birth. The post-Tridentine
Church also demanded a church ceremony; nonetheless, some baptisms were still
done at home. Since the ceremony was observed mostly among wealthy women, the
visit to the church was followed by a feast.
In addition to unprofessional postpartum care, sexual diseases, such as syphilis, had a
significant effect on infant mortality and health. Many affected babies died during
labor or after it; others were born handicapped and many of those that survived died a
few years later after great suffering. Moreover, syphilis was treated with sulfur, which
was also dangerous to a child's health.568
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(e) First feeding
According to modern medical knowledge, the early colostrum has as much as 20 to 40
mg/ml of IgA antibodies. IgA, as well as IgG and IgM, exist together with the
immune cells. These antibodies help to develop an infant's adaptive immune system.
Colostrum also contains some components of the innate immune system and a number
of growth factors. It is rich in protein, vitamin A and sodium chloride. Colostrum
passes antibodies to the infant and hence provides the first protection against
pathogens. "A mistrust of colostrum deprived the child of important immunities and
exposed its mother to the risk of milk fever."569 Hence, we can assume that a newborn
nursed with colostrum had a better chance of survival than an infant left hungry or fed
in other ways. Consequently, it is reasonable to assume that communities practicing
breastfeeding with colostrum will have lower infant mortality rates than those that
don’t.570
Jews. In the Sephardic Diaspora, the common view was that the mother should feed
the baby only eight days following the birth.571 This was not the belief in Ashkenaz,
however.572 Yamima Chovav claims that Jews also believed that the first milk was
harmful and mothers were advised not to breastfeed for the first ten hours.573
Nonetheless, colostrum usually lasts for the first two to four days after birth and
therefore we can assume that Jewish newborns in Poland-Lithuania were probably
nursed with colostrum.
Christians. In the medieval and early modern periods in Europe, the opinion of
Soranus was commonly accepted.574 He wrote that after birth the baby should not be
nursed by its mother for at least 20 days, because: "mother's milk […] is heavy,
cheesy, hard to digest, […] it comes from a sick and disturbed body." 575 According
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to Soranus, the newborn should be nursed by a wet nurse whose milk has not been
harmed by labor. Moreover, the baby shouldn’t get any food for the first two days.
The first food given to the baby should be warm honey since it is the best for cleaning
the digestive system. It shouldn't be sour or cold because it may cause gas and
constipation. Afterwards the baby can be given milk.576 As a result of such medical
advice and the belief that the milk should be liquid "…most infants in early modern
Western Europe were taken away from their mothers for hours or even days to be
washed, swaddled and fed by other women while their mothers rested. And even if the
mother desired to nurse her own child, she would usually not be allowed to feed it
until the colostrum had changed color (three to four days) or even until she had been
ritually cleansed after the cessation of the post-partum flow (about 40 days after
birth)."577
In addition to harming the baby’s immunity, long delays before the first breastfeeding
or in the hiring of a wet nurse could cause a fatal lapse of time between birth and the
beginning of breastfeeding, especially if the child was fed with a horn or a spoon and
therefore lost the sucking instinct or, more commonly, developed diarrhea as a result
of unclean feeding instruments.578
There were many views as to the quality of breast milk, especially its texture and
taste. It was held that more liquidy breast milk was of higher quality. With regard to
color: "From the 15th to the 18th century the color of breast milk was also important.
White was considered the best, and any woman whose milk was streaked or tinged
with grey. blue or yellow was never to be retained as these 'unnatural' colors were said
to be the sign of some defect."579
Only in the 18th century was it observed that there is a connection between the taste
and value of the milk and the time elapsed since birth.580 Consequently, it was advised
that a wet nurse who had a baby of her own be employed because "you can't give a

576

Żołądź-Strzelczyk (2002, pp. 119-20).
Matthews-Grieco (1991, p. 24).
Matthews-Grieco (1991, p.30).
579
Matthews-Grieco (1991, p. 29).
580
Żołądź-Strzelczyk (2002, p. 116).
