
Poland since 1939

In September 1939 Germany invaded Po-
land. By early October the country was
partitioned once again. Under Nazi rule,
most Jews were forced into ghettos and
the community was largely annihilated
through mass killings by shooting squads
and killing centers. Even after World War
II, Jews faced adversity under commu-
nism and did not remain in large num-
bers. Since the fall of the Communist sys-
tem in the 1990s, however, Polish Jewry
has experienced revival.

Poland Repartitioned (1939–1941)
On 1 September 1939 Germany in-

vaded Poland, and on 17 September the
Soviet Union attacked from the east.
About half of Poland’s prewar territories,
consisting of 196,000 square kilometers
and including eastern Galicia, Volhynia,
Polesie, and the BiaËystok, Nowogródek,
and Wilno (Vilna) provinces, were an-
nexed by the Soviet Union. The USSR
transferred the city of Wilno and about
9,000 square kilometers of its surround-
ing territory to Lithuania in October 1939
but reclaimed the area when it occupied
all of the Baltic States in June 1940. The
rest of Poland fell under German occupa-
tion. Some 92,000 square kilometers of
the country’s northern and western re-
gions, including Pomorze, Poznaá, Upper
Silesia, most of the Êódß province (along
with the city itself), and parts of other
provinces, were incorporated directly
into Germany; the remainder, some
97,000 square kilometers containing War-
saw, Kraków, Lublin, Kielce, and Radom
and most of their provinces, was consti-
tuted as the Generalgouvernement (Gov-
ernment General), a quasi-colonial region
administered by a German civilian bu-
reaucracy headed by Governor-General
Hans Frank.

As many as 1.3 million Jews lived in the
annexed Soviet territories, making up al-
most 10 percent of the total population,
the large majority of which consisted of
ethnic Ukrainians and Belorussians. They
were joined by about 350,000 Jewish refu-
gees from the German zones, including
12,000–15,000 Jews who had settled in
Wilno when the city was still under Lith-
uanian rule. Upon annexing the region,
the Soviet government recognized as So-
viet citizens Jews (and other non-Poles)
who were permanent residents of the
area, while offering refugees the choice of
either taking on Soviet citizenship or re-
turning to their former homes. The refu-
gees who were living in Wilno had a third

choice: those possessing an entry visa to
another country were allowed to travel
across the USSR. As many as 5,000 Jewish
refugees managed to escape the war zone
in this way. An indeterminate number of
the remaining refugees wanted to go back
to their former homes; however, instead
of being returned to the German-occu-
pied areas, most were deported to the So-
viet interior, along with many permanent
residents who were exiled as part of the
efforts of the authorities to Sovietize the
newly conquered Polish territories. Alto-
gether, about 1.4 million Polish citizens
were sent to the Soviet interior between
1939 and 1941, including about 400,000
Jews. Conditions for the deportees were
severe; perhaps one-third died of cold,
malnutrition, or disease. Nevertheless, al-
though it could not be foreseen at the
time, deportation to the Soviet interior
offered Polish Jews their best chances for
survival.

Those who escaped deportation were
subjected to intense pressures under the
Soviet ideological system. In accordance
with the Communist ethos, the Jewish
middle class found its industrial and
commercial enterprises and larger pri-
vate homes nationalized and confiscated.
Jews were also affected by new taxation
and monetary policies. Shopkeepers now
sought work as paid employees in govern-
ment-owned stores, while Jewish factory
owners became likely candidates for exile
if they did not quickly find new “proletar-
ian” occupations. Large numbers of Jew-
ish independent artisans were now forced
into cooperatives, as were many Jews who
had worked in the service industries. At
the same time, the Soviet economy of-
fered numerous opportunities for women
to find jobs, causing significant changes
to the gender distribution of the Jewish
workforce. Moreover, Jews who had re-
ceived secular educations found new op-
portunities for employment in public ad-
ministration.

The Soviets generally regarded Jews
as potentially the most loyal element
among the ethnic groups in the annexed
Polish territories, and in the early stages
of their rule were glad to appoint them to
local administrative posts. From early
1940 on, however, many such Jews were
replaced by Ukrainian or Belorussian
Communists imported from regions that
had been part of the USSR before the war.
Jews also tended to be underrepresented
in elected governmental bodies; their
numbers did not correspond to their per-
centages within the population. Never-

theless, the initial impression made by
Jews as servants of the new regime, to-
gether with the widespread welcome that
Jews accorded the conquering Red Army
immediately following the Soviet inva-
sion (generally signifying their expres-
sions of relief over not having fallen into
German hands) exacerbated Polish–Jew-
ish tensions as well as relations with the
region’s other ethnic groups.

Although Jews suffered hardships in
the Soviet system, under German rule the
conditions were far more severe. During
the first months of occupation, mem-
bers of the Einsatzgruppen (Special Task
Forces) often engaged in gratuitous acts
of cruelty against Jews, spreading terror
throughout the occupation zone. Be-
tween December 1939 and March 1940,
200,000 of the 600,000 Jews in the incor-
porated territories were deported to the
Generalgouvernement, often in the most
brutal fashion. They were concentrated
around Nisko (Lublin province) in the
southeastern corner of the Generalgou-
vernement, where the Germans initially
planned to establish a “reservation” for
Jews from regions throughout Europe.
With the abandonment of these plans in
the spring of 1940, many deportees were
viciously expelled across the new Soviet
border.

