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The article analyzes two opposing trends that have emerged in Polish postcommunist 
historiography with regard to the antisemitic cliché of the procommunist and pro-So-
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ish political thought during the interwar period and its persistence during and after 
World War II. At the center of the analysis is the application of this cliché in the debate 
about the Jedwabne massacre on July 10, 1941, by four (ethno)nationalist historians: 
Marek Jan Chodakiewicz, Bogdan Musiał, Tomasz Strzembosz, and Marek Wierz-
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T he collapse of communism has had an enormous impact on 
the historiography of Eastern Europe, opening up a vast new 
realm for historical research. This new situation has already 

borne fruit in various fields. The study of the German historian 
 Dieter Pohl on the Holocaust in Eastern Galicia and the work of 
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American historian Timothy Snyder on the ethnic cleansing of Poles 
in Volhynia during World War II are good illustrations of this new 
trend.1 In Polish historiography, some important changes have also 
taken place with respect to the development of social history, which, 
prior to 1989, was neglected in the country and in émigré circles, in 
local and regional histories, and in studies of the post-1945 commu-
nist period and of the ethnic and cultural minorities that dwelled in 
Polish territories in the past.2 

Polish-Jewish relations and the Holocaust are subjects that Polish 
historians have begun to study in earnest since the fall of communism. 
Previously, these “difficult topics” either were entirely omitted from his-
torical research or were presented in a one-sided manner. Recent works 
on various aspects of antisemitism by Jolanta Żyndul, Dariusz Libionka, 
and Małgorzata Domagalska, among others, represent examples of 
new solid research into areas considered challenging for both Polish 
popular memory and Polish historical consciousness.3 They also exem-
plify a new trend aimed at integrating the history of Polish Jews into the 
field of modern Polish social history and, thus, diminishing the divi-
sion between Jewish and Polish histories.

This division was dominant prior to 1939, when the understanding 
of Polish history tended to be an expression of the culture of the 
dominant national group—ethnic Poles—and its values only.4 Thus, 
it was based on an ethnic rather than a civic model of nationalism ac-
cording to which the (ethnic/Catholic) Poles were recognized as a 
host nation vis-à-vis national, ethnic, and cultural minorities that in-
habited the territories of the newly reemerged Polish state in 1918. 
The histories of Polish Jews and other national and ethnic minorities 
were, therefore, not treated as an integral part of Polish history, nor 
were Jewish historians who investigated the past of Polish Jewry con-
sidered historians of Polish society. This phenomenon is reflected in 
major prewar historical journals such as Kwartalnik Historyczny (His-
torical Quarterly). For example in a 1937 article dedicated to the so-
cial and economic development of Polish cities, Stefan Inglot, a 
well-known historian, devoted just one short paragraph to the main 
agent of urbanization in Poland—Jews—and, in the same paragraph, 
he relied on other Polish scholars who portrayed the Polish Jews not 
as an integral part of the Polish middle class but as outsiders.5 

Since 1989, the integration of the history of Polish Jews and other 
minorities and of the Holocaust into the social history of Poland has 
been a challenging task, closely related to the ongoing process of 
transforming Poland into a civil society based on an inclusive civic, 
pluralistic model of nationalism that treats minorities and their cul-
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tures as an integral part of Polish community and its heritage.6 A new 
look at Polish history is a particularly vital part of this transformation 
because contemporary Poland is so ethnically and culturally homog-
enous. Many important political and cultural figures have endorsed 
this transformation, but resistance still exists in the spheres of poli-
tics and culture. In spite of many historians’ impressive efforts to treat 
minorities as an integral part of Polish history, obstacles remain in 
the historiography and historical consciousness.

The primary obstacle lies in the tenacity of the exclusivist ethnon-
ationalistic legacy. Contemporary Polish historians have continued to 
rehearse the tropes of this ethnonationalist history, particularly in re-
cent writings on Polish-Jewish relations during the Soviet occupation 
of Poland between September 17, 1939, and June 22, 1941. These writ-
ings are characterized by a mosaic of questionable assumptions that 
have acquired a substantial stability since 1945 both in historical writ-
ing and in popular memory. Historians of the ethnonationalist school 
do not shy away from expressing popularly held prejudices against 
Jews and other minorities. In particular, they continue to perpetuate 
the ahistorical stereotype of the pro-Soviet, pro-communist, and 
anti-Polish Jew. The historical debate on Jan T. Gross’s Neighbors—in 
which the author investigates and interprets the murder on July 10, 
1941, of the local Jewish community of Jedwabne by its ethnic Polish 
neighbors—and post-debate writings are good illustrations of the 
scope of this latter phenomenon.7 

In this article, I will discuss the approaches to the notion of the pro-
communist, pro-Soviet, and anti-Polish Jew that developed before, dur-
ing, and after the debate about Jedwabne. During the debate, Gross and 
his supporters referred to the notion of Judeo-communism (Żydoko-
muna) as an antisemitic cliché, whereas Gross’s opponents, to varying 
degrees, treated it as an actual historical fact.8 In the latter group, 
Judeo-communism served the purpose of rationalizing and explaining 
the participation of ethnic Poles in killing their Jewish neighbors and, 
thus, in minimizing the criminal nature of the murder. Despite some 
differences in their interpretations and their approaches, Marek Jan 
Chodakiewicz, Bogdan Musiał, and Tomasz Strzembosz have all incon-
sistently argued that the image of the pro-Soviet and anti-Polish Jew was 
rooted in historical reality. To validate their position, they refer to pri-
mary wartime sources of varying origin, including Jewish testimonies.9 
Marek Wierzbicki also refers to the concept of the pro-Soviet and anti-
Polish Jews, though his treatment of this concept differs to some signifi-
cant degree from the position of the other historians mentioned above.10 
I will discuss all of these approaches in detail later in this article. 
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In order to understand the stereotype of the pro-Soviet and anti-
Polish Jew in contemporary historical writing, we need some back-
ground on the concept of Judeo-communism and on the Soviet 
occupation of Polish territories in 1939–41. 

The Stereotype of Judeo-Communism

No comprehensive historical work currently exists on the cliché of the 
pro-communist and pro-Soviet Jew, neither in respect to Poland nor in 
respect to other East-Central and East European countries where this 
stereotype has reemerged in popular memory and popular and profes-
sional history writing in the post-communist period.11 In the past, histo-
rians tended to skirt around the subject of the participation of Jews in 
the twentieth-century radical left-wing movements in Eastern Europe, 
not only because of the difficulties of obtaining data on the subject but 
also because of concerns about the possibility of their works being 
(mis)used by right-wing radicals in order to reinforce the antisemitic 
Judeo-communist cliché.12 Nevertheless, after 1989, this situation 
changed.13 New historical studies based on previously unavailable data 
and presenting new interpretations of Jewish participations in the com-
munist movements, communist regimes, and communist apparatus of 
terror have gradually begun to emerge.14 These studies provide a more 
nuanced picture of the relationship between Jews and communism and 
communist regimes, and between the concept of Judeo-communism 
and the actual participation of Jews in communist movements and re-
gimes in the region. These works elucidate the intellectual dangers of 
applying the stereotype of Judeo-communism as a departure point for 
the study of the participation of Jews in communist regimes, their role 
in communist leaderships, and communism in the region. They also in-
dicate that the visibility of Jews in Communist Party leadership on both 
local and national levels and the access of Jews to professions and pub-
lic civil offices that were closed to them in pre-communist periods 
tended to strengthen the antisemitic stereotype of Judeo-communism. 

In Poland, the concept of the anti-Polish and pro-Soviet Jew was rein-
forced during the Soviet occupation of eastern Polish territories in 
1939–41. Yet that notion pre-dates the occupation, and an exploration 
of its impact on the belief system of the local populations prior to 1939 is 
essential to understand and interpret the wartime events. In fact, with-
out taking into account the role of this stereotype in political discourse 
and its impact on society at that time, it is impossible to fully grasp the 
“dark” aspects of Polish-Jewish relations during World War II. 
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The image of the secularized and radically left-wing Jew who aims 
to take over Poland and undermine the foundations of the Christian 
world has a long history in Poland, going back to the first half of the 
nineteenth century. Two conservative writers, Julian Ursyn Niemce-
wicz and Zygmunt Krasiński, originally expressed it in their works.15 
By the end of the nineteenth century, the cliché had entered modern 
Polish political and ideological discourse. By the beginning of the 
second decade of the twentieth century, right-wing nationalistic, con-
servative, and Catholic elites were using the cliché of the Bolshevik 
Jew as a powerful tool to evaluate political and social realities. 

The victory of the Bolshevik Revolution in November 1917 and the 
subsequent establishment of the first communist state raised a wide-
spread fear of communism in all of Europe. This fear went hand in hand 
with the identification of Jews with communism, which was enhanced 
by the sudden promotion of Jews, who had previously been excluded 
from positions of power in Russia, to political positions in the new So-
viet government and state apparatus. It was also reinforced by the Proto-
cols of the Elders of Zion, a Russian forgery that accused Jews of seeking, 
through devious means, an absolute power over Christian societies of 
Europe.16 Thus, the specter of Judeo-communism was given life again.