577
578

139

newborn milk of a woman who is 6 months after labor. The newborn cannot digest
it."581
In Old Poland. "Breastfeeding started a few days after birth (it was believed that
before that mother's milk was harmful for the baby). The newborns were usually
given honey instead of mother's milk."582 According to folk medicine and custom, the
baby was nursed starting only a few days after birth, because colostrum was seen as
impure and harmful to the baby.583 In the 16th century, Hieronim Spiczyński and
Marcin Siennik taught that "on the day the baby was born, it shouldn't be given
mother's milk, but rather only someone else's milk. The reason for it was, that at that
time women, especially those doing nothing, have colostrum i.e. siara or other
impure, thick stuff which is very unhealthy to the baby."584
There were only a few lone voices that advised nursing with colostrum, but not for its
nutritional value but rather only as a way to cause the vomiting of maeconium:
"Mother's breast should be served right after some rest after the pain, i.e. two hours
after the delivery. Mother's milk because it is still very liquid and whey-like, is the
best medicine to expel the maeconium and cause bowel movements in the baby."585
In Poland, the question of whether the baby should be nursed by its mother during the
first 24 hours was discussed in the 18th century treatises. Weichardt (1782) went
further by claiming that during the first 24 hours a newborn baby shouldn't be given
any food except for sugar with manna (semolina) or syrup with manna.586 Dykcjonarz
(1788) advised that if the newborn seems weak it should be given a few drops of
sweetened and warm wine;587 if the baby had no problems during the delivery it
should be given a bit of mother’s milk right after the mother has rested for about two
hours following the birth. Nonetheless, he also describes the first milk as the best
medicine to cause vomiting of maeconium, rather than as being nutritious.
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Furthermore, he suggests that mothers shouldn't breastfeed their babies during the
postpartum fever caused by the breast milk and instead they should be fed with fresh
goat milk mixed with water.588
In Western Europe, the belief that colostrum was beneficial rather than harmful
appeared around the end of the 17th century and slowly gained ground in the course of
the 18th century, in parallel to a return to maternal breastfeeding among the middle
and upper classes. Accordingly, the figures for infant mortality show a decline after
1750.589 In 1772, J. Ballexerd was awarded a prize by the Academy of Sciences,
Letters and Arts in Manut for his treatise on "What are the main reasons that cause a
large number of men to die in their infancy, and what are the simplest and most
effective remedies to preserve their life." Together with other Italian authors in the
late 18th century, he advised that breastfeeding should begin immediately after birth
and should be done by the mother herself.590 It took many years for this
recommendation to become widely accepted.
(f) Weaning
Modern research in developing countries has pointed to the benefits of prolonged,
regular and frequent breastfeeding. It is now known that continued and intense
breastfeeding was the best source of nutrition for the infant in the past. It increases an
infant’s chances of survival and proper development and lowers the risk of intestinal
infections and gastric illness, which in the past often ended in infant death.
Furthermore, intense breastfeeding strengthens the contraceptive powers of lactation
and (when accompanied by other means) helps to establish longer birth intervals. This
in turn has a positive impact on child mortality rates.
Jews. The Jewish norms recommended prolonged and intense breastfeeding. In a
normal family, a child could stop nursing before the age of two (usually at 18 months)
if it got proper food.591 If the mother stopped breastfeeding earlier than that it was
viewed as unnatural and suspicious and was perhaps evidence of the mother’s desire

588

See Dembińska (1980, p. 487).
Grieco (1991, p. 47).
590
Corsini (1991, p. 74).
591
. תשובות רש"י סי' ריז, ר' שלמה בם יצחק:ראו
589

141

to remarry. Hence, it was usually preferred that a wet nurse be hired in advance in
order to avoid sudden weaning.
Polish society. Falimirz, who was a known Polish physician and author of the popular
work “On Herbs and Their Potency“ (1534), advised mothers to breastfeed their
babies only 2-3 times a day and not for too long, so that it wouldn't get full.592
Weichardt claimed that the child should be fed only when hungry and not every time
it cries. In his opinion, a wet nurse should get the baby used to eating at specific
times. Today it is known that children who are seldom breastfed are prone to
developing intestinal infections.593 Hence, the popular practice recommended by
Falimirz and Weichardt may have increased infant mortality.
According to Dembińska, Polish sources divide a child’s diet into three periods: 0-2
years, 2-7 years and 7-16 years.594 According to Weichardt, although babies in Poland
were nursed until the age of one,595 they were also exposed early to other foods. They
were given a mush/pap of bread cooked in milk with sugar and egg, or bread mashed
in milk, goat milk with water, and various kinds of barley. Babies were usually given
food through a linen cloth they could suck on or from a cow horn. The food had to be
mushed and light (easy to digest). If the child refused to wean, the woman's breast
might be covered with wormwood (or something bitter). There are also some herbs
that can be used to stop lactation. We now know that children between the ages of one
and six months who eat solid food are prone to gastric illness; if they are breastfed,
they are better protected from these illnesses. Thus, during the early modern period
Polish babies that were exposed early to solids had a greater risk of gastric illnesses
and death.