Meanwhile, the lives of the approxi-
mately 1.5 million Jews already living in
the Generalgouvernement were unsettled
by a series of harsh decrees. In November
1939, Jewish bank accounts were blocked
and the right to withdraw funds was se-
verely restricted. A month later, Jews over
the age of 10 were ordered to wear an
armband bearing a Star of David, and
boys and men aged 14 through 60 were
compelled to register for forced labor.
Registration procedures notwithstanding,
German press-gangs began to kidnap Jews
at random for labor details. In January
1940, Jews were forbidden to travel by
train. Much Jewish property was confis-
cated, and Jewish schools were closed.

Beginning in October 1939, increasing
numbers of Jews were forced to live in
ghettos, where food rations were mini-
mal, living space overtaxed, and sanitary
conditions inadequate. Jews from smaller
towns and villages were often deported to
ghettos in nearby cities. In some ghettos,
factories producing goods for German
consumption provided employment to a
small percentage of residents; most Jews,
however, were gradually forced to sell off
their possessions in order to procure food
and pay rent. Although Jews developed a
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wide array of self-help organizations to
contend with these conditions, mortality
in the ghettos was staggering. More than
43,000 Jews died in the Warsaw ghetto
in 1941 (almost 10 percent of its popula-
tion), the large majority from illness
(mostly typhus), starvation, or cold. [See
also Ghettos.]

Jews’ ability to cope with the severity of
the ghetto regime was hampered at first
by a dearth of experienced leaders, as
much of the prewar Jewish political lead-
ership had escaped abroad during the first
months of the war. On 28 November
1939, Governor-General Frank ordered all
Jewish communities to establish Juden-
räte (Jewish councils). Although the order
called for Jews to elect their own rep-
resentatives, in fact Judenrat members
were invariably appointed by the German
authorities and were responsible for car-
rying out the occupiers’ instructions.
Hence, in only a few ghettos did these
councils gain their people’s confidence.
An alternative leadership, however, arose
only gradually. It came mainly from
within the ranks of the self-help organiza-
tions, especially from leaders of youth
movements, whose energy and strong
sense of mutual responsibility helped
them build effective frameworks for sup-
porting not only their own members but
the broader community as well. [See also
Judenräte and Other Representative
Bodies.]

Jews found only occasional sympathy
among the Polish population. Poles
themselves were sorely oppressed by the
occupiers, and during the early stages of
the occupation their situation was even
more severe in some respects than that of
the Jews. Moreover, the German authori-
ties worked assiduously to exacerbate Pol-
ish–Jewish tensions in order to forestall
the development of a common resis-
tance. Although some witnesses reported
generally greater solidarity in the face of
common suffering, more observers took
note of frequent Polish expressions of
gratitude that the Germans were finally
“solving Poland’s Jewish problem.” On
the whole, the Polish community seems
to have looked upon the treatment of
Jews with much ambivalence. While pre-
war antipathies remained widespread,
few Poles were willing to join actively
with the Germans in their oppression.
Most simply ignored the Jews’ plight.

Destruction (1941–1944)
On 22 June 1941, Germany invaded the

Soviet Union. Within a month, German
forces occupied all of the former Polish

territories that had been taken over by
the USSR in 1939. Eastern Galicia was
added to the Generalgouvernement; the
BiaËystok district was annexed to Ger-
many; and the remaining Polish lands
were incorporated into two newly formed
colonial areas, Reichskommissariat Ost-
land and Reichskommissariat Ukraine,
each of which included non-Polish areas
as well.

Following on the heels of the invading
army, the Einsatzgruppen shot Jews en
masse in virtually every captured city,
town, and village. At first the killings
were aimed mainly at Jews who had held
positions in the Soviet administration,
and then at Jewish community leaders,
but within a short time all Jewish men,
women, and children became targets.
Within three weeks, 5,200 Jews were shot
in BiaËystok, 5,000 each in Wilno and
Tarnopol, 3,500 in ZËoczów, and 3,000 in
Lwów. By the end of October, the Jewish
death toll in the newly captured territo-
ries had reached 150,000. Jews who had
escaped the first sweep of killings were in-
carcerated in ghettos. The overwhelming
majority were shot in a series of murder-
ous actions during the two years that fol-
lowed.

These killings were an aspect of the
Nazi plan to annihilate all of European
Jewry, which crystalized in 1941. In De-
cember 1941, the murder campaign was
extended to the rest of Poland. Jews

throughout the country were killed pri-
marily by asphyxiation in special killing
centers, to which they were transported.
Approximately 2 million Polish Jews per-
ished in this fashion, mostly between
March 1942 and October 1943. [See Kill-
ing Centers; Aktion Reinhard.]