In Poland, the right-wing nationalistic press frequently categorized 
the newly established Soviet Russian political system as the Judeo-Bol-
shevik political threat endangering the existence of Poles and other na-
tions.17 The identification of Jews with Bolshevism was strengthened 
during the Polish-Soviet War of 1920, in which the Soviets constituted 
an actual threat to the Polish state. Yet by the late 1920s, when the first 
communist state ceased to endanger the existence of Poland in any tan-
gible way, the intertwined identification of the Soviet Union and com-
munism with Jews remained powerful and potent.18 

The right-wing nationalist and Catholic discourse about the nature 
of communism also contributed to the further reinforcement of the 
stereotype of the anti-Polish, pro-communist, and pro-Soviet Jew. The 
discourse defined communism as an ideology and a movement in total 
opposition to a Polish national identity, Polish statehood, and Polish 
ethos. The right portrayed communism as a foreign ideology that was 
intrinsically incompatible with the Christian Polish society. No doubt 
the fact that all communist parties in interwar Poland supported a non-
national agenda and viewed the newly reemerged “bourgeois Poland” 
as an enemy of the working class and of Marxist revolution was condu-
cive to the strengthening of this definition of communism.

The interpretation of communism as alien and totally incompatible 
with the “spirit” of the Polish people became popular in the interwar 
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period, but it was not new. We see it first in the conservative and nation-
alist writings prior to 1918.19 For example, at the end of the nineteenth 
century, conservative political thinker Paweł Chościak Popiel claimed 
that “Polish society was immune to the disease of communism” because 
of its strong Catholic traditions and because its social structure was 
characterized by a lack of a “developed modern proletariat.”20 Although 
Popiel predicted that communism could, in the future, gain popularity 
in Polish society, he described those attracted to it as “fanatical follow-
ers with superficial minds.”21 In the 1930s, some of the most radical 
right-wing nationalist authors defined those who were influenced by 
communism (and by other modern trends considered anti-Polish) as 
“gente Polonii, nationae Judaei”—as individuals who thought and 
acted like Jews.22 They claimed that such individuals were born out of 
“the dangerous physical exposure” to Jews and the “Jewish way of think-
ing.” Thus, they were categorized as standing outside the core of “the 
healthy branch of the Polish nation.”

It is interesting to note that, in some anti-communist writings, 
communist Jews appear to be defined in much harsher terms than 
non-Jewish members of the communist movements. In a study of the 
leadership of the Communist Party of Poland (KPP) that claims to be 
the first anti-communist work on the subject, Jan Alfred Reguła de-
picted the Jewish communists as the worst type.23 In contrast to com-
munists belonging to other national and ethnic groups, Reguła 
categorized the Jewish communists, including Rosa Luxemburg, as 
disloyal and untrustworthy, lacking culture and personal integrity. 
Like other authors with a similar mindset, Reguła attributed these 
negative characteristics to the allegedly intrinsically non-national 
(beznarodowy) or “intra-national” (międzynaród) Jewish character.24

The fact that Jews constituted a visible group within the leadership 
of the KPP, the chief pro-Soviet communist party in interwar Poland, 
reinforced the stereotype of Żydokomuna. According to various esti-
mates, Jews constituted between 20 and 40 percent of the members of 
the KPP in the 1920s. The Ukrainian and Belarusan minorities consti-
tuted a similar percentage of the KPP’s membership. According to the 
most recent careful studies, the three-million-strong Polish Jewish com-
munity was a keen supporter of the interwar government known as the 
Sanacja.25 The support for communism among Polish Jews was minute: 
the highest estimated figures in the late 1920s vary between 5 and 7 
percent.26 In the 1930s, the highest estimated number of Jewish mem-
bers in the communist movement is 10,000 individuals.27 Thus, Jewish 
members of the KPP and other communist movements constituted only 
a small fraction of the Jewish community. The majority of Polish Jews 
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were neither communists nor communist supporters; in fact, they con-
stituted a highly diverse population, representing all shades of Ortho-
dox, Zionist, and Bundist (socialist) members, supporters, and 
sympathizers. In spite of the range of ideological affiliations among in-
terwar Polish Jews and their overwhelming support for the Sanacja gov-
ernment, the Polish right tended to view them through the lens of the 
stereotype of Judeo-communism. 

In post-1989 historiography, some scholars have either indicated or 
critically discussed the prejudicial nature of the antisemitic cliché of 
pro-communist and anti-Polish Jew in the right-wing nationalist politi-
cal propaganda and political thought of interwar Poland.28 However, 
some new works on attitudes toward communism in interwar Poland 
lack any references critical of the stereotype of Judeo-communism. 
This is the case with the first anthology of Polish texts on communism, 
published in English in 2000, in which Bogdan Szlachta, the editor, 
simply refrains from commenting on those that contain antisemitic 
tropes.29 For example, the reader is introduced without any critical 
commentary to the excerpt from Roman Dmowski’s article “W kwestii 
komunizmu,” which is a classic example of advocacy of the antisemitic 
cliché of Judeo-communism. According to Dmowski, the secularized 
left-wing Jew is depicted as the alien who constitutes an immediate 
threat to Christian culture and all European societies:

The origin of Marxism also explains another of its intellectual 
features. . . . For an out-and-out Marxist, the society in which he grew 
up and lives is alien. His moral attitude toward society closely resembles 
the attitude that Israel always took toward foreign people. It divides men 
into those whom one can and should proselytize and those who should 
be annihilated.30 

The concept of Judeo-communism as one of the most powerful 
tools of interpretation of communism in interwar Poland is also not 
wholly satisfactorily tackled in the first two-volume study of interwar 
Polish Soviet studies (sowietologia), published in Polish in 2004.31 The 
author, Marek Kornat, does recognize the existence of the antisemitic 
stereotype of Judeo-communism in the writings of the most radical 
nationalists and Catholic thinkers, such as the historian and philoso-
pher Feliks Koneczny.32 Yet Kornat displays a certain difficulty in dis-
cussing the stereotype in Dmowski’s works. Dmowski, considered the 
father of Polish modern (ethno)nationalism and the leader of Na-
tional Democracy, the chief Polish ethnonationalistic movement, was 
one of the main propagators of the stereotype of Judeo-communism 
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before and after 1918. In his limited discussion of Dmowski’s anti-
semitism, Kornat argues that Dmowski’s intellectual faculties had 
weakened as a result of his age in the 1930s, and therefore his ex-
treme anti-Jewish writings of that period cannot be treated seriously. 
Kornat seems to gloss over Dmowski’s earlier writings, preceding the 
1930s, in which the stereotype of the pro-Soviet and anti-Polish Jew is 
already fully developed and pronounced. He also seems to avoid ad-
dressing the question of the impact of the right-wing nationalist in-
terpretation of communism on cultural and political elites and its 
consequences in the realm of intellectual and political thought. He 
does not ask why the stereotype of Judeo-communism was so popular, 
in spite of the presence of liberal and socialist interpretations of com-
munism in interwar Poland that did not propagate the image of the 
Jews as a pro-Soviet and anti-Polish group and thus did not claim or-
ganic connections between communism and Jews. 

Given the zeal with which the right-wing, nationalist, and Catholic 
elites of the interwar period purveyed the stereotype of the anti-Pol-
ish and pro-communist Jew, the presence and the impact of this ste-
reotype on Polish-Jewish relations during the Soviet occupation of 
Poland in 1939–41 were, I argue below, significant.

The Soviet Occupation of Poland

In Polish historical terminology, the Soviet occupation of the Kresy—
the eastern territories of Poland—between September 17, 1939, and 
June 22, 1941, is known as the First Soviet Occupation. The main aim of 
the “Revolution from Abroad,” as Gross called the sovietization of West-
ern Ukraine and Western Belarus, was to integrate the annexed areas 
as rapidly as possible into the Soviet Union.33 A special situation devel-
oped in the area of Wilno (Vilnius), which the Soviets briefly occupied 
between September 17 and October 28, 1939, and handed over to the 
Lithuanians on October 30, 1939. The Soviets offered nominal inde-
pendence to Lithuania that lasted less than a year. In June 1940, the So-
viets incorporated the Vilnius region into the USSR. 

The Soviets aimed to achieve a swift integration of the Kresy by en-
couraging social revolution in the region.34 In the early stages of the in-
vasion, the Soviets dropped leaflets from the air inciting the Ukrainian, 
Belarusan, Jewish, and ethnic Polish workers to liberate themselves 
from the oppression of the Polish masters, “ jarzmo Polskich panów.”35 

In the first months of the Soviet occupation, ethnic Poles faced es-
pecially brutal treatment dictated by Soviet notions about whom they 
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could trust to execute their new policies on territories previously gov-
erned by their enemy, the “bourgeois” Polish state. The Soviets con-
sidered ethnic Poles to be the least trustworthy group of the 
conquered populations of the Kresy—less so, even, than members of 
the local Slavic and Jewish minorities. As a result, ethnic Poles who 
had held prominent positions in the prewar Polish state apparatus 
were the first targets of oppressive Soviet polices. They were instantly 
dismissed from offices. This included Polish police, the forest guards, 
the minor nobility of the borders, the landowners, and groups of Pol-
ish soldiers. In “courting” the Jewish, Ukrainian, and Belarusan mi-
norities, the Soviets skillfully exploited the bitterness aroused by the 
discriminatory anti-minorities policies and practices of the interwar 
Polish state. Yet, though Soviet policy was concerned with the cre-
ation of a new social order, it was never wholly committed to full-scale 
Ukrainization and Belarusification.