Weichardt also claimed that "the time of weaning shouldn’t be determined ahead,
because one child is weaker than the other and hence needs permission to suck longer
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the wet-nurse's breast."596 This is perhaps an indication that women tried to speed up
the weaning process. Weichardt also gave instructions how to wean gradually.
Falimirz advised that a baby be given pieces of bread with sugar so that it could get
used to regular food.597 If the mother had no milk, Dykcjonarz recommended goat
milk with water or a pap made of a piece of bread cooked in milk for a few minutes
with added egg and sugar.
(g) Family support (kest)
Jews. A notion that originated from Hasidei Ashkenaz and was reinterpreted by
Eastern European Jews according to their own frame of reference was "that the acts of
children affect the heavenly status of parents."598 They believed that a child's good
deeds are credited to the parents in this life or in the afterlife.599 Furthermore, his
misdeeds cause suffering to the parents: "that is all nothing comparing to the
discomfort and suffering that one has in the next world because of unsuccessful
children."600 Jewish women were urged to bring up pious children. Fathers also had an
interest in raising pious sons, since the mitsvot done by a son after his father’s death
constitute an atonement for the soul of the father.601 The parents were credited in the
afterlife if their children were righteous adults and good parents to the next
generation. Thus, Polish-Jewish parents supported their children after marriage as
well.
Already in medieval Ashkenaz, the families of a young bride and groom were
involved in the arrangements of the wedding and the young couple was dependent on
them even after marriage. Marriage was viewed as a socioeconomic covenant between
the parents of each side, who were also responsible for matchmaking.602 The parents'
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choice of a spouse was usually based on economic and rational considerations.603
Parents "created a material basis for the young couple."604 Usually it was only the
birth of the first child or its circumcision ceremony that signaled the independence of
the young couple and that they had become a family.605
Among Polish Jews, the religious ideal was early marriage. Whenever possible, and
especially among the elite, parents arranged the marriage for their children as early as
possible. "But it would be a mistake to suppose that such early marriages were the
general rule."606 It was difficult to meet the "necessary qualifications" for marriage,
which included the creation of a new economic unit.607 The age of 16 was considered
a proper age for a girl to marry and 18 for a boy.608 There is an excellent study of
marriages among young Jews in Kazimierz in the 18th century, according to which
73.6% of women and 28.8% of men were married before the age of 20, while in
smaller communities, the average age of marriage was 20-24.609 As in Ashkenaz,
marriage did not equate to economic independence.610
Marriage before the age of 13 for a boy and 12 for a girl was forbidden by the Council
of Lithuania.611 In general, the majority of Jews married at a relatively young age (late
teens) for a variety of reasons: to allow young men to fulfill the commandment of
procreation, to channel sexuality to legitimate outlets, and to offset low life
expectancy and high infant mortality rates. The latter decades of the nineteenth
century witnessed a significant rise in the marital age among Jews, as in the general
population.
The wedding was one of the main religious ceremonies. The marriage was marked by
a number of celebrations, which started already a week before the wedding and
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continued until the first Shabbat afterward. It was accompanied by meals, dancing,
singing and even comedians.612
As mentioned above, early marriage was practiced by the more prosperous members
of the community. It was followed by a period of family support known as kest,
during which the groom lived with the bride’s family and pursued Torah study. Kest
often lasted up to three years. According to Goldberg (1997), as many as 25% of Jews
could afford this arrangement.613 In some cases, the prenuptial agreements, which
included the nadn (dowry), also included kest, which could be lengthened in order to
attract the best suitor. In Hundert’s opinion, the practice of kest was one of the reasons
for the lower child mortality among the Jews.614 This Jewish model of marriage and
family was praised in the past as reflecting the best of what the institution of marriage
had to offer.615
Polish society. In the early modern period, most of the rural families in Poland were
so-called “open families”, which were characterized by early marriage (18 for a boy
and 14-16 for a girl), and in which the couple lived with the parents after marriage. In
urban areas, families were limited to just parents and unmarried children.616 There
was no such institution as kest in Polish society. 617 According to Bogucka, among the
middle and lower classes the average age of marriage was relatively high, probably
over 20 for men. In the case of women, the age of marriage may have been
significantly lower, probably between 15 and 20.618 Social historians claim that noble
women married before the age of 20.619 Daughters of wealthy magnates got married
earlier than gentry girls.620 Often, there was a considerable age difference between the
bride and groom (for economic reasons). Families were patriarchal and marriage was
a sacrament. After the Polish Church accepted the rulings of Trent, only a church
ceremony was viewed as a legal marriage.
