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 Jewish immigrants to Britain in the late 19th and early 20th century faced a serious cultural 

dilemma upon their arrival to their new home.  Would they assimilate into mainstream British 

society, or would they hold true to their ancient practices and traditions of the Jewish culture and 

religion?  Between 1880 and 1914, around 120,000 Eastern European Jewish immigrants became 

residents in Britain; about half settled in London.  Eighty percent of London Jews lived in the 

East End in the Whitechapel, Bethnal Green, and St. George’s districts.1  These Jews not only 

faced the difficulty of adjusting to a new society, they also were confronted with pressures from 

gentiles who held anti-Semitic or anti-immigrant viewpoints and from British Jews who often 

opposed immigration from their Eastern European brethren.  Many retreated back into their 

Jewish communities, avoiding assimilation at all costs.  Others joined British society very 

readily.  Despite this wide variety of reactions, immigrant Jews in the East End eventually 

became British; however, they maintained a distinct Jewish identity, both by choice and because 

British society continued to stigmatize them as a different people. 

A great multitude of Eastern European Jews immigrated to Britain in the end of the 19th 

century and the beginning of the 20th century.  Countless numbers of these immigrants came to 

London and settled in the East End.  For many years, they came in relatively moderate amounts.  

However, in 1890, the Russian Empire barred Jews from major cities like Kiev and Moscow and 

cracked down on the enforcement of other formerly passed anti-Semitic policies, resulting in a 

massive, unprecedented number of Jews immigrating to Britain and America.  By 1914, London 

had more Jews than any other cities except New York and Chicago.2  These immigrant Jews 
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recreated certain portions of the East End like Whitechapel and St. George’s in a distinctively 

Jewish and Eastern European manner.   

This group of Jews came to Britain looking for a better life.  They viewed Britain as a 

place of political and social freedom and understood that a Jew could possibly gain extremely 

high status in society because of the existence of families like the Rothschild clan.  While they 

still expected to be separated from the rest of society and experience anti-Semitism, Britain 

offered safety from the official and unofficial anti-Semitism, violent and sometimes fatal 

persecution, and poverty stricken life style that was prevalent in Russia and other nations of 

Eastern Europe.3  They essentially assumed Britain must offer some kind of improvement over 

their former lives.   

The British people developed a certain degree of sympathy for this group of immigrants.  

This viewpoint of sympathy appears to be at least somewhat widespread, at least among those in 

the more liberal political spectrum.  For example, in 1885, the Liberal political party of 

Whitechapel strongly defended the rights of the immigrant Jews, stating that they deserved equal 

rights due to their well-mannered behavior.4  Similarly, in 1891, The Times printed a news article 

that emphasized that Londoners should not be overly worried about the mass immigration, 

claiming that the native Jews in London would keep the immigrants from becoming a “tax on 

society” and emphasizing that that the foreigners were generally respectable and hard working 

people, not deserving of the derogatory “pauper aliens” categorization.  The article then 

attributed their poor state of being to the horrible circumstances of persecution that forced them 

to leave their homelands, bringing up the moving cases of a farmer who was forced to leave his 

land and an architect who was ordered to leave Moscow.  Lastly, this piece stated that Britain 
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should offer this group the freedom that the nation was known for.5  This pity and desire to show 

hospitality most likely kept the doors open to immigration for a certain amount of time.  

However, this sympathy was often overshadowed by the blatant anti-Semitism and anti-alien 

beliefs that pervaded much of British culture. 

Some of the opposition that immigrant Jews faced originated from the native Jews of 

Britain.  In fact, many of the major Jewish charities eventually began to withhold aid from new 

immigrants.  One “provision” kept these charities from giving aid until the recipient had lived in 

Britain for at least six months.  The native Jews not only enforced these acts in order to keep the 

new immigrants from becoming dependent on aid, but also in order to demonstrate to others that 

these immigrants were not coming to Britain only for this reason.6  While obviously not anti-

Semitic, there was definitely an anti-alien bend to the mindset of the native Jews.  Their action 

demonstrated a great desire to avoid being associated with these foreigners of the same religious 

background, greatly contributing to the atmosphere of opposition to the immigrant Jews.   

Despite the significant opposition from other Jews, far greater hostility came from British 

gentiles.  Writer, Stephen Fox, stated that a member of the House of Commons, Mr. White, had 

been calling for a provision against immigration of paupers, asserting that most of these paupers 

were Jews.  He also claimed that there was a commonly held belief that these Jews had a 

“degraded” lifestyle and that they created the infamous “sweating system.”7  A massive 

conservative movement against immigration was taking place throughout Britain at this time, 

supported by trade unions and many of the middle and lower classes that advocated for a 

reducing of the immigration tide.  Eventually, Britain gave into this conservative movement, 
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enacting the Aliens Act of 1905, ending the years of unrestricted immigration.8  It was in the face 

of this society that largely opposed Jews and immigrants that these foreigners were forced to 

live.  Despite, or perhaps because of the difficulties of living amidst a somewhat hostile culture, 

these East End Jews still held fast to much of their culture and set of beliefs. 