Deportations to remote areas of the Soviet Union were the most se-
vere form of Soviet oppression of all individuals considered either ac-
tual or potential enemies of the state.36 The first wave of mass 
deportation began on February 10, 1940. It marked the end of the tran-
sitional period and the establishment of a firm Soviet administrative 
structure in the Kresy. The victims of the first deportation numbered 
between 139,000 and 141,000 individuals, mainly Polish officials, set-
tlers, foresters and their families, members of the Polish intelligentsia, 
and better-off Ukrainian and Belarusan farmers and their families. A 
second wave of deportation, initiated on April 13, 1940, resulted in be-
tween 60,667 and 61,092 deportees. It included ethnic Poles, Jews, 
Ukrainians, and Belarusans. The third wave of deportations, already 
planned in March 1940, occurred at the end of June 1940. Most of its 
victims, estimated between 75,267 and 80,653, were refugees (bieżeńcy) 
from Nazi-occupied western and central parts of Poland who succeeded 
in escaping to Western Ukraine and Western Belarus during the early 
stage of the war. Polish Jews constituted a majority group among 
bieżeńcy. The fourth and final wave of deportation began less than a 
month before the Nazi attack on the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941. 
These deportees, estimated between 86,000 and 91,000, were from var-
ious regions, including Moldavia, Estonia, Lithuania, and Latvia. His-
torians have not yet established the percentage of Polish citizens, both 
ethnic Poles and Polish Jews from the Vilnius region, who were among 
the victims of this last deportation.37 

Poles in the Kresy resented Jews because of the widespread allega-
tions of a prominent Jewish role in establishing the new Soviet regime 
and in seeking the end of the Polish state. Images of Jews totally de-
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voted to building the hated communist system and to oppressing eth-
nic Poles filled the pages of Polish reports, statements, letters, and 
diaries of that time. Although it is difficult to establish exactly how 
many Jews (and other national groups) passively supported the Sovi-
ets and how many hated the new regime, it is nevertheless possible to 
argue that, except for large sections of the Jewish youth of the Kresy, 
who believed that communism would end national conflicts and 
bring social equality, the majority of Jews were clearly not commu-
nists. Neither were they supporters of the Soviet state who unani-
mously supported the Soviet occupation of Poland for “sinister 
reasons.” Some members of the Jewish community of the Kresy did 
express satisfaction or relief that the Second Republic had ended, but 
this has to be understood in the context of the anti-minorities’ dis-
crimination policies of the Second Republic and the intensified cul-
ture of antisemitism of the 1930s. Recent studies by Gross and 
Krzysztof Jasiewicz provide substantial evidence demonstrating that 
Jews as a group did not support the occupation of Poland. Yet the ste-
reotype of the pro-Soviet, pro-communist, and anti-Polish Jew was a 
widespread notion among ethnic Poles at the time of the Soviet occu-
pation and thereafter. 

My textual analysis of 26 reports, official notes, and letters sent in 
1940 and early 1941 to the London-based Polish government-in-exile 
from the Lwów (Lviv) and Wołyń (Volhyn) regions demonstrates that 
belief in the stereotype of Żydokomuna was prominent and that this 
belief influenced descriptions of the process of sovietization.38 Al-
though some of these reports and letters recognize divisions within 
the Jewish community in terms of support (or lack thereof) for the 
Soviet Union, they tend to view the Soviet occupation through the 
lens of Judeo-communism. This confirms Jasiewicz’s thesis on the 
transfer of responsibility for both the imposition and the crimes of 
the Soviet system primarily onto the Jews.39 Three examples will illus-
trate this phenomenon. 

In a six-page report entitled “Okupacja sowiecka,” (The Soviet Occu-
pation), written in the late summer of 1940, the anonymous author 
gives a detailed description of the Soviet conquest of the region.40 He 
divides the occupation into three chronological periods and describes 
Jews and Ukrainians as the chief persecutors of ethnic Poles during the 
first phase of occupation in October and November 1939. The author 
observes that the Soviets themselves had to put an end to these sponta-
neous anti-Polish activities, but he does not dwell on the causes of these 
outbursts. The issue of Polish policies and practices toward minorities 
in the interwar period does not feature at all in his report.
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Regarding Soviet deportations, the author acknowledges that eth-
nic Poles were not their sole targets; segments of Jewish and Ukrainian 
minorities were also deportees. He underscores a qualitative difference 
between the deportations of Jews and Ukrainians and that of ethnic 
Poles by stating that the deportation of the former groups had a purely 
preventative character, whereas in the case of the latter the Soviets 
aimed at destruction of the Polish “national substance.”41 In the section 
of the document on Polish, Jewish, and Ukrainian relations, the author 
acknowledges that a certain number of what he calls “rich Jews,” partic-
ularly those from Nazi-occupied Poland, sought rapprochement with 
the Poles. However, he then claims that the Jewish community at large 
was hostile to Poland and that Jews oppressed Poles.42 He characterizes 
the Jews as having usurped power in Western Ukraine on various levels 
of the Soviet state apparatus and Soviet economy. In order to show the 
scope of Jewish power, he also cites Ukrainian voices that recalled the 
pre-1939 Polish state with nostalgia and view the present regime as 
dominated by the Jews: “I thought that I lived in Ukraine, but it looks as 
though I am in Palestine.”43 The author insists that Polish and Ukrai-
nian agreement over Jews being Soviet agents had been conducive in 
some circles to Polish-Ukrainian rapprochement, though he considers 
only a small section of the Ukrainian population, mainly from the 
working and peasant classes, to have “come to their senses”—meaning 
that they supported the Polish state. In the section of the report on the 
behavior of ethnic Poles, the author underscores that, except for a few 
individuals such as the communist Wanda Wasilewska, Polish society as 
a whole rejected the Soviet system. Poles treated the regime with “dis-
gust and irony.” Furthermore, he asserts, they behaved impeccably dur-
ing the entire period of occupation, demonstrating courage and a will 
to survive the Soviet regime.

In “Uwagi co do sytuacji części Polski, zajętej przez wojska sow-
ieckie, kwiecień–czerwiec 1940r,” (Notes Concerning the Part of Po-
land Conquered by the Soviet Army), which covers the developments 
between April and June 1940, another anonymous author differenti-
ates between Jews supporting Poland and Jews supporting the Soviet 
Union.44 According to him, the latter decisively outnumbered the for-
mer. In the former group, he includes the masses of Jewish refugees 
from Nazi-occupied Poland and some sections of politically active 
Jewish intelligentsia in the Kresy. He categorizes them as an anti-So-
viet element that had been persecuted like the ethnic Polish popula-
tion. In the latter group, the author includes the majority of Jews of 
the Kresy (wszystkie inne elementy).45 He sees them as actively engaged 
in supporting the Soviet regime.
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In the introduction to a collection of letters entitled “Listy z krainy 
smutku, łez i nędzy” (From the Country of Sadness, Tears, and Pov-
erty), written in June 1940, the anonymous author states that all the 
information provided in the letters is true and completely precise.46 
In the first letter, “Mamy gości” (We Have Visitors), the author vividly 
describes the conquest of the Kresy.47 The ruthless Soviet takeover of 
power is attributed to the actions of the suddenly emerging red/Jew-
ish police (milicja czerwona/żydowska).48 Two individuals are mentioned 
in the letter: one is a member of the Ukrainian intelligentsia who is 
portrayed as a person who, though enjoying a high position in pre-
1939 Poland, betrayed the country. The second individual is a local 
Jewish lawyer. He is singled out as responsible for inviting the Red 
Army to the town. 

The First Attempt at Challenging the Stereotype

In 1993, seven years before the publication of Neighbors, Gross launched 
the first sharp attack on the uncritical use of the stereotype of Judeo-
communism in Polish history writing. In “The Jewish Community in 
the Soviet-Annexed Territories on the Eve of the Holocaust,” which is a 
sociological analysis of the impact of sovietization on the Jewish com-
munities of eastern Poland prior to 1939, Gross forcefully argues 
against the use of this stereotype as an explanation of violence commit-
ted by Poles against Jews during and after World War II. Furthermore, 
Gross exposes the intellectual weaknesses of the conceptualization of 
Polish-Jewish relations through the lens of Judeo-communism, and he 
convincingly explains its roots. He views both the lack of questioning 
and the direct incorporation of Polish wartime testimonies from the 
Soviet-occupied Kresy (which “speak volumes” about “the willing and 
widespread Jewish collaboration with the Soviets and anti-Polish senti-
ments among Jews”) as “an uncritical dullness on the part of histori-
ans.”49 He also warns historians that an uncritical approach to primary 
archival sources without understanding antisemitic tropes leads to 
faulty historical interpretations of events.

