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JEWISH CULTURAL AUTONOMY IN INTERWAR ESTONIA AND THE LIFE TRAJECTORIES OF JEWISH
AUTONOMY ACTIVISTS AFTER ITS DISSOLUTION
The principal aim of the presentation is to trace Jewish cultural
autonomy in interwar Estonia. The Law on Cultural Autonomy for
National Minorities (1925) enabled minorities to establish their selfgovernments to independently administer and fund through taxation
their cultural and educational affairs. Baltic Germans were the first to
establish their self-governments in 1925, Estonia’s small Jewish
community followed them a year later. These institutions existed until
Estonia was occupied by the Soviet Union in the summer of 1940.
Jewish autonomy in interwar Estonia, which survived with a limited
scope of activity even during the years of the authoritarian regime of
the 1930s, is a rare example of relatively minority-friendly legislation
in the context of nation states in interwar Europe which has received
very little attention in historical literature until now.
The presentation will outline the extent to which Estonia’s Jews were
involved in achieving the legal provisions enabling autonomy and
analyse the establishment of Jewish autonomy in 1926. Based on
extensive archival research, it will show how autonomy functioned, focussing on topics such as
ethnic belonging, the relationship between autonomy and state institutions, and the political
dynamics within autonomy. The project will further focus on some leaders of autonomy and trace
their life trajectories in the years of Sovietisation and the Holocaust.
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