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Before the cataclysmic events of the Holocaust, the reference to "6,000,000" 
Jews already held a significant place in public and political discourse, 
marking a distressing prelude to one of history's darkest chapters. This 
figure, emblematic of the vast and deep-rooted peril faced by Jewish 
communities across Europe, particularly in Eastern Europe and Russia, 
emerged from a confluence of socio-political upheavals, systemic 
persecution, and the burgeoning Zionist movement seeking refuge and a 
homeland for the Jewish people. The number "6,000,000" was not merely a 
statistic; it represented a collective cry for help and an urgent call for 
international intervention in a time when the world was on the brink of yet 
another war. This narrative, deeply woven into the fabric of early 20th-
century Jewish history, underscores a period of intense struggle, advocacy, 
and hope amidst burgeoning despair. Through exploring the origins, 
implications, and the haunting prescience of this figure, "6,000,000 Jews 
Before 1939" sheds light on a crucial moment in history that prefigured the 
unimaginable horrors to come, highlighting the importance of 
remembrance, understanding, and vigilance in the face of human suffering. 
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Introduction 

The significance of the number "6,000,000" in Jewish history before 1939 
holds a profound place in the collective memory and premonitory discourse 
concerning the Jewish communities of Eastern Europe and Russia. This 
figure, emblematic and harrowing, emerged in the early 20th century, well 
before the Holocaust, in various contexts related to the persecution, 
suffering, and existential threat faced by Jews. It appeared in newspapers, 
political speeches, and advocacy campaigns, signifying the immense scale 
of Jewish distress and the urgent need for a solution, which many saw in 
the Zionist movement and the call for a Jewish homeland. 

The socio-political context in which these references to six million Jews 
appeared is complex and rooted in the historical conditions of the time. By 
the early 1900s, many Jewish communities in Eastern Europe and Russia 
were subject to pogroms, restrictive laws, economic disenfranchisement, 
and social ostracism. The aftermath of World War I further exacerbated 
these conditions, leading to widespread displacement, poverty, and 
heightened antisemitism. This period also saw the consolidation of the 
Zionist movement, which argued for the establishment of a Jewish state as 
a refuge for persecuted Jews worldwide. 

The purpose and scope of this paper are to delve into the historical origins, 
use, and impact of the "6,000,000" figure in Jewish and global discourse 
before the outbreak of World War II and the Holocaust. It aims to 
understand how this number became a symbol of Jewish suffering and a 
rallying cry for Jewish self-determination, as well as to explore the 
international response to the Jewish plight. By examining the references to 
six million Jews in peril, this paper seeks to shed light on the pre-Holocaust 
awareness and attitudes towards Jewish suffering, and how these early 
20th-century dialogues shaped the responses to the events that unfolded 
during and after the Holocaust. 
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Historical Context and Origins of the Six Million Figure  

The early 20th-century socio-political conditions for Jews in Europe set the 
stage for the emergence of the figure "6,000,000" as a symbol of Jewish 
suffering and a clarion call for action. This era was marked by significant 
upheaval and adversity for Jewish communities, particularly in Eastern 
Europe and Russia. Anti-Semitic policies, pogroms, and economic 
disenfranchisement created an environment of fear, insecurity, and 
displacement. Jews faced restrictions on where they could live, what 
professions they could enter, and their rights to participate in public and 
political life were severely limited. The rise of nationalist movements often 
accompanied increased anti-Semitism, further marginalizing Jewish 
populations. 

The Zionist movement, in response to these dire circumstances, advocated 
for the establishment of a Jewish homeland as a refuge for persecuted 
Jews. Founded by Theodor Herzl in the late 19th century, Zionism sought to 
address the Jewish question by re-establishing a Jewish state in Palestine, 
the ancestral homeland of the Jews. The movement gained momentum as 
the plight of Jews in Eastern Europe worsened, with leaders and activists 
rallying Jewish communities around the world to support the cause of 
Jewish statehood. Zionism was not monolithic; it encompassed a range of 
ideologies and strategies for achieving Jewish self-determination, but the 
central goal of creating a safe and sovereign Jewish state remained 
constant. 