In his article, Gross does not deny the existence of ethnic tensions 
between Poles and Jews under the Soviet occupation of Poland in 1939–
41. Nor does he deny that many Jewish youth were Communist Party 
members and communist sympathizers who joined the Soviet state ap-
paratus in the first months of the Soviet occupation of the region. But 
he does not use these historical developments in order to pass judg-
ment on the Jewish community, as has been common practice in post-
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1945 Polish historiography and popular memory. Instead, he places the 
group of Jewish members of Communist parties and their sympathiz-
ers within a broader social history of the entire Jewish community. 
Gross concludes that support for communism was “unrepresentative of 
the spiritual or mental outlook predominant among the shtetl Jews.”50 
In the discussion of the relationship between the Soviet regime and the 
Jewish minority, he also provides a nuanced picture of the variety of 
Jewish responses to the Soviet occupation and of Soviet policies toward 
Jews and other national and ethnic groups. 

Gross’s approach to the pre-1939 Soviet policies and practices in 
the eastern Polish territories differs from the dominant paradigm of 
post-1945 Polish historical writing on the subject. He analyzes the so-
vietization process not through the lens of one ethnic/national 
group—the ethnic Poles—but from the perspective of a scholar aim-
ing to explore the political, social, and cultural complexities of sovi-
etization—in particular, the relationship between the regime and 
individual agency.51 He convincingly argues that, regardless of the 
ethnicity and nationality of individuals, opportunism was the typical 
response to the Soviet occupation. He interprets the Soviet state as a 
totalitarian regime that initially gave the impression of a just system 
in which equality of rights for all its citizens would be realized but, 
soon after, transformed all of its citizens, regardless of their national-
ity, into “prisoners without rights.”52 

Gross’s essay “A Tangled Web,” published in English in 2000, is a 
continuation of his polemics with the Polish historical paradigm that 
harbors the stereotype of the pro-communist and anti-Polish Jew.53 
Two years earlier, Gross had presented a version of “A Tangled Web” 
to the Polish audience in a slim book, Upiorna dekada: Trzy eseje na 
temat wzajemnych relacji między Żydami, Polakami, Niemcami i komunis-
tami w latach 1939–1948 (Ghastly Decade: Three Essays on the Theme 
of Relations among Jews, Poles, Germans, and Communists in 1939–
1948). Except for one limited discussion, raised and published by the 
editors of the liberal Catholic monthly Więź, the book did not arouse 
much interest among historians or the general public in Poland.54 

The response to Gross’s next book, Neighbors: The Destruction of the 
Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland, dramatically differed from the re-
sponse to Upiorna dekada. It generated the longest lasting and most in-
tense public debate in fully sovereign post-communist Poland. Why? 

Neighbors contains the sharpest, most impatient and most compel-
ling criticism of the historical paradigm of Polish-Jewish relations 
during World War II, a paradigm built on anti-Jewish concepts and 
assumptions as well as on the narratives of total and unquestionable 
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Polish victimhood and overwhelming Polish support for and solidar-
ity with Polish Jews.55 Everything in this book—its content, its terse 
narrative mode, and its language—challenges the simplified, naïve, 
and one-sided vision of modern Polish history. This is an unconven-
tional history book, aligned with the more theoretically oriented dis-
ciplines of sociology and political studies, and some of its critics did 
not take this into account in their analysis of it. 

In confronting the antisemitic cliché of the pro-Soviet and anti-
Polish Jew in Neighbors, Gross goes farther than in his previous works: 
he presents new empirical evidence to support a entirely new thesis of 
Polish-Jewish relations in World War II. Gross confronts Polish histo-
rians with “unthinkable events,” particularly the mass murder of Jews 
by their Polish neighbors in Jedwabne on July 10, 1941. One of his 
main theses challenges the popular historical interpretation of out-
bursts of anti-Jewish violence in wartime and early postwar periods as 
revenge for the active participation of Jews in the Soviet regime. Gross 
demonstrates that the local Jews murdered in the Jedwabne massacre 
were not collaborators en masse with the Soviet occupiers and that, 
in fact, a fair number of local Poles from Jedwabne could be found 
among those collaborators between 1939 and 1941 and again in 
1944–45.56 Thus, Neighbors not only calls for the rejection of prejudi-
cial assumptions and one-sided explanations and interpretations of 
the behavior of Jews and of Polish-Jewish relations in World War II 
but also challenges these assumptions in a forceful, impatient man-
ner. Gross engages in polemics with the historians in a way that dem-
onstrates his increasing disappointment with the intellectual 
conditions of Polish historiography at the end of the first decade of 
fully sovereign Poland: the perpetuation of prejudicial views and bi-
ased narratives or their uncritical acceptance and tolerance. 

Challenging the Stereotype in the Post-Jedwabne Era

The debate about the Jedwabne massacre and the post-debate histori-
cal writings illustrate two opposing schools of thought in Polish histo-
riography: the first employs anti-Jewish prejudices in interpretations 
of Polish-Jewish relations before, during, and after the Soviet occupa-
tion of Polandin 1939–41, and the second challenges such prejudices. 
Historians who represent the former group are advocates of an eth-
nonationalist vision of Polish history inherited from the past that only 
allows for the heroic and suffering visions of Poland and that views 
ethnic Poles as the generous host group vis-à-vis ethnic and religious 
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minorities. Historians who represent the latter group are champions 
of a vision of Polish history that recognizes both the heroic and the 
anti-heroic or non-heroic pages of national history. They concentrate 
on the exploration of the particular dark pages of history because 
the dominant paradigm of post-1945 Polish historiography sup-
pressed them. Thus, their occupation with the negative aspects of na-
tional history carries a sense of urgency: to create a more truthful 
and complex historical narrative of the country and society.

Andrzej Żbikowski, Dariusz Libionka, and Krzysztof Jasiewicz, be-
long to the latter school. These three historians see the notion of the 
pro-Soviet and anti-Polish Jew as an antisemitic stereotype. This posi-
tion, though not always explicitly voiced, constitutes a point of depar-
ture in their analyses of Polish Jewish relations before and during 
World War II. 

 In his article “Pogromy i mordy ludności żydowskiej w Łomżyńskiem 
i na Białostocczyznie latem 1941 roku w świetle relacji ocalałych Żydów 
i dokumentów sądowych” (Pogroms and Massacres of the Jewish Popu-
lation in the Summer of 1941 in the Łomża and Białystok Regions in 
Light of Jewish Accounts and Court Documents), Żbikowski describes 
in great detail the anti-Jewish violence that took place in the Łomża re-
gion during the summer of 1941.57 He attributes these outbursts to 
many causes, including Polish antisemitism, economic factors, the So-
viet occupation, and the wartime situation. The weak aspects of 
Żbikowski’s work are that he does not examine the dynamics between 
the various causes of anti-Jewish violence, does not focus on broader 
contextualization of the violence, and does not attempt a comparative 
analysis. Nevertheless, he provides a complex and plausible picture of 
the mechanism of the massacres in various localities. He also identifies 
certain patterns of the violence. His work is based on the traditional 
Rankean history-writing model, aiming at capturing the details of a 
singular event and discussing its causes and its consequences. In his 
analysis, Żbikowski does not use any historical events or prejudicial per-
ceptions to minimize both the nature and the consequences of the vio-
lence. Nor does he justify the actions of the local Poles involved in the 
massacres of the Jews. In the discussion of the role of the Germans in 
inciting anti-Jewish violence, Żbikowski expresses skepticism about the 
plausibility of claims that Nazi Germans were the sole architects of the 
violence and forced Polish populations to participate in it. (These ar-
guments were used against Gross by representatives of the “self-de-
fense” camp in the Jedwabne debate.) 

Libionka’s work on the Roman Catholic Church’s attitudes toward 
Jews in northeastern Poland prior to 1939 is the most important con-
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tribution to the study of antisemitic propaganda in the region. Like 
Żbikowski’s article, Libionka’s study appeared in the first volume of 
Wokół Jedwabnego (Around Jedwabne).58 Libionka closely examines 
the various antisemitic positions within the institutionalized local 
Roman Catholic Church prior to the Soviet occupation of the Łomża 
region and puts forward a thesis about the damaging impact of the 
Church’s anti-Jewish propaganda on the local ethnic (non-elite) Pol-
ish population. At the time, the Roman Catholic Church represented 
the main moral and cultural authority for the majority of the local 
population. Libionka’s article exposes the difficulties that a historian 
encounters in analyzing the impact of antisemitic propaganda when 
the available empirical evidence is limited and when important parts 
of it cannot be fully recovered because of the passage of time. Libi-
onka insists that research into prejudicial attitudes (which some 
scholars treat as “an esoteric subject” because of the difficulty of gar-
nering data) is vital for understanding human action: an antisemitic 
culture has to be considered as one of the major factors in the expla-
nation of anti-Jewish actions. His work reveals that research into prej-
udicial attitudes cannot be dismissed as irrelevant on the grounds of 
limited and fragmentary empirical data. His nuanced analysis based 
on such data indicates that prejudicial views expressed toward Jews 
had a direct impact on anti-Jewish actions in the summer of 1941. 