Until the murder campaign was already
well underway, Polish Jews did not com-
prehend that the Germans intended to
kill all of them. Even then, such an un-
derstanding was confined at first only to a
small group of leaders. Heads of some of
the larger Judenräte believed that their
ghettos might be spared if they could
demonstrate their usefulness to the Ger-
man war effort. In attempting a strategy
of “salvation through work,” these leaders
often took extreme measures to force
ghetto residents to meet stringent Ger-
man production demands. Doing so usu-
ally increased the estrangement of the
heads of the Judenräte from the bulk
of the ghetto population. Nevertheless,
many Jews believed falsely that employ-
ment in a German-run factory increased
their chances to avoid deportation to a
killing center. The competition for a lim-
ited number of jobs in those factories
thus often pitted Jews against one an-
other, weakening communal solidarity.

Opposing such behavior and beliefs
were the leaders of the youth move-
ments. On 31 December 1941, Abba
Kovner, head of Ha-Shomer ha-Tsa‘ir in
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Wilno, called for the formation of an
armed resistance movement, arguing that
the Nazis would allow no Jew to escape a
death sentence. Throughout 1942, armed
underground organizations were formed
in 24 Polish ghettos. In Warsaw, BiaËy-
stok, and several other ghettos they en-
gaged German forces in combat; else-
where, they conducted commando
operations, broke out of ghettos to join
partisan groups, or helped Jews escape
across the borders. Nevertheless, in many
cities the resistance groups not only
clashed with the local Judenräte but also
failed to gain broad backing among the
ghetto population, who believed (cor-
rectly) that in the end Jewish fighters
could not stop the Nazi murder cam-
paign. [See Armed Resistance; and Youth
Movements.]

The Polish underground offered some
marginal succor to Jews seeking to resist
or escape their executioners, but such as-
sistance was not of high priority to these
groups. In late 1942, the secret Council
for Aid to Jews, code-named Úegota, was
established under official Polish auspices
to help Jews hide from their pursuers; it
was able to assist approximately 4,000
Jews. The Polish underground also helped
Jews transmit information about their sit-
uation to the West in the hope that Allied
governments might intervene on their
behalf. The Polish Home Army supplied
some light arms to the Warsaw ghetto

fighters. Many individual Poles also ex-
tended a hand to Jews [see Righteous
Gentiles]. Countless others, however, re-
fused to assist when asked, blackmailed
Jews in hiding, or even handed Jews over
to the Germans. In a small number of
towns, including Jedwabne and RadziËów,
Poles even perpetrated murderous po-
groms against their Jewish neighbors as
Germans looked on. In the end, though,
both assistance and complicity were atyp-
ical; as before the beginning of the mass
killing, most Poles simply did not con-
cern themselves with the dire threat fac-
ing Jews.

After October 1943, only one major
ghetto had avoided liquidation—Êódß,
where 70,000 out of an initial 164,000
Jews remained alive. In August 1944, with
the advancing Red Army but 120 km
away, this last great concentration of Po-
lish Jewry was sent to its death. Never
again would so many Jews live in a single
Polish city. Almost 3 million Polish Jews,
close to 90 percent of the country’s pre-
war Jewish population, perished between
September 1939 and January 1945, the
vast majority as a direct result of the Ger-
man government’s ideologically driven
desire to see them die.

Liberation, Reconstruction, and
Flight (1944–1947)
The map of Poland changed again as a

result of the German defeat. The territo-
ries that had been annexed by the USSR

in 1939 remained for the most part un-
der Soviet control, with the new Polish–
Soviet border corresponding largely to
the Polish ethnographic frontier. How-
ever, Poland took control of the former
German territories of Lower Silesia and
Pomerania, along with approximately
half of what had once been East Prussia.

Liberation of the Polish lands took place
in three distinct stages. Soviet troops re-
entered the eastern borderlands in Janu-
ary 1944 and took control of what was to
become Western Belorussia and Western
Ukraine during the following month. In
July of that year, the German occupiers
were expelled from the area between the
new Polish–Soviet boundary and the
Vistula River. The territories west of the
Vistula (including Warsaw) came under
Red Army control in January and Febru-
ary 1945. A Polish civilian regime (the
Polish Committee of National Liberation)
was established under Soviet patronage in
the latter two regions immediately upon
liberation. Polish rule was extended de
facto to Lower Silesia and Pomerania
shortly thereafter.

It is estimated that some 30,000–50,000
Jews were present in the territories that
formed the new Polish state at the time
of liberation. These numbers included
about 10,000 Jews in the lands east of
the Vistula, 15,000–20,000 in western Po-
land, and an additional 5,000–20,000
who continued to live as non-Jews under
false identities they had assumed during
the war. This total represented approxi-
mately 8–14 percent of the full remnant
of Polish Jewry after the Holocaust, which
numbered around 350,000. An additional
70,000–80,000 Polish Jews were liberated
from camps in Germany and Austria. Be-
tween May and December 1945, some
40,000 such Jews returned to Poland,
bringing the number registered with the
Central Committee of Polish Jews as of 1
January 1946 to 81,500. By far the largest
group of Polish Jewish survivors (about
230,000 individuals) spent the war years
in the Soviet Union, most having been
deported to the Soviet interior between
1939 and 1941. About 180,000 of them
opted to return to Poland in accordance
with the Polish–Soviet repatriation agree-
ments of September 1944 and July 1945.
The Central Committee counted 240,000
Jews in Poland as of 1 July 1946, although
because of duplicate registrations the
actual number was likely only between
205,000 and 210,000. An additional
30,000 Polish Jews who had initially
elected to remain in the USSR returned to
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Poland in 1957. [See Central Committee
of Polish Jews.]

