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From Venice to Warsaw to the Bronx: the Term Ghetto and its History

The term ghetto originated in Venice in the early 16th century to describe the enclosed Jewish quarter. Long before that date Jews lived in their separate quarters, first voluntarily, but from the later Middle Ages more and more by force. The development of the Spanish „juderia“ and the Frankfurt „Judengasse“, but also the „harat al-Yahud“ in Arab countries were typical for this change. Many ghettos were destroyed only in the late 18th century by the Napoleonic troops and the ghetto of Rome lasted as late as 1870. In the Nazi period, the term ghetto was loaded with a new meaning, this time as the last station before deportation to the death camps. After the Second World War, the term ghetto is also used for living quarters of the underprivileged, especially the black population in urban America. We will look at the changing meaning of the term, from medieval Jewish quarters and the Venice ghetto to the Frankfurt Judengasse, the ghettos of Prague and Rome, North Africa, and the Nazi ghettos of Theresienstadt and Warsaw. We will conclude with a brief analysis of the new meaning of the term in the late 20th century.
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