East End immigrant Jews largely held onto their unique identity, refusing to become part 

of the mainstream English culture.  Instead, they created their own society within the East End, 

to some degree as if they never had left their former lives in Eastern Europe.  Their work 

situations, religious instruction, lifestyle, and community separation remained somewhat 

unchanged. 

East End Jews primarily kept their working habits that they had practiced in Eastern 

Europe.  There they had worked in workshops and in Britain they continued to do so.  These 

workers usually labored amongst other Jews, attempting to avoid the antagonism present in the 

attitude of many gentile workers, while enjoying the company of others that spoke in their native 

Yiddish tongue and lived similar experiences.  Because of this desire to work alongside other 

Jews and because English employers and trade unions largely excluded Jews, they rarely worked 

in modernized factories.9  The esteemed Jewish historical scholar, Lloyd P. Gartner claimed that 

the Jewish worker tended to be distinctively different from other English workers; that they 

worked longer hours and more importantly avoided identification with a particular profession, 

often changing the one practiced.10  This sharp divide between Jewish and gentile labor not only 

exasperated the differences between the two groups, it also made it more difficult for the two 

groups to interact and most likely was a key factor in the British laborer’s commonly held dislike 
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for Jews.  Through this separation and the upholding of former work habits, Jews preserved a 

good portion of their former lives. 

Likewise, East End Jews generally maintained at least some portion of their orthodox 

Jewish religious heritage.  In his famous sociological study of the East End, Charles Booth 

claimed that twelve to fifteen thousand of the immigrant Jews of the East End attended 

“Chevras” (small congregations of Jews) that were often named after places in Eastern Europe 

from which they originally lived.  Here the more observant would conduct their services and 

prayers and study their sacred books.11  Similarly, Gartner points out that half of the Jews that 

attended a hebrot (Chevras) and that this congregation allowed for the maintenance of a 

connection with the Jew’s former homeland.  In heders, single-room Jewish schools originating 

in Eastern Europe, young Jews were educated in traditional Jewish religion.12  Again, the 

immigrant Jews of the East End continued their former lives.  This time they did so by practicing 

their religion.  Not only did they practice their religion, they attempted to keep some aspects of 

the Eastern European, Orthodox style of Judaism.   

More importantly that simply practicing their religion, very few Jews converted. Many 

small Christian organizations formed in order to attempt to do mission work amongst the 

immigrant Jewish population of the East End. While these missions succeeded in terms of 

providing social aid, they failed in terms of conversions.  In 1912, Jewish committee that 

examined the activity of the missionaries found that there was a very small number of true 

converts from Judaism to Christianity.  Most knowledgeable observers, Jewish and gentile, 

agreed with this assertion except for the missionaries.  In fact, many Jews would take advantage 

of missionary societies by continually “converting” in various cities or villages, pragmatically 
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using the aid but showing no true affect of religious change.13  The low level of conversion to the 

religion of Britain demonstrated that Jews would not give up their religion and their identity as 

Jews.  They were willing to interact with British Christians and even accept their help.  However, 

they would not convert and leave the religion of the Jewish culture for the Christianity that 

pervaded British society. 

The most significant aspect of the Jewish community’s maintenance of separation came 

from its preservation of a high level of separation from gentiles.  In 1900, a study of East End 

London Jews, The Jew in London, was published by a group of writers, including the venerable 

social activist Canon (Samuel) Barnett, the academic and politician, Viscount Bryce, and Jewish 

social worker, Harry Lewis.  This group of writers emphasized that Jews and gentiles lived in 

specific areas in the East End that were easily definable as either Jewish or gentile.  It even stated 

that the Jewish and Irish immigrants refused to live together or interact with each other.  

Likewise, the study claims that immigrant Jews attempted to keep to their own kind, primarily 

out of distrust for the gentiles and even for the British Jews.14  It is likely that this may have 

resulted from a language barrier, but this assertion of suspicion likely does have some bearing to 

reality as the writers did have much close contact with many the immigrant Jews.  Similarly, 

societal interactions were primarily managed by those within the Jewish community.  Booth 

noted that the Jewish court, Beth Din carried out Jewish law in the East End community.  It 

regulated religious practices, dietary laws, quarrels between businesses, family members, and 

spouses, even providing the necessary approval for marriages.15  The immigrant Jewish 

community also was very close knit, as people interacted in a very communal manner.  Much of 
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the former family roles were still maintained as husbands spent much of their leisure time at 

home and wives almost never worked outside the house but instead managed the family’s 

finances.  Gartner described key aspects of the Jewish community as “autonomy” and “self-

centeredness.”16  This independent Jewish community allowed the immigrant Jews in the East 

End to largely avoid assimilation.  With less outside influences, there was much less chance of 

integration into London society or even absorption of British culture.  However, even through 

East End Jews heavily resisted incorporation into society, they did in many ways attempt to 

become British. 