The Jewish population of postwar Po-
land was in flux, however, not only as a
result of the arrival of successive waves of
refugees but also because of two great
surges of emigration. During the first
wave, from July through October 1945,
some 40,000–50,000 Jews left the coun-
try; during the second, from May through
September 1946, more than 100,000 ad-
ditional Jews departed. A smaller but still
incessant stream of emigrants was also
recorded outside of these periods of mass
flight. Thus it appears that between
266,000 and 281,000 Jews set foot on Po-
lish territory at some time between July
1944 and July 1946. By mid-1947, how-
ever, only about 90,000 remained.

Most of the Holocaust survivors who
left Poland during the first two years after
liberation did so with the help of a semi-
clandestine organization called BeriÕah.
Operated by Zionist parties and youth
movements that had reestablished them-
selves following liberation, this move-
ment brought some 120,000 Jews out of
the country, directing them mainly to
displaced persons camps in the U.S. occu-
pation zones of Germany and Austria,
whence, it was hoped, they would pro-
ceed to Palestine [see BeriÕah]. Neverthe-
less, it appears that strongly held Zionist
convictions motivated only a minority of
those departing. For the majority, the de-
cision to leave, whether under the aus-
pices of BeriÕah or in some other fashion,
legal or illegal, was evidently prompted
by a combination of factors. First was the
psychological difficulty many survivors
experienced upon returning to their for-
mer homes. There they confronted the
loss not only of their families but also of
the Jewish institutions—indeed, the en-
tire Jewish way of life—they had known
earlier. Second was the inability of many
to find an adequate source of livelihood
in a Polish economy that had been de-
stroyed by the war and was now being re-
built in accordance with Communist
principles, upon foundations that left lit-
tle room for Jews to resume work in their
traditional occupations of trade and
crafts. Even as late as mid-March 1946, no
more than half of the Jews seeking em-
ployment had found jobs; in some prov-
inces, the Jewish unemployment rate ex-
ceeded 80 percent. Wartime dislocation
and economic distress left many Jews
homeless: fully one-third of the 15,000
Jews who had concentrated in Êódß by
June 1945, for example, were reported

needing a place to live, while the shelter
operated by the local Jewish committee
held only 1,250 beds. As the Polish Jewish
population grew with each successive
stage in the country’s liberation, and es-
pecially with repatriation from the Soviet
Union, unemployment and homelessness
became ever more extensive.

Jews also generally feared for their
physical safety in the face of repeated out-
breaks of anti-Jewish violence between
fall 1944 and summer 1946. As many as
600 Jews (by some estimates many more)
were killed in attacks during this interval.
A proclamation by the Jewish Youth
Committee of Kraków summarized the
situation after a pogrom in that city on
11 August 1945: “Jews are returning from
Russia, antisemitism is getting stronger,
pogroms are spreading, and no one
knows what tomorrow will bring; it is im-
possible to stay here!”

Still, various groups made serious ef-
forts to reestablish a viable Polish Jewish
community. Leading those efforts was the
Central Committee of Jews in Poland, for-
mally constituted in February 1945 by
representatives of four Jewish political
parties—Po‘ale Tsiyon C.S. (Socialist Zion-
ist), Left Po‘ale Tsiyon, IÕud (an alliance
of General Zionists and MizraÕi), and the
Bund—together with a group of Jewish
activists from the Polish Workers (Com-
munist) Party [see Central Committee of
Jews in Poland and entries on the above-
named political parties and activist organiza-
tions]. Between 1945 and 1950, the Cen-
tral Committee presided over an exten-
sive network of local and provincial
Jewish committees that oversaw a range
of social welfare, educational, and cul-
tural institutions, including a supply dis-
tribution network, children’s homes,
schools, youth centers, homeless shelters,
health clinics, sanatoriums, libraries, em-
ployment agencies, vocational training
courses, and loan banks. At first, the ma-
jority of communal resources were de-
voted to providing immediate relief for
Jews in economic distress: in 1945 the
committees maintained 22 shelters with
more than 5,300 beds, served an aver-
age of 765,000 meals monthly in 44 pub-
lic kitchens, and distributed some 35,000
packages of food, clothing, and medicine.
By 1946, however, the emphasis shifted
to self-help. Under the auspices of its Pro-
ductivization Division, the Central Com-
mittee catalyzed the establishment of 106
cooperative enterprises by the middle of
that year. These operations employed
2,387 Jews in manufacturing, construc-

tion, and mining, while the committee’s
local placement services helped some
40,000 Jewish men and women to find
jobs.