In “Pierwsi po diable”: Elity sowieckie w okupowanej Polsce, 1939–1941 
(“The First Ones Behind the Devil”: The Soviet Elite in Occupied Po-
land, 1939–1941 [The Region of Nowogródek, Polesie, and Wilna]), a 
detailed three-part study of the participation of different ethnic 
groups in the Soviet state apparatus and administration in the entire 
region of Western Belarus, Jasiewicz directly challenges the paradigm 
in Polish historiography that advocates the stereotype of pro-Soviet, 
pro-communist, and anti-Polish Jews. In a style partially imitating 
Gross’s voice, Jasiewicz asserts that historians approach certain sub-
jects in a manner that simply confirms their position on the subject 
held prior to embarking on the investigation of the subject: “We [his-
torians] take into account just what we want to and nothing more 
than that.”59 Jasiewicz’s discussion of most historians’ approach to-
ward “national history” suggests that it did not differ significantly 
from the historical vision among the general public.60 Thus, one can 
infer from his reflections that historians tend to draw on the stock of 
moral and cultural sentiments that are present in the community 
with which they identify. 

Jasiewicz’s detailed statistical analysis of Soviet primary sources 
demonstrates that collaboration with the Soviet regime was cross-eth-
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nic and that it encompassed not only Jewish and Slavic national mi-
norities of the Kresy but also ethnic Poles. His textual study of 237 
wartime testimonies of Polish soldiers in the Anders Army confirms 
Gross’s thesis about the prejudicial nature of their content with re-
gard to the image of Polish Jews and Polish-Jewish relations. Jasiewicz 
demonstrates that many of these testimonies are full of contradictory 
statements about Jews, Jewish collaboration with the Soviets, and the 
concept of collaboration.61 In 85 of the testimonies, Jewish collabora-
tion with the Soviets is not mentioned, and the suffering of ethnic 
Poles is attributed to the coercive power of the Soviet regime. In 88 
testimonies, their authors blame Jews for the discrimination and suf-
fering of the Poles but fail to provide any concrete examples of Jewish 
collaboration. Only 18 testimonies provide concrete cases of Jewish 
collaboration with the Soviet regime. Jasiewicz demonstrates that, in 
spite of the small number of concrete examples, the perception of 
Judeo-communism is still pronounced in 161 testimonies. Within 
these, 34 testimonies blame Jews alone for the tragedy of the Poles. 

Jasiewicz elucidates that,though Jews did not constitute the majority 
group in the Soviet state apparatus and the Narodny Komissariat Vnu-
trennikh Del (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs; NKVD), eth-
nic Poles attributed the most negative aspects of the Soviet occupation 
to Jews. Poles transferred blame for the Soviet crimes from the Russian 
invaders onto Polish Jews. Jasiewicz’s plausible explanation for this is 
that the belief in Judeo-communism was fully “installed” in people’s 
mindsets prior to the Soviet occupation. The pre-1939 casting of Jews 
as a pro-communist and anti-Polish group left a powerful legacy on Pol-
ish-Jewish relations under the Soviet occupation. It resulted in the out-
bursts of hostile behavior toward Jews under Nazi occupation and, in 
turn, led to the justification and rationalization of anti-Jewish hostili-
ties in the summer of 1941 in the Łomża region. It also reinforced the 
image of the Pole as victim vis-à-vis the Jew.62 

Ethnonationalist History and the Stereotype

The main representatives of the post-1989 historiography, character-
ized by prejudicial views toward Jews and other minorities, are Marek J. 
Chodakiewicz, Marek Wierzbicki, Bogdan Musiał, and the late Tomasz 
Strzembosz. These historians belong to the school of (ethno)nationalist 
history writing in which the themes of martyrdom and victimhood of 
ethnic Poles vis-à-vis other groups play a key role in shaping their argu-
ments and interpretations.63 
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Chodakiewicz’s works represent the most extreme end of the spec-
trum of the contemporary mainstream ethnonationalist school of 
history writing.64 The following features characterize all his writ-
ings.65 His vision of modern Polish history is rooted in the right-wing 
ethnonationalistic ideology that originated in the pre-1939 National 
Democracy movement and its extreme formations. His interpretation 
of Polish-Jewish relations in World War II and in the early postwar pe-
riod, 1944–47, is based on the concept of a zero-sum conflict between 
ethnic Poles and Jews. Chodakiewicz casts the two communities as 
separate nations engaged in the struggle for survival without noting 
that they were part of one society in which ethnic Poles represented 
the dominant majority group and Polish Jews were one of the ethnic/
national minorities. Even when he acknowledges that Polish Jews 
were a minority, as he does in Massacre in Jedwabne, he regards them 
primarily as the carrier of a culture intrinsically incompatible with 
the culture of ethnic, Christian Poles.66

In contemporary Polish historiography, Chodakiewicz is perhaps 
the first historian who repeatedly uses conflict as the explanation of 
anti-Jewish violence in modern Poland.67 This interpretation serves 
two purposes: one is to neutralize anti-Jewish violence by making it 
“guilt free”; the other is to dismiss antisemitism as one of the main 
causes of anti-Jewish hostilities.68 In many ways, his interpretation of 
anti-Jewish hostilities is close to the interwar ethnonationalist inter-
pretation of the anti-Jewish violence of 1918–20 and National Democ-
racy’s interpretation of antisemitism in general. One could easily 
reach the conclusion, reading Chodakiewicz’s arguments, that the 
Jews were themselves responsible for what happened to them: “They 
received the type of antisemitism they deserved” (Żydzi mają taki anty-
semityzm na jaki zasługują), as one of the interwar popular National 
Democracy sayings claimed.69 

In his latest book on Jedwabne, Chodakiewicz reverses the inter-
pretation of the murder of Polish Jews on July 10, 1941, to the pre-
2000 version, according to which it was the Germans who orchestrated 
and perpetrated the Jedwabne massacre. He claims that only a very 
small number of Poles took part in the massacre and that Germans 
coerced some of them into participating. He also claims that among 
the few willing Polish collaborators were Volksdeutsche (Polish citi-
zens of German origin) and petty criminals—the latter, presumably, 
did not belong to the core of the healthy Polish community. Choda-
kiewicz’s position on the participation of ethnic Poles in the massacre 
is also encapsulated in the following concluding remarks: “Claims 
that some ethnic Poles participated in the killing of Jews are plausible 
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enough. After all, war often turns some human beings into beasts. 
Under such circumstances practically anything is possible. However, 
it is the duty of a historian to separate fact from fiction.”70 

Marek Wierzbicki also represents the ethnonationalist school of 
history writing, though his position is definitely less extreme than 
that of Chodakiewicz and of Bogdan Musiał, and it appears in many 
ways more sophisticated than that of his intellectual mentor, Tomasz 
Strzembosz. Yet Strzembosz’s and Chodakiewicz’s intellectual influ-
ences do appear in Wierzbicki’s formulation of certain arguments 
and interpretations. This ranges from the use of similar phrases in 
the assessment of discriminatory policies and practices in interwar 
Poland vis-à-vis the national minorities to the use of similar explana-
tory frameworks for the anti-Jewish hostilities in the summer of 1941.

Nevertheless, there are differences between Wierzbicki and the 
other three historians. Musiał and Strzembosz refer to the post-1945 
communist period in their discussion of Polish-Jewish relations under 
the Soviet occupation in 1939–41. This strategy is employed to 
strengthen the argument about the “truthfulness” of their thesis. 
Musiał’s study, “Konterrevolutionäre Elemente sind zu Erschießen”: Die Bru-
talisierung des deutsch-sowjetischen Krieges im Sommer 1941 (“Counterrev-
olutionary Elements Are to Be Shot”: The Brutalization of the 
German-Soviet War in the Summer of 1941), is a good example of a 
work in which this strategy is taken to an extreme. Musiał conducts 
an examination of the anti-Jewish pogroms during the summer of 
1941 in Lwów, Sambor, Kołomyja, Złoczów, and other localities in 
Western Ukraine.71 He explains these pogroms as the immediate re-
action to Soviet terror in 1939–41 and insists that his evaluation of 
events constitutes “the truth,” which is hidden from the public be-
cause influential communist circles in the post-1989 government wish 
to suppress it: 

This is a difficult and long-term project, especially since the old history 
falsifiers and deniers are still at work. Post-communists make up a strong 
and influential group: the president of Poland belongs to this group. To 
say that this group has no interest in suppressing the critical examina-
tion of the communist past would be a gross understatement.72 

The insistence that a communist conspiracy has prevented a criti-
cal examination of the ( Judeo-)communist crimes against the Polish 
nation between 1939 and 1989 is nothing more than a political state-
ment from the repertoire of extreme right-wing Polish nationalists. 
This is an example of what can be called the extreme anti-communist 



[154]

Jewish 
Social 

Studies

martyrdom deviation in post-1989 right-wing historical scholarship, 
which treats Judeo-communism not only as “a historical fact” but also 
as a part of contemporary reality.73 The notions of “speaking the 
truth” and “acting in the name of truth” always seem to accompany 
this position. 