The act of assimilation most strongly occurred amongst young Jews.  Unlike their 

parents, they grew up in British society and desired to emulate it in many ways.  Education 

provided by native Jews was very important in this process of the integration of the young.  

While Orthodox Judaism was still practiced to significant extent, its observance changed and 

become less central to the life of Jews.  Even though the immigrant Jewish community of the 

East End did its best to maintain its customs, it could not fully resist the powerful culture of 

London and the greater British nation.   

While most of the older generation refused to become acculturated into London, the 

younger generation did so far more willingly.  The Jew in London noted that “Anglicizing” had 

been unsuccessful except among the new generation.  The authors stated that the youth of this 

generation were becoming British Jews who are far removed from their Eastern European 

parents.  These British Jews were accepted within mainstream society and “surprisingly 

popular.”  On the other hand, the foreign Jews faced much opposition.  The author pointed out 

that not all these new traits are admirable.  Many of the young Jews picked up swearing, 

gambling, drinking, and other less noble traits of Londoners.  Later the authors noted that these 
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young people also began to adopt British viewpoints and “patriotism.”  However, they continued 

to emphasize that this aggregate was still Jewish and therefore different from other British.  They 

even declared that numerous generations will have to pass for “all traces of the Ghetto” to be 

eliminated.17  These claims were echoed by Gartner, who similarly maintained that these young 

Jews attempted to combine their Jewish heritage with their newfound British nationality.18  

Likewise, genealogist and scholar of Jewish studies, Rosalyn Livshin, asserted that basically all 

of the young Jews of neighboring Manchester adopted a combined Jewish and British heritage 

but of varying degrees of each.19  These young sons and daughters of the immigrants became 

more and more like society that surrounded them.  While the process of absorption had largely 

skipped over their parents, they experienced it first hand, ensuring that the next generation of the 

Eastern European Jews would also be British.  Much of this assimilation or “Anglicization” 

occurred as a direct result of education.   

Native-British Jews were responsible for a lot of this process.  Many were concerned that the 

new immigrants would never be accepted within British society unless they became like 

themselves.  They also believed that immigrant Jews ought to try to become Englishmen in 

return for British hospitality.  Jewish schools served this purpose well by educating the sons and 

daughters of the Jewish immigrants.  In these schools, English was emphasized as essential and 

Yiddish was discouraged because the native Jews deemed that it separated the Jews from British 

society.  In addition, Jews were taught British middle class social norms in school.20  However, 

many of the young Jews did not receive this education.  Instead, they were educated at heders.  

The native Jews despised education in heders because they believed that they were backwards 
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and impeded “Anglicization.”  Education was not exclusive to schooling.  Native Jews 

introduced youth clubs, like the Jewish Lad’s Brigade, with the goal of producing manly, 

properly cultured, young men.21  All of these education aspects were particularly designed to 

make these young East End Jews and the rest of the Jewish immigrant society more acceptable 

amongst the general public.  The native Jews running the education programs probably also 

believed that the immigrant population would be less garish once the next generation was 

assimilated. 

Native Jews did not develop these programs in order to create only British men and women, 

but rather to create British with a particularly Jewish bend.  Livshin claimed that these education 

programs were not conducted with the goal of reducing the Jewish sympathies of the students; 

instead they were designed to combine the two.  However, the Jewish education was conducted 

in a modernized and “Anglicized” manner.  Even though Livshin was discussing the Jewish 

education system of Manchester, her words rang true for the East End as well.22  This Jewish 

education resulted in the creation of a new generation that combined a British mentality and with 

one that was distinctively Jewish. 

In addition to this change of cultures, the Jewish community became much more secularized.  

Again this occurred largely amongst young Jews.  In The Jew in London, the authors noted that 

Judaism is no longer the center of young Jews’ lives.23  Booth noted in his study that 20,000 to 

30,000 Jews failed to regularly attend religious services but attempted to superficially maintain 

the Jewish culture.24  Gartner too claimed that Jews were beginning to have a more careless view 

of their religion, as shown by their less strict observance of the Sabbath that mirrored that of 
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other Londoners.  He also stated that this new treatment of the Sabbath was especially true 

amongst the young Jews. 25  As the Jewish immigrants’ ties to Judaism weakened, they lost ties 

to their culture and community, forcing them to assimilate in some sense.  Once more, the young 

Jews led the way by reducing the importance of religion in their lives.  While these East End 

Jews began to behave more like common British, they were unable to become considered truly 

British; they were always British with an asterisk.    