Cultural activities were stressed as well.
By mid-1946, a total of 24 Jewish elemen-
tary schools had been founded in which
Yiddish served as the language of instruc-
tion and Hebrew was studied one hour
daily. The Central Committee’s official
Yiddish-language weekly, Dos naje lebn
(The New Life), reached a circulation of
7,000, and more than 20 additional Jew-
ish newspapers were published in Yid-
dish, Hebrew, and Polish. A Central Jew-
ish Historical Commission gathered
Holocaust survivors’ testimonies and
published several vital studies and an-
thologies; a Yiddish theater staged pro-
ductions on a regular basis; and a 15-min-
ute Yiddish radio broadcast was aired
each evening.

A countrywide Jewish Religious Com-
munity, led by David Kahane (1903–
1998), who served as chief rabbi of the
Polish Armed Forces, was established sep-
arately from the Central Committee in
1945. This organization supervised syna-
gogues and Jewish cemeteries, provided
for the preparation and distribution of
kosher meat, and arranged for marriages
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and divorces to be concluded in accor-
dance with Jewish law. In 1948, the Reli-
gious Community was absorbed into the
Central Committee.

Much of the Central Committee’s ef-
forts centered about a program to resettle
large numbers of Jews in the newly ac-
quired territories of Lower Silesia and
Pomerania. The committee hoped that in
these regions the employment opportu-
nities would be greater than in other parts
of the country and that a new basis for re-
lations between Poles and Jews could be
established. By mid-1946, some 70,000
Jews—mainly repatriated from the Soviet
Union—resided in these areas. Most set-
tled in and around WrocËaw, which be-
came home to the country’s largest Jewish
community. Still, unemployment per-
sisted as more than 50 percent of employ-
able men could not find work. Anti-Jew-
ish violence was not absent.

The Polish government, dominated by
Communist elements, endeavored—in
word, at least, if not always in action—to
facilitate the stabilization of Jewish life.
The administration officially delegiti-
mated the public voicing of sentiments

hostile to Jews and enjoined anti-Jewish
discrimination in public employment. It
also allowed Jews to form self-defense
committees and even took some direct
action aimed at curbing anti-Jewish vio-
lence. Such steps were consistent with the
new regime’s self-interest. Lacking strong
support among the ethnic Polish major-
ity, the government depended dispro-
portionately upon Jews to provide the
clerical and administrative personnel it
needed to establish its authority. Govern-
ment service thus became an area in
which Jews could find jobs. Some Jews
even rose to the highest ranks in the state
and Communist Party apparatus, includ-
ing Politburo leader Jakub Berman (1901–
1984) and Minister of Industry Hilary
Minc (1905–1974). However, such heavy
Jewish involvement in the regime rein-
forced the longstanding stereotype iden-
tifying communism with Jewish rule.
Much—though by no means all—of the
violence against Jews was perpetrated by
right-wing political groups seeking to
overthrow the Communist regime alto-
gether. Suppressing anti-Jewish attacks
thus became an element in the govern-

ment’s campaign to overcome violent op-
position to its rule.

At the same time, the administration
did not place significant obstacles in the
way of Jews wishing to leave the coun-
try between 1944 and 1947. It even con-
ducted a “green border” policy between
August 1946 and February 1947, permit-
ting BeriÕah units to operate openly. The
government did so for several reasons. Re-
ducing the number of Jews in the country
helped it represent itself as working to-
ward a monoethnic Poland, a goal also
proclaimed by parts of the anticommu-
nist right. Similarly, helping large num-
bers of Jews leave under Zionist auspices
chimed with Soviet support for Zionist as-
pirations in Palestine as part of Moscow’s
efforts to undermine the British position
in the Middle East. Finally, some govern-
ment leaders appeared to have felt sincere
sympathy for survivors of the Holocaust
and hoped to help them rebuild their
lives as they wished.

Jewish and governmental efforts, com-
bined with the sharp decrease in Jewish
population numbers after the mass exo-
dus of 1946, brought a measure of stabil-
ity to the Jewish situation by 1947. After
the Kielce pogrom of 4 July 1946, in
which 42 Jews were killed following ru-
mors of a ritual murder, anti-Jewish vio-
lence virtually disappeared and with it
the sense of crisis that had dominated
Jewish life since liberation.

To the Edge of Disappearance
(1948–1990)
Despite stabilization, about 30,000

additional Jews left Poland in the two
years after the establishment of the State
of Israel in 1948. This exodus took place
against the background of government
measures limiting the role of the Jewish
institutions whose creation the regime
had encouraged in the years immediately
following liberation. Beginning in 1948,
responsibility for educating Jewish chil-
dren was transferred from the Cen-
tral Jewish Committee to the state, and
Jewish cooperatives were absorbed into
the general cooperative economy. Jew-
ish political parties were liquidated in
1949 and 1950, as was the Central Com-
mittee itself. In 1950, the state-appointed
Towarzystwo SpoËeczno-Kulturalne Úydów
(Jewish Social and Cultural Society),
headed by Communists Hersh Smolar
(1905–1993), Szymon Zachariasz (1900–
1970), Józef Êazebnik, and Ber Mark
(1908–1966), took over the responsibility
for all Jewish cultural activities. In the

1408 POLAND: Poland since 1939

S
R
L

Jewish cemetery, Sieniawa, Poland, early 1990s. Photograph by Monika Krajewska. (© Monika Krajewska)



Stalinist spirit then pervading the entire
Soviet bloc, Jewish publications were sub-
jected to strict ideological tests. In the
same year, the state ceased to grant Jews
emigration permits, reflecting the Soviet
Union’s growing hostility toward Israel.