The claim of “truth” also always accompanies another argument 
about the imposition of the communist regime in the early postwar pe-
riod, 1945–49. This period is understood as the realization of Judeo-
communism.74 For example, Musiał states: “Apart from Bolesław Bierut, 
an ethnic Pole, the two other members of the triad ruling Poland at 
that time were Jakub Berman (the political overseer of the security ap-
paratus) and Hilary Minc, both of Jewish origin.”75 

Both Strzembosz and Musiał incorporate this interpretation of the 
early postwar political development into their discussion of anti-Jewish 
hostilities in the summer of 1941. This strategy is used to imply that, 
even if the Poles were guilty of wrongs against the Jews at that time, the 
Jews were twice as guilty vis-à-vis the Poles: the Jews took active part in 
the First Soviet Occupation and were responsible for the imposition of 
communist rule in the early postwar period, which meant the begin-
ning of the next and much longer Soviet occupation. 

These highly politicized interpretations are interwoven with an-
other main thesis put forward by these two historians about the sole 
responsibility and active participation of the Germans in the Jed-
wabne massacre and other similar anti-Jewish pogroms. Yet this the-
sis is inconsistent with their references to the participation of ethnic 
Poles in the anti-Jewish massacres. When they refer to this participa-
tion, they are quick to minimize its criminal nature and scope, and 
they insist that, in the majority of instances, it was the Germans who 
forced small groups of Poles to take part in the anti-Jewish violence.76 
They also contrast this participation with a claim of help offered by 
ethnic Poles to Jewish escapees. This view aims at balancing the good 
deeds and the crimes, and it belongs to the key narratives of the pre-
Jedwabne hegemonic interpretation of Polish-Jewish relations during 
the Holocaust. In this narrative, the Christian Polish rescuers of Jews 
are treated instrumentally to support the thesis of solidarity and 
unity of Christian Poles with Jews during the Holocaust. Therefore, 
the low societal approval of their rescue activities within the local 
communities—which constitutes an important understudied aspect 
of historical inquiry—does not feature in this narrative.77

Strzembosz and Musiał harbor the stereotype of the pro-Soviet 
and anti-Polish Jew in their analyses of Polish-Jewish relations under 
the Soviet occupation and in their explanations of anti-Jewish hostili-
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ties in the summer of 1941. Strzembosz employs the stereotype of 
Żydokomuna in the most unsophisticated way: he basically copies its 
representations from the Polish wartime narratives. For example, in 
the article “Przemilczana kolaboracja,” which was his first major con-
tribution to the debate about Jedwabne, Strzembosz provides a long 
list of excerpts from testimonies of ethnic Poles in order to show the 
scope of Jewish collaboration with the Soviets during the Soviet inva-
sion of eastern Poland in September 1939 and the subsequent Soviet 
occupation. The uncritical analysis of the testimonies is accompanied 
by expressions of Strzembosz’s sympathy or even identification with 
the authors of the testimonies: 

These are the voices of eyewitness survivors of a crime. In their accounts, 
they touch on “the Jewish problem” spontaneously and “from the heart,” 
even though no one encourages them to do so. Did Jedwabne Jews, like 
others, cordially welcomed the Red Army incursion? The accounts re-
corded during the war, as well as those I obtained in the early 1990s, in-
dicate that this was indeed the case.78

Strzembosz concludes his discussion of the Polish testimonies in a 
similar manner: 

Roman Sadowski, a Home Army officer and the husband of Kazimierz 
Odyniec’s sister Halina, was deported into the depths of the USSR on 20 
June 1941. He wrote to me on 10 November 2000: “During the Soviet oc-
cupation Jews were the ‘masters’ of this region. They entirely cooperated 
with the Soviet authorities. According to the accounts of my wife’s cous-
ins, it was Jews together with the NKVD who compiled lists of those to be 
interned (deported). Although I did not conduct a systematic or suffi-
ciently early search of the documents pertaining to the attitudes of Jews 
from Jedwabne and its environs, we can see that a considerable number of 
spontaneous and unsolicited testimonies have accumulated.”79 

Strzembosz’s treatment of the testimonies of Jewish survivors is en-
tirely different. In his eyes, they cannot be considered reliable for his-
torical inquiry: “After this discussion, I still do not know what happened 
in Jedwabne. I have encountered reports that seemed to me much more 
credible than Wasersztajn’s. And these reports all told me something 
different. I cannot ignore them completely.”80 

Strzembosz’s natural emotional affinity with the ethnic Polish au-
thors of the wartime and postwar testimonies, expressed in the lan-
guage of his narrative, may be explained by the fact that he was born 
in 1930 and so was a youngster during World War II. However, Musiał 
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and Wierzbicki, historians who belong to a younger generation—
both were born in the 1960s—also take the wartime narratives of eth-
nic Poles that contain anti-Jewish pronouncements at face value. 
Thus, in this historical school, the uncritical approach to primary 
sources that contain long-established prejudicial images of Jews is 
cross-generational. 

Wierzbicki’s writing is the most interesting contemporary use of the 
stereotype of the pro-Soviet and anti-Polish Jew. His approach is a man-
ifestation of the most self-contradictory position toward Żydokomuna. 
In the book Polacy i Żydzi w zaborze sowieckim (Poles and Jews Under So-
viet Occupation), which was his first major contribution to the Jed-
wabne debate, as well as in the article “Stosunki polsko-żydowskie na 
Zachodniej Białorusi w latach 1939–1941” (Polish-Jewish Relations in 
Western Belarus Between 1939 and 1941), Wierzbicki recognizes that 
this stereotype represents “a generalization” or “a false generalization 
of the behavior of a group of Jews”—that is, a minority of Jews within 
the Jewish community actively participated in the Soviet regime, not 
the majority.81 However, Wierzbicki maintains that this fact does not 
undermine the reliability of the Polish testimonies and other accounts 
that contain these general statements.

How can a scholar—who no doubt has a good historical knowl-
edge of the Soviet occupation of Eastern Poland—justify putting for-
ward this obviously self-contradictory thesis? One clue can be found 
in Wierzbicki’s overarching interpretations of the history of Poles and 
Polish-Jewish relations under the Soviet occupation and his approach 
to sovietization. He looks at the sovietization process solely through 
the lens of (ethnic) Poles. He concentrates on ethnic Polish suffering 
and ethnic Polish losses, and thus he ignores the severe Soviet poli-
cies and practices to which all national and ethnic groups in the for-
mer eastern Polish territories were subject, though he knows about 
them. For example, Wierzbicki is fully aware of the fact that the Jew-
ish middle class and some other segments of the Jewish community 
were arrested and deported by the Soviets, but he does not take this 
into account in his discussion of the context of anti-Jewish hostilities. 
His knowledge of the cross-ethnic makeup of the Soviet prisoners 
and deportees and of the harsh policies of the Soviet regime toward 
anybody considered an enemy of the Soviet state are excluded from 
his analysis of the anti-Jewish hostilities and Polish-Jewish relations in 
the Kresy in general. Thus, he seems to overlook the complex politi-
cal, social, cultural, and economic processes of sovietization and the 
evolving, dynamic attitudes and practices of the Soviet regime toward 
all national groups. 
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 Wierzbicki also finds it difficult to recognize the prejudicial na-
ture of the stereotype of the pro-Soviet and anti-Polish Jew. This is 
manifested in his discussion about the reliability of Polish testimo-
nies, which he underscores in the English version of the abstract to 
his article “Stosunki polsko-żydowskie”: 

This argument does not, however, undermine the reliability of the hun-
dreds of Polish memoirs and accounts which are highly critical of the 
choices made by the Jewish population. Their radical assessments were 
prompted by a combination of the Poles’ own decline in status with the 
Jews’ social advancement, as well as by the Jews’ presence during every 
step as the anti-Polish policies of the new Soviet authorities were being 
implemented.82

Wierzbicki provides two arguments to support his position on 
treating the Polish testimonies at face value. First, the Poles’ decline 
in social status under the Soviet occupation took place simultane-
ously with the improvement of the social status of the Jews. Second, 
Jews were physically present during every stage of the implementa-
tion of anti-Polish policies by the Soviet authorities. This argumenta-
tion indicates that Wierzbicki tends to rationalize and justify the 
anti-Jewish prejudicial views expressed by ethnic Poles during the war 
and does not seem to search for their historical origins or to inquire 
about their nature. He assumes that manifestations of anti-Jewish 
prejudice in Polish society under the Soviet occupation were the di-
rect result of the actions of the minority of Jews within the Jewish 
community who supported the Soviet regime during the First Soviet 
Occupation.83 Thus, reading his works, one gets the impression that 
Jews, not Poles, were responsible for the emergence of the negative 
stereotype of the anti-Polish and pro-Soviet Jew.84 

In his approach to the manifestations of Polish antisemitism under 
the Soviet occupation, Wierzbicki also does not discuss how Christian 
Poles saw the Soviet law officially forbidding antisemitic behavior: Did 
they perceive it as just or unjust? How did they react to it? These ques-
tions would be essential in exploring the mindset of Poles under the So-
viet occupation. But Wierzbicki’s employment of the phrase “the 
stereotype of Polish antisemitism” is a clue to his approach to the sub-
ject. Wierzbicki understands this term as Jews’ prejudicial perception 
of Poles that had no basis in reality.85 Thus, when he speaks about the 
negative generalization or even the false generalization of Jewish be-
havior by Poles, he does not view this generalization as prejudicial in 
nature and origin but one squarely rooted in the Jewish actions during 
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the Soviet occupation. This reveals the depth of Wierzbicki’s internal-
ization of the ethnonational Polish perspective on antisemitism.