World War I and its aftermath significantly impacted Jewish communities 
and the Zionist movement. The war brought devastation, economic 
collapse, and the displacement of millions across Europe, with Jewish 
communities often bearing a disproportionate share of the hardship. In the 
war's wake, the Balfour Declaration of 1917, issued by the British 
government, expressed support for the establishment of a "national home 
for the Jewish people" in Palestine, marking a significant political victory for 
the Zionist movement. However, the post-war period also saw a rise in anti-
Semitic violence, including pogroms in Eastern Europe and Russia, which 
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further emphasized the precariousness of Jewish life in the Diaspora and 
the urgent need for a Jewish homeland. 

The convergence of these factors—the dire socio-political conditions facing 
Jews in Europe, the ideological and political efforts of the Zionist 
movement, and the global upheaval caused by World War I and its 
aftermath—contributed to the prominence of the figure "6,000,000" in early 
20th-century discourse. This number symbolized the immense scale of 
Jewish suffering and the existential threat facing Jewish communities, 
serving both as a rallying cry for the Zionist cause and a stark reminder of 
the world's moral obligation to address the persecution and displacement 
of Jews. 

 

Documentation and Public Discourse  

The early 20th-century discourse surrounding the plight of six million Jews 
in peril found its expression across a variety of platforms, from newspapers 
and periodicals to Zionist literature and public speeches. This section of the 
paper expands on the documentation and public discourse that highlighted 
the dire situation of Jews in Eastern Europe and Russia, catalyzing both 
Jewish and international response. 

Survey of Early References to Six Million Jews in Peril 

Stephen S. Wise and Other Influential Figures 

Stephen S. Wise, a prominent American rabbi and Zionist leader, was 
among the influential figures who publicized the plight of six million Jews. 
His speeches and writings often referenced the severe hardships faced by 
Jewish communities, serving to raise awareness and garner support for 
Zionist goals and Jewish relief efforts. 
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The New York Times, The Jewish Criterion, and Other Periodicals 

The New York Times, The Jewish Criterion (Pittsburgh), and other 
periodicals played crucial roles in disseminating information about the 
conditions facing Jewish populations. These publications frequently 
featured articles, editorials, and appeals that mentioned the figure of six 
million Jews in contexts ranging from the impacts of war and pogroms to 
the broader existential threats posed by systemic anti-Semitism in Europe. 

Analysis of the Rhetoric Used in Appeals for Aid and International 
Intervention 

The rhetoric used in these early references was characterized by a sense of 
urgency and a moral imperative to act. Appeals for aid and intervention 
often framed the situation of the six million Jews not just as a Jewish crisis 
but as a humanitarian crisis that demanded a global response. This framing 
was strategic, aiming to resonate with broader audiences and elicit 
sympathy and support from beyond the Jewish community. The use of the 
specific number "6,000,000" served to quantify the crisis, making the 
abstract notion of mass suffering more tangible and immediate to the 
public and policymakers. 

The Impact of These References on Jewish and International 
Awareness 

The consistent mention of six million Jews in peril significantly impacted 
Jewish and international awareness of the Jewish plight. Within Jewish 
communities, it bolstered support for Zionist efforts and increased 
participation in relief activities. For broader international audiences, these 
references played a role in highlighting the scale of injustice and suffering 
faced by Jews, although the effectiveness in translating awareness into 
action varied widely among different countries and political leaders. 

The early 20th-century discourse around the plight of six million Jews thus 
not only documented a grim reality but also contributed to a growing 
consciousness of the need for a solution to the Jewish question. This 
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awareness laid the groundwork for later developments in Jewish statehood 
and international policies regarding refugees and minority rights, though it 
also underscored the challenges of mobilizing effective international action 
in response to humanitarian crises. 

 

Pre-Holocaust Perceptions and Responses  

The period leading up to the Holocaust saw varied perceptions and 
responses to the escalating plight of Jews in Europe. This critical time was 
marked by efforts within Jewish communities to address their dire situation, 
political maneuvers to facilitate emigration and asylum, and evolving public 
and private attitudes towards the "Jewish question" in both Europe and 
America. 