Emigration became possible again be-
tween 1957 and 1959, following the re-
turn to power of WËadysËaw GomuËka,
secretary-general of the Communist Party,
who had been deposed in 1948 for oppos-
ing certain aspects of Stalinist policy.
GomuËka exploited the fact of the Jewish
origins of some of the leaders he over-
threw in order to present himself as the
true initiator of a monoethnic Poland. In
this connection, he encouraged Jews who
continued to identify as such to leave the
country. Almost 50,000 did so, most go-
ing to Israel.

Those who remained enjoyed several

years of relative quiet, and the visibility of
Jews in Polish public life faded markedly.
Intermarriage became the norm. None-
theless, in March 1968, following the sev-
ering of diplomatic relations with Israel
after the Six-Day War and in the context
of mounting internal disputes in the re-
gime’s higher echelons, the GomuËka
government began an aggressive public
anti-Jewish campaign in which Jews—or,
more strictly speaking, “Zionists”—were
presented as Poland’s enemy within. The
Interior Ministry compiled a card index
of all Polish citizens of Jewish origin, even
those who had been detached from orga-
nized Jewish life for generations. Jews
were removed from jobs in public ser-
vice, including from teaching positions
in schools and universities. Pressure was
placed upon them to leave the country by
bureaucratic actions aimed at undermin-

ing their sources of livelihood and some-
times even by physical brutality. Over the
next two years, some 25,000 Jews fled, re-
ducing the Jewish population of Poland
to between 5,000 and 10,000 individuals.

Some Jewish cultural institutions, in-
cluding the Yiddish State Theater founded
in 1950 and directed by Ida Kamiáska
(1899–1980), the Jewish Historical Insti-
tute (successor to the Central Jewish His-
torical Commission), and the Yiddish
newspaper Folks-shtime (The People’s
Voice), remained in operation through-
out the Stalinist and GomuËka years
and even through the subsequent two
decades of Communist rule following
GomuËka’s deposition in 1970 for his in-
ability to control widespread worker un-
rest. However, the active Jewish commu-
nity consisted almost entirely of an older
generation. Most observers at the time
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Images of Jewish revival and Polish remembrance. (Clockwise from upper left) Purim-shpil (Purim play) in Tykocin, where the non-Jewish residents
reenact the celebration of the holiday of Purim to commemorate the former Jewish residents of the town, 2002, photograph by Frederic Brenner (©
Frederic Brenner, courtesy of the Howard Greenberg Gallery, New York); the staff of JideËe, a Jewish student magazine, Warsaw, 1990s, photograph by
Gary Gelb (© Gary Gelb); Passover Seder in the apartment of Monika and Staszek Krajewski, Warsaw, 1980s; photograph by Tomasz Tomaszewski (©
Tomasz Tomaszewski); priest and Jewish child in a synagogue at a ceremony to inaugurate the Polish Catholic church’s first “Official Day of Judaism,”
Warsaw, 2005 (photograph by Piotr Malecki/Spectrum Pictures).



predicted that the thousand-year Jewish
presence in Poland was on the verge of
extinction. [See Theater, article on Yiddish
Theater; Jewish Historical Institute; and
Folks-shtime.]

Jewish Revival and the
Postcommunist Era
From the mid-1970s on, challenges to

Communist rule became more formi-
dable, as young dissident intellectuals
began to forge effective alliances with dis-
gruntled workers. Many of these protest-
ers were descendants of assimilated Jew-
ish families, and they cited the regime’s
ongoing suppression of Jewish culture as
yet another indictment against it, chid-
ing it for concealing Poland’s rich multi-
cultural heritage. Exploring Judaism, of
which few had any substantial knowl-

edge, thus became an avenue by which
these intellectuals of Jewish or part-
Jewish origin expressed their political
opposition. In 1979, a small group em-
barked upon a course of self-education
and founded the Úydowski Uniwersytet
LatajÙcy (Jewish Flying University). Some
of the so-called “new Jews” also began a
movement to locate and restore the re-
maining physical traces of the Jewish
presence in Poland, including synagogues
and cemeteries. In the early 1980s, the
Citizens Committee for the Protection of
Jewish Cemeteries and Cultural Monu-
ments was established, becoming a focus
for Jewish activism.