In the case of Strzembosz and Musiał, the participation of ethnic 
Poles in anti-Jewish massacres in the summer of 1941 is interpreted 
primarily as revenge for all the suffering incurred by Poles “at Jewish 
hands” in the previous period: September 1939 to June 1941. How-
ever, this explanation of violence contradicts their other thesis that 
the Germans forced the Poles to participate in anti-Jewish massa-
cres.86 Similarly, Wierzbicki underscores the notion that the real or 
perceived participation of Jews in the Soviet state apparatus and the 
NKVD was the key factor in the participation of ethnic Poles in anti-
Jewish violence in the summer of 1941. Yet, in his conclusion to Polacy 
i Żydzi, Wierzbicki briefly discusses additional causes of anti-Jewish vi-
olence.87 One of these other causes, he says, was the tendency of the 
Jews to lead a separate way of life with distinct moral and cultural 
codes, which he describes as “Jewish isolation from the surrounding 
Christian community.”88 Another cause was what Wierzbicki refers to 
as “the stereotype of Polish antisemitism.” As discussed above, the 
fact that Jews perceived the Poles as a group of antisemites was, he be-
lieved, conducive to the development of anger and frustration among 
the Poles, which in turn led to the eruption of the hostilities toward 
the Jews in the summer of 1941.89 This assertion seems implicitly to 
shift blame for the violence onto the Jews.90

What are the common features of the ethnonationalist history 
written by these four historians? Overall, they share explanations and 
interpretations of the participation of Poles in anti-Jewish hostilities 
in the summer of 1941. They interpret it, albeit inconsistently, as re-
venge for real or perceived mistreatment of and discrimination 
against ethnic Poles by Jews under the Soviet occupation. Moreover, 
their discussion of Sovietization lacks nuance. They depict it through 
the lens of one national group—the Christian/ethnic Poles—and not 
from the perspective of scholars occupied with the political and so-
cial complexities of life for all national and ethnic groups under the 
Soviet occupation. This is not to say that these historians are unaware 
of such complexities, but they tend to avoid discussing them in their 
analyses of Polish-Jewish relations and anti-Jewish hostilities.

 Characteristically, these four historians view the interethnic con-
flicts as bilaterally Polish-Jewish, Polish-Ukrainian, or Polish-Lithua-
nian relations in which the (ethnic) Polish side is always right and 
threatened by the others, and the other side is at fault. They use so-
ciobiological interpretations of interethnic conflicts in their analyses 
of any bilateral conflicts. The zero-sum conflict interpretation is their 
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model for interpreting the anti-Jewish violence during the summer 
of 1941. They do not confront multivalent perspectives on the Soviet 
occupation, on the prewar Polish state, or on wartime Polish behav-
ior and attitudes as expressed by others.

In all cases, they depict interwar Poland as a state “tolerant” of its 
national and ethnic minorities—one in which minorities enjoyed 
great freedoms offered by the host nation (the ethnic Poles) or in 
which the minorities, such as Jews, were not badly off, despite some 
acts of discrimination and interethnic tension. They also offer con-
tradictory arguments regarding the impact of interwar antisemitism 
on Polish political culture and Polish-Jewish relations between 1918 
and 1939. They tend to argue that the impact is difficult to assess or 
that it was limited. The latter claim is always supported with evidence 
about the vibrant political, social, and cultural life of Polish Jewry in 
the interwar period.91 For example, Wierzbicki, who is familiar with 
some important English-language secondary literature on the sub-
ject, discusses some features of social, political, and economic inter-
war antisemitism, but he also states that one cannot draw any 
conclusions about its impact on Polish-Jewish relations in the Kresy at 
that time.92 In Polacy i Żydzi, he almost verbatim repeats Strzembosz’s 
claim, that “indeed Jews may not have had things too good in prewar 
Poland, and there was undoubtedly ‘a balance sheet of wrongs’ to 
quote Broniewski’s poem. However, they were not deported to Sibe-
ria; they were not shot or sent to concentration camps; they were not 
killed through starvation and hard labor.”93 

In their use of such arguments, these historians reduce discrimi-
nation and mistreatment of national and ethnic minorities to the 
most severe forms, such as policies of cultural and physical genocide. 
They view the milder forms of discrimination that were practiced in 
interwar Poland—such as anti-minority legislation, restrictions on 
governmental service and access to higher education, the discrep-
ancy between civil rights law and practice, and policies of emigra-
tion—as irrelevant in the discussion of Polish-Jewish relations, in 
particular on anti-Jewish violence in the summer of 1941.94 The un-
derlying assumption of this approach is the ethnonational perspec-
tive, according to which the interwar Polish state was a generous host 
to its ethnic and national minorities. 

As documented in the Jedwabne debate, these historians describe 
the last days of the Second Republic during the long month of Septem-
ber 1939, when two totalitarian regimes invaded Poland, by placing the 
lion’s share of blame for social disorder and the rapid disintegration of 
the state institutions on national and ethnic minorities: Jews, Belaru-
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sans, and Ukrainians. As a rule, these historians emphasize the role of 
Jews as a group and accuse them of betraying Poland, “ joining the mor-
tal enemy in killing Polish soldiers and murdering Polish civilians flee-
ing to the East . . . and taking part in fingering their neighbors for 
deportations, those heinous acts of collective responsibility.”95 They 
judge the actions of Jews against the Poles without giving specific quan-
tifiers.96 They accuse Belarusan peasants as an ethnic group of plun-
dering Polish manor houses in the eastern territories, in contrast to the 
honorable actions of Polish peasants: “It is significant that we find no 
reports of Polish peasants looting the manor houses in Western Be-
larus, while such attacks were committed frequently by Belarusian 
peasants.”97 In the negative evaluation of minorities, none of these post-
1989 historians asks about the possible impact of antidiscriminatory 
policies of the interwar Polish state on the behavior of those minorities. 
Like their sources, the historians uncritically characterize complex so-
cial and political conflicts as ethnonational conflicts, and they do not 
recognize Jewish and other minorities that inhabited the eastern terri-
tories as Polish in the civic sense. 

This depiction of minorities stands in sharp contrast to the por-
trayal of ethnic Poles during the invasion of the Polish state in Sep-
tember 1939 and the ensuing Soviet occupation. Ethnic Poles seem to 
emerge as a community of heroes, whose daily conduct was qualita-
tively different from the conduct of all other national and ethnic 
groups. In this portrayal, ethnic Poles appear morally superior to any 
other group during the Soviet invasion and the subsequent Soviet oc-
cupation. They were not corruptible and opportunistic like the Jews. 
Instead, they always acted honorably in the face of the two totalitar-
ian regimes throughout the occupations. This argumentation reveals 
that two entirely different standards of evaluation of social actions 
have been applied to ethnic Poles and to all other national and eth-
nic groups that constituted the pre-1939 multicultural Polish state.

These four historians also display a similar approach toward primary 
sources containing anti-Jewish prejudice. Citations from primary 
sources are often employed to support the thesis that defines the Soviet 
occupation in 1939–41 as a period of intense ethnic conflict between 
Poles and Jews, during which ethnic Poles suffered injustices and dis-
crimination that they believed Jews had inflicted upon them. These 
historians tend to cite testimonies without any detailed information 
about the background of their authors or the origins of the sources and 
without attempts to provide historical context for the sources.98 For ex-
ample, in the conclusion to Polacy i Żydzi, Wierzbicki refers to three quo-
tations from testimonies of the Jewish refugees from Nazi-occupied 



[161]

Stereotypes & 
the Soviet 
Occupation of 
Poland

 •
Joanna 
Michlic

Poland that are part of the Ringelblum Archive housed in the Jewish 
Historical Institute in Warsaw.99 Wierzbicki uses these testimonies pri-
marily to prove that Jews also saw the reality of the Soviet occupation 
through the lens of Judeo-communism understood as reality. Yet he ig-
nores refugee testimonies that paint a much more complex image of 
the relations between Jews and Poles under the Soviet occupation. 