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By the end of the 18th century, the average age of marriage in Poland was 25-29 for a
man and 20-24 for a woman.621 During the period 1740-1799, men in Warsaw were
nearly 29 years old when they first got married, similar to the situation in Western
Europe. However, women in Warsaw got married at the age of 22-23, which was
much younger than in Western Europe. In central Poland, the average family was
relatively small, comprised usually of parents with children and sometimes a member
of the older generation or a cousin. This is in contrast to the Jews who tended "unlike
their neighbors, to live in multifamily dwellings."622
(h) Remarriage
Remarriage was a common phenomenon among the Jews. Marriage was an ideal state
for a man. Thus, it was a legitimate framework for sexual activity; there was no
prohibition of remarrying; and while for women a third marriage was forbidden, men
were advised not to refrain from remarrying. With regard to infant mortality, it should
be emphasized that remarriage reduced extramarital sexual activity and hence reduced
the number of children born out of wedlock, who had a lower chance of survival than
legitimate offspring. Furthermore, the life expectancy of children who lived with only
one parent was lower than that of children who lived with two.
In general, the average marriage lasted 15 years in pre-industrial Polish towns.623 In
the 17th century, it was only 10 years.624 Nonetheless, Christian society had at best an
ambivalent attitude towards remarriage, unlike the urge to remarry in the Jewish
community.
6.5 Childcare in the modern period
In general, the positive attitude towards childcare remained one of the pillars of
Jewish life in Eastern Europe and rabbis in the modern period didn’t tamper with that
tradition. On the contrary, they tended to update the reasons for obeying the old rules,
while others attempted to develop loopholes in order to adapt to changing practices.
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(a) Breastfeeding
Jews. A survey of the responsa in the modern period reveals that the issue of
"meyaneket chavro" was still very much discussed and that people found it difficult to
comply with the ruling. In the majority of cases sent to rabbis, women asked for
permission to marry the man they were already engaged to or a couple asked for
permission to live together in violation of the ruling in the Shulchan Aruch.625 It is
worth mentioning that the fact that many couples requested permission to stay
together means that there were rabbis who allowed them to marry in the first place.
Some rabbis tended to be lenient on the ruling and some felt that in specific cases
there was no problem whatsoever. In many cases, the question was sent by a local
rabbi who presented his arguments for being lenient and to permit the marriage, while
the answer usually involved a strict interpretation.626
One of the reasons for the tendency toward leniency on meyaneket chavero appears to
be the shortening of the breastfeeding period. According to L. DeMause, the
breastfeeding period became gradually shorter starting in the early modern period.627
While at the beginning of the 17th century it was 24 months, in the 18th and 19th
centuries it was usually only 15 months.
There were rabbis who recognized that the breastfeeding period had gotten shorter,
but nonetheless insisted that people comply with the ruling of meyaneket chavero. For
example, Hatam Sofer argued that the rule must be obeyed because there were still
children who needed 24 months of breastfeeding and the rule protects them.628
Furthermore, 19th century rabbis explained that the ruling should continue to be
obeyed because its intention is to guarantee that the infant will enjoy its mother’s care
and thus goes beyond merely breastfeeding. If a mother gets remarried, she will turn
her attention to her new husband instead of the baby.629 Even if the baby has been
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weaned, it needs the care that only its mother can provide.630 The invention of the
bottle was rejected as an argument for being lenient on this rule, since there was still
the danger that the new husband might be reluctant to buy milk for the baby.631 In
short, as in the case of other dilemmas, the East European rabbis didn't change the
rule but instead tended to find the reasons why it was not relevant in specific cases.632
Polish society. In Western Europe of the late 18th century, one of the most significant
discoveries in childcare was that colostrum is actually beneficial to the baby. The new
view was that colostrum would equip the infant with some immunity and prepare it
for more substantial nourishment.
In Poland, the attitude towards colostrum changed only gradually. Attitudes changed
first among doctors, later among midwifes and finally among women themselves.
Even until the end of the 19th century it was generally advised to feed the newborn
baby with the milk of a wet nurse or with substitutes. Only at the end of the 19th and
beginning of the 20th century did there appear articles on the ingredients of a woman’s
milk and of animals’ milk. Jędrzej Śniadecki was the first to write about the benefits
of colostrum in his study "O fizycznym wychowaniu dzieci." In this treatise, Śniadecki
stated firmly that "this very first milk, is unquestionably the very first food that the
newborn should get.”633 At the same time, Polish doctors agreed that the newborn
should be breastfed within 4-8 hours after delivery.634 Śniadecki also recognized that
colostrum had a laxative effect. Thus, he advised that only when there is a reason for
delaying breastfeeding should the newborn first be given water.