Such activism struck a responsive chord
with a portion of the broader Polish pub-
lic. By the late 1980s, a significant market

was eager to read literature on Jewish
themes, especially works by previous gen-
erations of Polish Jewish writers such
as Julian Tuwim, Adolf Rudnicki, Julian
Stryjkowski, and, above all, I. B. Singer.
There were also demands for Jewish folk
art and Jewish food. Public interest in
Jewish matters was particularly stimu-
lated by the appearance in 1987 of an
article entitled “The Poor Poles Look at
the Ghetto,” by Catholic intellectual Jan
BËoáski, which called, inter alia, for ac-
knowledgment that the history of Polish
Jewry was an essential component of the
history of Poland. Such acknowledgment
was presented as crucial to Polish society’s
working through the legacy of the Holo-
caust.

All of these trends were intensified with
the fall of Communist rule in the 1990s.
Assisted by philanthropies from abroad,
most notably the U.S.-based Ronald
Lauder Foundation, the Polish Jewish
community employed two rabbis, oper-
ated a small network of Jewish schools
and summer camps, and sustained several
Jewish periodicals and book series events.
Academic Jewish studies programs were
established at Warsaw University and the
Jagiellonian University in Kraków. Kra-
ków became home to Fundacja Judaica,
which sponsored a wide range of cultural
and educational programs on Jewish
themes for a predominantly Polish audi-
ence. Trips to sites of Jewish interest be-
came an important component of Po-
land’s tourism industry. In 2000, Poland’s
Jewish population was estimated to have
risen to as many as 10,000 or 12,000.

The increasing visibility of Jews and
Jewish themes in postcommunist Polish
life also created a certain backlash, which
became particularly apparent during a
two-year debate (2000–2002) over revela-
tions concerning Poles from the town of
Jedwabne who had massacred the town’s
Jews in July 1941. It remains to be seen
how this backlash will influence the re-
cent Jewish revival.

[See also Holocaust and the biographies of
principal figures mentioned.]

• Yitzhak Arad, Ghetto in Flames: The Struggle
and Destruction of the Jews in Vilna in the Holo-
caust (Jerusalem and New York, 1980); Yitzhak
Arad, Belzec, Sobibor, Treblinka: The Operation
Reinhard Death Camps (Bloomington, Ind.,
1987); Jan BËoáski, “The Poor Poles Look at
the Ghetto: Polish-Jewish Relations during
the Second World War,” in My Brother’s
Keeper?: Recent Polish Debates on the Holocaust,
ed. Antony Polonsky, pp. 34–52 (London and
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A wall painting in a synagogue being restored, Kraków, 1989. (Edward Serotta / Centropa)



New York, 1990); Lucjan Dobroszycki, Survi-
vors of the Holocaust in Poland: A Portrait Based
on Jewish Community Records, 1944–1947
(Armonk, N.Y., 1994); David Engel, In the
Shadow of Auschwitz: The Polish Government-
in-Exile and the Jews, 1939–1942 (Chapel Hill,
N.C., 1987); David Engel, Facing a Holocaust:
The Polish Government-in-Exile and the Jews,
1943–1945 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1993); David
Engel, Ben shiÕrur li-veriÕah: Nitsole ha-sho’ah
be-Polin veha-ma’avak ‘al hanhagatam, 1944–
1946 (Tel Aviv, 1996); David Engel, “Patterns
of Anti-Jewish Violence in Poland, 1944–
1946,” Yad Vashem Studies 26 (1998): 43–85;
Jan T. Gross, Neighbors: The Destruction of the
Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland (Prince-
ton, 2001); Israel Gutman, The Jews of War-
saw, 1939–1943: Ghetto, Underground, Revolt,
trans. Ina Friedman (Bloomington, Ind.,
1982); Israel Gutman and Shmuel Krakowski,
Unequal Victims: Poles and Jews during World
War Two (New York, 1986); Dov Levin, The
Lesser of Two Evils: Eastern European Jewry un-
der Soviet Rule, 1939–1941, trans. Naftali
Greenwood (Philadelphia, 1995); CzesËaw
Madajczyk, Polityka III Rzeszy w okupowanej
Polsce: Okupacja Polski, 1939–1945 (Warsaw,
1970); Shmuel Spector, The Holocaust of
Volhynian Jews, 1941–1944, tr. Jerzy Michalo-
wicz (Jerusalem, 1990); Michael C. Steinlauf,
Bondage to the Dead: Poland and the Memory of
the Holocaust (Syracuse, N.Y., 1997); Isaiah
Trunk, Judenrat: The Jewish Councils in Eastern
Europe under Nazi Occupation (New York,
1972).

—David Engel

POLIAKOV FAMILY, nineteenth-cen-
tury Russian entrepreneurs whose activi-
ties included railway construction, bank-
ing, commerce, and philanthropy. The
family included three brothers, Ya‘akov
(Yakov), Shemu’el (Samuil), and Eli‘ezer
(Lazar); they came from a merchant fam-
ily in Dubrovna (near Vitebsk) and re-
ceived traditional Jewish as well as mod-
ern educations.