Jewish and Global Humanitarian Responses to the Plight of Jews in 
Europe 

Jewish communities and organizations mobilized extensively in response to 
the hardships faced by Jews in Eastern Europe and Russia. This included the 
establishment of relief funds, such as the Joint Distribution Committee 
(JDC), which was formed to provide aid to Jews affected by World War I and 
subsequent crises. Similarly, the World Jewish Congress was established to 
advocate on behalf of Jewish populations at the international level. These 
efforts were characterized by fundraising campaigns, the provision of direct 
aid, and lobbying governments for support and intervention. 

Global humanitarian responses varied, with some non-Jewish organizations 
and international bodies recognizing the urgency of the Jewish plight and 
contributing to relief efforts. However, the extent of this support often 
depended on the political and social climate of the time, which was not 
always conducive to broad-based humanitarian action due to prevailing 
anti-Semitic sentiments and isolationist tendencies, particularly noticeable 
during the 1930s. 
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Political Actions and Immigration Efforts 

The dire situation of European Jewry led to significant political actions 
aimed at facilitating their emigration to safer territories, including Palestine, 
the United States, and other countries. The British Mandate of Palestine 
implemented policies that both allowed and restricted Jewish immigration, 
reflecting the complex interplay of British imperial interests, Arab 
opposition, and Zionist advocacy. 

In the United States and other potential host countries, immigration 
policies were a contentious issue. Strict quotas and bureaucratic hurdles 
limited Jewish immigration during a time of desperate need. Notably, the 
Evian Conference of 1938, convened to address the issue of Jewish 
refugees, highlighted the international community's reluctance to open 
their doors to significant numbers of immigrants. 

Public and Private Perceptions of the "Jewish Question" in Europe and 
America 

Public and private perceptions of the "Jewish question" were marked by a 
wide range of attitudes, from sympathetic concern to outright hostility. In 
Europe, the rise of fascist and anti-Semitic ideologies led to widespread 
persecution and the marginalization of Jewish communities, culminating in 
the Holocaust. Public opinion in these regions was often shaped by 
nationalist and xenophobic propaganda, which painted Jews as outsiders 
and enemies of the state. 

In America, perceptions were similarly mixed. While there was significant 
sympathy and support for Jewish refugees among certain segments of the 
population, anti-Semitic sentiments and isolationist attitudes also prevailed, 
influencing policy decisions and public discourse. The reluctance of the U.S. 
government to significantly increase Jewish immigration quotas in the face 
of the Nazi threat reflected these complex attitudes. 

These varied responses and perceptions prior to the Holocaust underscore 
the challenges faced by Jews seeking refuge and support during a time of 
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unprecedented crisis. The failure to adequately address the "Jewish 
question" before it escalated into the genocide of the Holocaust remains a 
poignant reminder of the consequences of indifference and inaction in the 
face of humanitarian disasters. 

 

The Significance of "Six Million" Before the Holocaust  

The figure "six million" holds a profound place in Jewish history and 
memory, especially regarding the period before the Holocaust. Its 
significance is multifaceted, embodying both symbolic and literal 
interpretations, serving as a premonition of the Holocaust, and undergoing 
a transformation in its meaning following the genocide. 

Symbolic and Literal Interpretations of the Six Million Figure 

Symbolically, the six million figure came to represent the vastness of Jewish 
suffering and the existential threats facing European Jewry in the early 20th 
century. It was a stark quantification of the crisis, making the abstract and 
overwhelming nature of their persecution tangible and immediate. This 
number was not just a statistic; it was a call to action, a rallying cry for both 
Jewish and non-Jewish communities to recognize the urgency of the 
humanitarian crisis. 

Literally, the figure was grounded in the demographic realities of the time. 
Estimates of the Jewish population in Eastern Europe and Russia suggested 
that millions were living in conditions of severe oppression, poverty, and 
danger. The number six million, while not an exact demographic count, 
reflected the scale and severity of the Jewish plight, emphasizing the need 
for a comprehensive and immediate response to their persecution. 

