
Pre-WWII Anti-Semitism:

Anti-Semitism is racial hatred against Jewish people, often tied to hatred of their ethnic background, culture, history, or religion.  It is important to note that anti-Semitism is not a new idea when the Nazis come to power in Germany.

Anti-Semitism was common throughout Europe at the beginning of the twentieth century.  Pogroms took place in Russia.  French artillery captain named Alfred Dreyfus was sentenced to life imprison for being a spy in 1894.  The actual spy was acquitted and  the French justice system was highly criticized.

As well, anti-Semitism was common in America at the beginning of the twentieth century.  Noted figures such as Henry Ford and Charles Lindbergh have anti-Semitic remarks attributed to them.

By the beginning of WWI, there were around 100,000 Jewish people living in Canada.  Two-thirds of them lived in either Montreal or Toronto.  

For Canadian Jews in the 1920s and 1930s, quotas and restrictions were a way of life. Many industries did not hire Jews.  Universities and professional schools discriminated against them. Jewish doctors could not get hospital appointments. There were no Jewish judges, and Jewish lawyers were excluded from most firms. There were scarcely any Jewish teachers, and Jewish nurses, engineers and architects had to hide their identity to find jobs in their fields.

Furthermore, there were restrictive covenants on properties preventing them from being sold to Jews. As well, many clubs, resorts and beaches were barred to Jews. Signs warning "No Jews or Dogs Allowed" could be found on Halifax golf courses, outside hotels in the Laurentians and throughout the cottage areas of Ontario, the lake country of Manitoba and the vacation lands of BC.

Worst of all, at least from the point of those Jews desperate to get out of Nazi-infested Europe, anti-Semitism had permeated into the upper levels of the Canadian government. While Prime Minister King was worrying that Jewish immigration would "pollute" Canada's bloodstream, his government was ensuring that no more would be coming. It is no surprise therefore that Canada had by far the worst record of any Western or immigration country in providing sanctuary to the Jews of Europe in the 1930s and 1940s.

In spite of their poor treatment, around 20,000 Jewish Canadian volunteered to fight in the Canadian military during WWII.

Interestingly, Jewish emancipation or legally guaranteed equality took place in Germany in 1871.  At the beginning of the twentieth century, it was one of the most inclusive and tolerant nations in Europe.