Ya‘akov Poliakov (1832–1909) began
his career in the liquor business. At some
point he joined his brother Shemu’el’s
railway construction company and set-
tled in Saint Petersburg, where he worked
in banking and international commerce
and founded the Azov-Don Commercial
and the Don Land-Estate banks. He also
cultivated trade relations with Persia and
gained the concession to open a bank
there that was later bought by the Russian
government. Ya‘akov Poliakov’s business
enterprises suffered during the crisis of
1900–1903, and though he initially re-
covered, he lost his assets in the recession
that followed the 1905 Revolution.

Poliakov was benevolent to both gen-

eral and Jewish institutions. Among other
organizations, from 1891 he assisted the
Jewish Colonization Association (ICA).
Recognizing his achievements, the Rus-
sian government awarded him with the
title of privy counselor, but nobility com-
mittees in Saint Petersburg refused to reg-
ister him. Only the aristocracy of Azov
(where he had extensive business deal-
ings) agreed to accept his title.

Shemu’el Poliakov (1837–1888), like his
brother Ya‘akov, started his business ca-
reer as a liquor merchant. He later worked
as a contractor in road construction. Sup-
ported by Count Ivan Matveevich Tolstoi,
who was the minister of post and teleg-
raphy, Poliakov was granted rights to
build railways. Throughout the 1860s and
1870s, he built significant ones, includ-
ing the Kozlov–Rostov, Orlov–Griazskii,
Kursk–Kharkov, and Azov systems. Dur-
ing the Russian–Turkish War (1877–1878)
he built tracks for the army in Romania.
For his achievements, Shemu’el Poliakov
earned the title of privy counselor. None-
theless, his activities raised suspicions
(entangled with antisemitic overtones)
about the quality of his construction.

Poliakov donated funds to build the
first Russian school for training railway
workers (1867); he also subsidized high
schools. In the 1860s, he settled in Saint
Petersburg and served on the Jewish com-
munity council where he helped to build
a synagogue and provided assistance to
needy Jews. In 1880, he was one of the
founders of ORT, and he also funded reli-
gion courses for Jewish students study-
ing in Russian high schools near Vilna.
With his son Daniel, he built a housing
project for Jewish families in Bobruisk
(Bobruysk).

Eli‘ezer Poliakov (1842–1914), the
youngest brother, began his career as a
partner of Shemu’el Poliakov in railway
construction. After 1870, he worked inde-
pendently without totally breaking off
commercial contacts with his family. He
settled in Moscow where he built up a
financial empire consisting of five banks,
including the Poliakov Bank (formed in
1873). With his three sons, he owned a
variety of company shares, and with his
brother Ya‘akov he developed trade rela-
tions with Persia. He was recognized as a
leader of the Jewish community in Mos-
cow, and also subsidized vocational
schools in the Pale of Settlement. In his
hometown of Dubrovna, he built a textile
factory to employ Jews whose jobs had
been forfeited to industries in Poland. As

was the case with his brothers, Eli‘ezer
Poliakov lost his assets during the reces-
sion of 1908, and his commercial projects
were ruined by the policies of the Russian
government that discriminated against
Jewish-owned businesses.

• Valerii Gessen, K istorii Sankt-Peterburgskoi
evreiskoi religioznoi obshchini: Ot pervykh
evreyev do XX veka (Saint Petersburg, 2000);
Vadim Sekhovich, “Bylo u ottsa tri syna . . . ,”
Belorusskaia delovaia gazeta, no. 445 (26 Febru-
ary 1998), available online at www.ort.spb.ru/
history/poliakov1.htm; Iurii Snopov, Istoriia
moskovskoi obshchini (2001), available online
at www.jgs.ru/dor/moscow.htm.

—Simeon Kreis

POLISH LITERATURE. This overview
examines Jewish literary creativity in Pol-
ish, its historical and artistic roots, and its
place in Polish literature. It focuses on
those authors who defined themselves as
Jewish by exploring Jewish themes: paint-
ing their own self-portraits as Jews, de-
picting Jewish social life and spiritual ex-
perience, and enriching Polish literature
with forms, contents, and symbolism
rooted in the Jewish tradition.

The Slow Beginnings
Despite centuries of Jewish residence in

the country, Jews’ use of Polish as a means
of literary expression was a relatively late
phenomenon. Their integration into Pol-
ish “national” culture as its consumers
and active contributors lagged behind
similar processes in Western European so-
cieties. Until the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, Polish Jewry was almost en-
tirely Yiddish speaking. Although many
Jews used Polish vernacular in everyday
contact with their neighbors, writing in
Polish was uncommon. The explanation
for this late start might include the exten-
sive cultural autonomy Polish Jews en-
joyed in the early modern period; their
distinctive religious traditions and late
secularization; the particular legal and so-
cioeconomic conditions prevailing in Po-
land; and demographic factors (the sheer
size of the community and its compact
settlement patterns)—all of which im-
peded earlier linguistic and cultural inte-
gration.

Jewish participation in Polish cultural
life was conditional on the progress of
linguistic Polonization, which began
with the appearance, in the early nine-
teenth century, of a new social stratum:
a Polish-speaking Jewish intelligentsia
that acted as a bridge between Polish and
Jewish societies. Its emergence was a by-
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