For example, he cites an excerpt from the testimony of a 20-year-old 
Jewish woman from Warsaw who spent the first year and a half of the 
Soviet occupation in Grodno.100 The excerpt depicts the Jews as a group 
that “welcomed the Soviets with joy and triumphant arches and badly 
mistreated the Poles.” However, Wierzbicki does not explain why the 
author of this testimony might have held such views. He does not criti-
cally discuss some of her statements concerning Jewish existence under 
the Soviet occupation. Nor he does inquire into the origins of her posi-
tion or how representative her outlook might be: “The situation of Jews 
on the Polish territories occupied by the Soviets was extremely good. 
Thanks to their inborn canny nature and certain talents, they were ca-
pable of creating a very comfortable life for themselves.”101 

He does not mention the important biographical details about this 
young woman’s life that are provided in the entry to the testimony 
and that shed light on her perception and evaluation of the Jewish 
community: “This woman spent a year and a half under the Soviet oc-
cupation. Her social circle was non-Jewish, and Jewish issues were of 
no interest to her. After the Germans invaded the area, she was viewed 
as an Aryan woman. At present, she travels between Grodno and War-
saw in the character of a courier. She is still considered Aryan.”102 

Thus, in his treatment of Jewish testimonies, Wierzbicki does not 
take into account the approach of individuals in the underground 
Oneg Shabbat organization who were in charge of collecting the tes-
timonies of the Jewish refugees. The collectors of these testimonies, 
most likely familiar with the standards of critical analysis of personal 
testimonies set by the YIVO Institute in Vilnus prior to 1939, viewed 
this material as requiring a critical apparatus and not to be treated at 
face value. The testimonies were to be a resource for historians, who 
were supposed to analyze them in a critical manner.

Overall, the “actuality” of the stereotype of the pro-Soviet and 
anti-Polish Jew on the grounds of its frequent appearance in primary 
wartime sources of varying origins, including Jewish testimonies, can 
be viewed as an anomaly in historical scholarly interpretation. It re-
flects a lack of understanding on the part of some scholars of the fun-
damental difference between historically reconstructed memory and 
unreflective popular memory. It exposes the inability to differentiate 
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between an actual historical fact and a social construction rooted in 
prejudice or between the actual participation of Jews in the Soviet re-
gime and state apparatus and the modern antisemitic stereotype of 
the Jew as a Bolshevik, communist, and anti-Polish element. It also 
exposes the persistence of prejudicial argumentation, inherited from 
the past and successfully transmitted to the present. This treatment 
of primary sources ignores methodological considerations and ap-
proaches voiced by other historians who developed a sophisticated 
critical approach in the study of testimonies.103

Chodakiewicz, Wierzbicki, Musiał, and Strzembosz also refer to 
the works of Jewish historians such as Dov Levin and Ben Cion Pin-
chuk to demonstrate that Jewish scholarly literature “speaks volumes” 
about the collaboration of the Jews with the Soviet regime.104 This 
strategy resembles the approach, discussed above, toward wartime 
Jewish primary sources. It involves taking certain arguments and in-
terpretations out of context from their original historical analyses. 
This “cut and paste” method seems to be the main way these histori-
ans cite Levin and Pinchuk with regard to the explanation of anti-
Jewish violence in the summer of 1941. For example, in his polemics 
with Gross, Musiał insists on supporting his argument about the rapid 
deterioration of Polish-Jewish relations during the Soviet occupation 
as a cause of anti-Jewish violence with references to Levin and Pin-
chuk, but he does so without clarifying the differences between his 
and Levin’s and Pinchuk’s positions on the causes of this deteriora-
tion and on antisemitism in general.105 

In light of newly available sources, Levin’s and Pinchuk’s works pub-
lished in the 1990s have become outdated. Nevertheless, they give a 
more complex picture of the situation of Jews under the Soviet occupa-
tion than that presented in ethnonationalist Polish historiography. 
They discuss the various levels of support for the Soviet system in the 
Jewish community and explain the origins of such support. They depict 
the severe Soviet policies and restrictions that destroyed Jewish com-
munity life under the Soviet regime. In addition, both Levin and Pin-
chuk consider prewar antisemitism in the region as an important factor 
influencing majority nations and Jewish relations during World War II.

In a 2003 article, Pinchuk criticizes Strzembosz for what he regards 
as intellectually questionable interpretations of anti-Jewish violence 
in the summer of 1941:

The depth of the Polish suspicions and resentment concerning Jewish-
Soviet relations was dramatically revealed recently when the details of 
the Jedwabne massacre became widely known. The prominent role of 
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Jews in establishing the Soviet regime and the sights of Jewish joy and 
satisfaction when the Red Army entered Polish territory haunted the 
memory of many Poles. Facing the genocidal act committed in Jed-
wabne, there were many who turned to the twenty-two months of Soviet-
Jewish relations for an explanation. When the massacre is treated in the 
context of what happened in the Soviet period, the unavoidable impres-
sion is that one is seeking mitigating circumstances, at least partial justi-
fications for murder. The attempt to connect the massacre of an entire 
community . . . to the behavior of the victims during the Soviet period is 
historically false and morally untenable. It was not specifically those 
who were suspected of collaboration who were murdered.106 

For their part, Musiał and Chodakiewicz insist that they are “speak-
ing the truth” and “acting in the name of historical truth.” They invoke 
truth as the premise and aim of their writing, but, in fact, they use it as 
a technique aiming at relativization and the distortion of the truth. 
This is apparent in their attacks on Gross during the Jedwabne debate:

Neighbors is a model example of the current tendencies toward the “ahis-
toricizing” of the Holocaust (the extermination of the Jews is removed 
from the context of the Second world War, while the war itself is reduced 
to the Holocaust) and toward the mythologization and mystification of 
the historical events. . . . This is complemented by insufficient “quality 
control” in the realm of Holocaust research, which has been pointed 
out by, among others, Raul Hilberg.107

The same technique is used in their attacks on what they call the 
American school of Holocaust history writing about Polish-Jewish 
matters. They often claim that this entire (unspecified) school is weak 
because it lacks a critical approach to Jewish testimonies, and, there-
fore, it presents a distorted representation of the past. In their at-
tacks, Musiał and Chodakiewicz insist that they are capable of 
unraveling the distorted representation of the past because they are 
the champions of sophisticated scientific methods that will free the 
profession from stereotypes about “Poland” and “Polish attitudes” 
during the Holocaust. What their claim stands for is the promotion 
of the one-dimensional traditionalist and ethnonationalist image of 
Poland as the community of heroes and victims:

Although there are so many Holocaust experts in the U.S., precious few 
are truly knowledgeable about Polish-Jewish matters: many simply repeat 
formulas they have learned from secondary sources, and Polish-Ameri-
can historians have produced precious little in the way of in-depth studies 
to offer an alternative. Granted, research into such topics as Jedwabne 
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was halted by the Cold War and other factors. Because the archives in the 
East were largely inaccessible, Western scholars were forced to rely mainly 
on the accounts of the victims. In particular hundreds of Jewish memo-
rial books (Yizkor bukher) and even more numerous testimonies and 
memoirs of Jewish witnesses abound in the frequent accusations of al-
leged Polish participation in crimes against Jews. . . . Unfortunately, for 
the most part, they have gone unchallenged and unverified.108

Conclusion

Writing the history of the relationship between a nation and the Jewish 
communities (and other minorities) of that region, free of the cliché of 
Judeo-communism in its various forms and free of other anti-minority 
prejudices, depends on two general, intertwined factors. The first is the 
ability of historians to recognize the subjective nature of their approach 
as rooted in their social belonging to a certain community; they must 
strive to maintain a critical position toward the model of (ethno-)na-
tional history, which concentrates on the sufferings of just one commu-
nity—the majority nation to whom the writer belongs—and discounts 
the multivalent narratives of other ethnic and cultural groups. In other 
words, it depends on the ability of the historian to create a nuanced pic-
ture of his or her own community, including all internal social and cul-
tural complexities. Regarding the attitudes toward and treatment of 
the Jewish minority, the entire spectrum of antisemitic tropes, policies, 
and practices and its impact on Polish society and interethnic relations 
has to be acknowledged.

The second factor lies in the historians’ approach toward primary 
sources (freely available in the post-communist era) and their will-
ingness to accept empirical data that could change or complicate 
their understanding of the communities to which they belong. Histo-
rians often seem to need to demonstrate their claim to exclusive ex-
pertise over the past. This claim is usually based on their command 
of the primary sources rather than their powers of explanation or 
synthesis. If historians are not capable of accepting empirical data 
that complicate their historical theses and refuse to modify their de-
sired visions of history in light of such data, their command of the 
primary sources and their theses become questionable. In such cases, 
misunderstandings and misuses of primary sources inevitably occur. 

In the debate about Jedwabne, various protagonists have used the 
phrase “the devil’s in the details.” Perhaps “the devil” not only resides 
in historical details but also hides in biased assumptions, concepts, and 
conceptual frameworks, belonging to the right-wing ethnonationalist 
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legacy of the past that divided societies in the region. The new and still 
developing critical school of Polish history writing, represented by 
scholars such as Gross, Jasiewicz, Libionka, and Żbikowski, opposes this 
legacy; instead, it embraces a civic pluralistic vision of Poland in which 
the histories of all the ethnic and national groups are treated as be-
longing to the Polish national past. These scholars acknowledge both 
the heroic and the nonheroic pages of national history. It remains to be 
seen whether they will succeed in reshaping historical consciousness, 
in revising history writing, and, thus, in changing official memory in 
contemporary Poland.
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