Premonitions of the Holocaust: Foresight and Warnings Ignored 

References to six million Jews in peril before the Holocaust were eerily 
prescient, foreshadowing the genocidal violence that would annihilate six 
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million Jewish lives during World War II. These early mentions in 
newspapers, speeches, and Zionist literature served as warnings of the 
potential for catastrophic loss if the international community failed to 
intervene. 

Despite these warnings, the global response was tragically inadequate. The 
reluctance of many countries to accept Jewish refugees, the failure of 
international diplomacy to address the root causes of Jewish persecution, 
and the widespread prevalence of anti-Semitic attitudes contributed to a 
situation where the warnings went unheeded, setting the stage for the 
Holocaust. 

The Transformation of the Six Million Figure Post-Holocaust 

After the Holocaust, the figure of six million took on a new, indelible 
significance in Jewish memory and world history as the symbol of the 
Holocaust's devastation. It became a central element in the narrative of 
Jewish suffering and resilience, serving as a foundational aspect of 
Holocaust remembrance and education. The number six million is 
memorialized in museums, monuments, and commemorative practices 
worldwide, ensuring that the memory of those who perished will not be 
forgotten. 

The pre-Holocaust references to six million Jews in peril and their 
transformation post-Holocaust reflect a continuum of Jewish history 
marked by tragedy, resilience, and the enduring struggle for recognition 
and justice. This evolution in meaning underscores the importance of 
remembering the Holocaust not only as an event in history but as a 
warning of the dangers of indifference, hatred, and inaction in the face of 
human suffering. 
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Conclusion  

The early references to six million Jews in peril, emerging well before the 
Holocaust, carry a profound historical significance, shedding light on the 
anticipation and awareness of Jewish suffering that predates the genocide. 
These references serve as a stark reminder of the global context in which 
the Holocaust occurred, highlighting both the vulnerabilities faced by 
Jewish communities and the international community's failure to 
adequately respond. 

Historical Significance of Early References 

The repeated mention of six million Jews facing persecution and danger in 
the early 20th century underscores a critical period of Jewish history, where 
the seeds of later atrocities were sown. These early references encapsulate 
the alarm and advocacy efforts undertaken by Jewish leaders and 
communities to draw attention to their plight, attempting to galvanize 
support and intervention before the descent into genocide. 

Legacy in Understanding the Holocaust and Jewish History 

The legacy of these references is multifaceted, contributing to our 
understanding of the Holocaust and Jewish history in several ways. They 
serve as a prelude to the horrors of the Holocaust, highlighting the 
continuity of anti-Semitic persecution and the escalation from systemic 
oppression to systematic extermination. Additionally, these references 
enrich the historical narrative by providing insight into the efforts made by 
Jewish communities and their allies to prevent the tragedy, illustrating a 
history of resistance and advocacy in the face of impending doom. 

Future Directions for Research and the Importance of Historical 
Memory 

Future research directions could focus on exploring the socio-political 
dynamics that influenced the international response to the Jewish crisis 
before the Holocaust, including the analysis of diplomatic correspondences, 
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media coverage, and governmental policies. Investigating the interplay 
between anti-Semitic attitudes, geopolitical interests, and humanitarian 
considerations could provide deeper insights into the complexities of early 
20th-century international relations and their impact on the Jewish plight. 

The importance of historical memory in this context cannot be overstated. 
Remembering the early warnings and the six million lives lost during the 
Holocaust serves not only as a tribute to the victims but also as a crucial 
lesson in the dangers of indifference, hatred, and inaction. Ensuring that 
these memories are preserved and disseminated through education, 
commemoration, and scholarly research is vital in fostering a more 
empathetic and responsive global community, committed to preventing 
such atrocities in the future. 

In conclusion, the early references to six million Jews in peril represent a 
critical chapter in Jewish and world history, emphasizing the need for 
vigilance, empathy, and action in the face of human suffering. As we reflect 
on their legacy and significance, we are reminded of our collective 
responsibility to remember, understand, and act to ensure that the horrors 
of the past are not repeated.  
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