(b) Swaddling
In the past, swaddling was an integral part of early childcare. Modern commentaries
on the practice of swaddling are generally consistent with the general attitude towards
childcare of each specific group. Benedict studied the practice of swaddling among
Jews in Poland and Ukraine in the early 20th century and claimed that the Jewish idea
of swaddling is to provide the baby with warmth and comfort rather than to "harden
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it" (which was the attitude in Poland and Russia). Jewish babies were usually
swaddled "on a soft pillow and in most areas the bindings are wrapped relatively
loosely around the baby and his little featherbed; the mother sings to the baby as she
swaddles it."635 The mother in this description is reluctant to restrain the baby's legs.
"In strongest contrast to the experience of the Gentile child, swaddling is part of the
child's induction into the closest kind of physical intimacy."636 According to Benedict,
the prevailing attitudes among non-Jews in Poland and Ukraine were that (1) the baby
is fragile and needs the support provided by the bindings, and (2) swaddling should be
used to harden baby’s legs. Furthermore, the Poles believed that swaddling prevents
the baby from touching the dirty and shameful parts of its body, while Russian
mothers swaddled the baby to prevent it from hurting itself.
(c) Remarriage
According to Stampfer (1988), remarriage was a common phenomenon among Jews
in 19th century Eastern Europe and constituted one of the characteristics of Jews as a
population group: “Jews married younger, remarried more often and lived longer than
members of other groups.”637 In the mid-19th century, almost all Jewish adults were
married,638 but a high percentage of them were married not for the first time. Between
1867 and 1910, in comparison to other population groups, “Jews had the highest
percentage of marriages involving at least one remarrying partner, as well as
marriages between widows and widowers.”639 Religious legislation encouraged
widows to remarry. While the rulings of the Shulchan Aruch prohibiting a widow to
marry a third time were obeyed, the responsa show that modern rabbis tended to look
for ways to permit it. One of their motivations for permitting such marriages was to
ensure the care of orphans based on “rabbis’ unquestioned assumption that fatherless
children are endangered.”640 It can be assumed that the practice of widows remarrying
contributed to the welfare of otherwise fatherless children and to low infant
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mortality.641 Christians widowers on the other hand were inclined to choose
previously unmarried women for a second marriage.
Over time, Jewish remarriage patterns became similar to those in Christian society.
Jewish widowers became less inclined to choose a widow as a mate, although Jewish
widows continued to marry widowers rather than bachelors.
7. Conclusions
This paper documents the exceptionally high rate of growth of the Jewish population
in Poland-Lithuania before and after the partitions. While we show that during the
long period between 1500 and 1930, the populations of GA and PL grew at almost the
same rate (about 0.43% annually), we also provide solid evidence that the Jewish
population in GA both before and after 1800 grew at twice the rate of the total
population, though at a much lower rate than the Jewish population in PL, which grew
at a rate of about 1.4% annually. The main evidence presented indicates that until the
early 19th century the difference in the rates of growth between the Jewish populations
in PL and GA was due to migration.
We document the much lower rates of infant and child mortality among the Jews than
among the total population. The difference accounts for more than half of the
difference in the rates of population growth between the two groups. Since
socioeconomic and demographic characteristics cannot fully explain the differences in
infant mortality between Jews and non-Jews, we examine religious and lifestyle
differences. We summarize the arguments to show that, in light of modern medical
knowledge, Jewish religious commandments along with breastfeeding and childcare
practices have been lifesaving for the Jews. These rules were deeply rooted in
Judaism throughout the ages and were standard practice for Ashkenazi Jews in PL and
GA.
The main puzzle that arises from the above analysis is why the Jewish community
grew much faster in PL than in GA and this issue will be examined in future research.
A possible explanation is related to differences in property rights between GA and PL
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and the role of the Jews in the Polish manorial economy. While GA abandoned
feudalism prior to 1500, in PL there developed a unique feudal system during the 16th
century in which nobles (szlachta) had full property rights and a monopoly on the
means of production, as well as the legal and military authority to protect their
property. The Jews in PL became part of the manorial system. They were successful
as leaseholders and operators of noble properties and monopolies and their
demographic growth in PL was not limited by the feudal system.642 The evidence
supporting this hypothesis will be presented in the sequel to this paper.
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