Even as Jews gained respect for their financial successes and for their reputation as 

respectable citizens, other British continually viewed them as different.  Jewish stereotypes 

continued to pervade British thought and writing, always emphasizing the Jew as someone who 

is unusual and not to be entirely trusted.   

The British would not let go of stereotypical views of the immigrant Jews as being solely 

focused on financial improvement, dishonest, self-absorbed, or untrustworthy.  This underlying 

anti-Semitism was one of the factors that kept the immigrant Jews from being able to become 

like the other British.  This factor was hardly absent from studies at the time.  An example of this 

occurred in Booth’s study.  He described the Jews of East End London as being pervaded by an 

air of “Always Enlightened Selfishness, seeking employment or profit with an absolute mobility 

of body and mind, without pride, without preference…”26  Booth in particular displayed many 

assumptions about Jews that were held at the time by many of his class and were common in 

Victorian era social science.27  Correspondingly, the authors of The Jew in London claimed that 

despite the young immigrant Jews’ newfound patriotism and British thought, they remained Jews 
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in “shrewdness and capacity, and often in unscrupulousness as well.”28  This continual 

expression of views that placed immigrant Jews in a negative light made true assimilation 

impossible as they were always seen as slightly abnormal and less than entirely trustworthy. 

Anti-Semitism and racism not only affected the immigrant Jews of the East End, they 

separated all British Jews from the rest of society.  Specifically, the popular ideas of the 

importance of racial purity like that of Houston Stewart Chamberlain were popular.  Many 

believed that Jews, especially the immigrant Eastern European Jews, polluted the superior 

bloodlines of the Anglo-Saxon race.  Even converts could not escape the basic anti-Semitism that 

lived in British culture.29  This ideology not only affected the immigrant Jews, but also the 

genteel and middle class Jews.  There was always a sense of difference and incomplete trust that 

stemmed from they core of anti-Semitism that was often dormant, and at other times less 

dormant, in British society.30  Immigrant Jews and Jews as a whole could not become British in 

the same manner that their gentile neighbors could.  Their race and heritage betrayed them as 

inferior in the eyes of many British, especially among those in the upper classes.  These 

underlying anti-Semitic mindsets and specifically racist ideologies kept Jews from being 

considered truly British.    

 In spite of these difficulties, Jews did find a home in the East End that allowed them to avoid 

persecution and many did come to greatly contribute to British society.  The authors of The Jew 

in London claimed that anti-Semitism was almost absent from areas in the East End like 

Whitecastle.  In fact, they state that those who were commonly considered competitors of the 
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immigrant Jews, the British workers, held very few anti-Semitic views.31  Eventually, the 

immigrant community began to slowly join London and British society.  First, it learned the 

language; next its people began to contribute to British culture, particularly in the “arts and 

sciences.” In the end, the immigrant Jews had a substantial effect on the nature of East End 

Jewish community and the role of British Jews.  They significantly outnumbered the native Jews 

soon.  In the twentieth century, their large numbers empowered the Zionist movement that 

eventually led to the creation of Israel.32  Regardless, the Jews of East End London continued to 

stand out and avoid completely assimilating in British culture.  They would always be Jews 

despite their newfound British status.    

 Join or keep to one’s own separate ways.  Eastern European Jewish immigrants faced a 

difficult decision as they came to Britain in the late 19th and early 20th century: to assimilate to 

British culture sacrificing their own ancient heritage or maintain their cultural fabric that has held 

true to them for thousands of years.  London’s East End was the most significant and largest 

enclave of these Jews.  While they initially refused to become absorbed into British society, the 

immigrant Jews eventually became more like mainstream British.  However, society refused to 

fully accept the Jews. While most considered them an acceptable people and thought of them as 

fellow British citizens, they were always the “other”, the welcome or at times not-so-welcome 

stranger.  In spite of this, many Jews who grew up in the East End attempted to join the rest of 

Britain.  In fact, many came to enhance British culture.  One notable East End immigrant Jew 

was a man by the name of Isaac Rosenfeld.  He grew up in the East End and eventually gained 

great renown for his poems following his death in World War I.  There were numerous others 

like Rosenfeld, who left their immigrant community, carrying their past and heritage with them 
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while still making a wide-spread impact on Britain.33  Even with the existence these examples, it 

is obvious that the immigrant Jews of London’s East End could never only be British; their 

Jewish nature would always make them unique.   
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